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February 20, 2005

“Called to Witness”
Acts 21:37-22:22

FCF:  Not sure what witnessing really means
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because God is the One who works in people’s hearts,

(magnet) our calling is but to serve as faithful signposts.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

One word or phrase can hold multiple meanings.  And cause much confusion.  For instance, think of shoes.  Alligator shoes – not shoes for alligators but shoes made from alligators.  Baby shoes – not shoes made from babies but shoes made for babies.  You get these things confused, however, and one image can lead to silliness while another to gruesomeness.  All this is to say that different meanings, understandings bring confusion.
Some words are kicked around a lot and people still don’t know what they really mean – even in churches.  Take the word “witnessing.”  Typically what that involves in such circles is not “seeing something happen” but “explaining in your own words what happened.”  The problem comes in the confusion surrounding what that would then look like.  Confusion such that, as soon as the topic is brought up, people often get tense.

It doesn’t have to be that way – not when we really understand what it’s all about.

SCRIPTURE READING:  Acts 21:37-22:22
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

A great deal has been written in recent years about the abysmal test scores of our nation’s institutions of higher learning.  For example, the history behind the pilgrims, the role of the Founding Fathers, the dates of the Civil War, the reasons for the First World War and the parties of the Second, the significance of the Space Race, the trauma of Watergate.  A large number of students – even college students – just don’t know these things.  Now I don’t bring this up to harangue but to make a point.  The level of student preparedness (or lack thereof) will eventually affect the direction of teacher instruction.  It has to.  If teachers above know that the quality of the products turned out below is slipping, they’ll have to adjust their own plans accordingly.  They have to.  It just makes sense.  And the reason is this – the work of others, in the past or even in the background at the present, inevitably has a shaping effect upon our own.  At least it should.  Enabling us to do (or not do certain things), directing and clarifying what we’re to do even now.
As we examine the text before us, we see something very much like that at work here.  What do I mean by that?  The Lord is at work.  His is the prior work of the past and the background work of the present.  And it had certain inevitable shaping effects upon Paul.  You see it in his ministry – the focus on prayer and expressions of trust in the Lord during his missionary journeys.  You see it in his writings – his emphasis on his own weakness and the Lord’s strength.  And you see it in his testimony, his own experience, even as he recounts it here in Jerusalem to this hostile home crowd.  The Lord is at work.  Paul’s was a hard heart utterly hopeless and helpless, his was an utter and absolute need of the Lord’s work in confronting the rebellion within him, setting the real King upon the throne.  This shaped Paul.  The reality of the Lord’s work shaped his own.  And it should.  The reality of the Lord’s work should always shape the work of His followers.  

It means we are but to testify – as in a court of law – to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.  Or to be but a “signpost” (READ John White quote):

A signpost points to a destination.  It matters little whether the signpost is pretty or ugly, old or new.  It helps if the lettering is bold and clear.  But the essential features are that it must point in the right direction and be clear about what it is pointing to.  If you ask people to describe the signposts that directed them to their destination, they will remember some and forget others altogether.  But forgotten or remembered, the signposts will have done their job if they have got the traveler to where he wanted to go.
Which is what we are called to do – to help people get where they need to go.

Now before we go any further, let me remind you of where we are.  Paul has just completed the third of his missionary journeys.  He has returned to Jerusalem and, at the request of the leaders of the church, gone to the Temple to settle certain misconceptions about his ministry.  While there, he finds himself falsely accused of certain violations and eventually taken into custody by the Roman soldiers who’ve arrived on the scene.  Given a chance to speak, what does he say?  How does he approach this situation?  And what can we learn as to what it means to “testify,” to be a signpost today?  Two things…
I. SPEAKING BUT WHAT YOU KNOW

The first having to do with speaking but what we know.  This is the role of a sign – but to point to somewhere else.  That’s all it’s to do – to point.  
A) All We Need to Do
That’s all we need to do.  It’s all that’s asked of us.

1. Not complex

Complexity is not required.  Brevity may even be in order.  Look at how short Paul’s address is here – a mere 21 verses explaining what had happened to him.
2. Not someone else’s
And notice who it happened to – to Paul.  That is, he focuses on what had happened to him, on what he had experienced.  Look at how he begins (READ Acts 22:3).  Throughout, we see “I.”  This is Paul’s testimony, his pointing – not James’, not Peter’s.
B) All We Can Do

It’s all we need to do – speak simply of our experience.  It’s also all we can do.

1. Not driving

Notice that Paul is not arguing, badgering, or desperately trying to drive points home.
2. Only directing

He is not driving.  He is directing.  He is testifying.  He is but pointing.
That is all we need and can do.  Ours is but to point.  It is the Lord’s to bring the points home, to work within the heart.  And that is when, how, and with whom He pleases.  Think of the incident on the Damascus Road (READ Acts 22:6, 9).  Paul’s companions could see but they could not “see.”  They knew something had happened but they could not understand.  But Paul could.  Because even as the Lord had blinded him, He was working to help him see.  Giving sight is the Lord’s work.  Ours is but to point.  

C) All We Should Do

That is all we need to do, all we can do, and all we should do as well.  

1. Pointing not to ourselves

Think not only of what Paul says but the emphasis on what Paul says as well.  Yes, he speaks of himself – “I did thus-and-such.”  But that is only that he might point to another.
2. Pointing only to Christ

He speaks of what had happened to him only that he might be able to speak of the One who had done these things to him, for him, and in him.  Think with me.  The emphasis in what he says is not simply “look at how I’ve changed” but “look at who changed me.”  Look again at Paul’s words and who he is really drawing attention to.  It’s not to himself.
Illustration:

This is not the testimony of a late night infomercial.  Nor is it on the model of what you see on the campaign trail where candidates have to be so careful as to who introduces them so they won’t be upstaged.  We are but to testify.  We are but to point – and not to ourselves.  Let me read you another quote from John White (READ quote):
In a sense it matters very little whether you are an antiquated rural signpost written in elegant ancient script or a bright green modern one strung up high over the freeway.  You do not exist to draw attention to yourself but to direct people’s thoughts to a divine destination.  A signpost has defeated its purpose if it is so attractive that it draws attention to itself rather than to a city.
Application:

All this is to say that if you’re thinking about doing something eccentric “for Jesus,” check your motives.  To whom are you trying to bring attention?  “I’ll show them.  I’ll put that sticker on my car.  I’ll wear that T-shirt.  I’ll show them.”  Show them what?  Or who?  I’m not saying these things are necessarily wrong.  But what are we showing?  Really – He is all people need.  We don’t have to scream to be heard.  Just point.
It’s all we need to do.  Oh, I know some of you are thinking, “Yeah, well if I had a testimony like Paul’s, that’s what I’d share too!  But mine’s so ordinary.”  But don’t you see?  That’s just it.  That’s just what’s needed – the dramatic, yes, and the ordinary.  God uses it all.  And really – is anyone’s testimony really just ordinary?  Hardly.
It’s all we need to do.  It’s all we can do.  All we can do is point.  He is the One who opens eyes and changes hearts.  Certainly we can’t.  And that is so freeing.  Freeing to know ours is but to point.  Freeing to know what our role is!  But let’s push on.
II. SPEAKING BUT SO OTHERS CAN HEAR

As signposts we are to speak but what we know.  And we are also to speak but so that others can hear.  A sign has to do certain things – to be in a certain position, to be turned at a certain angle – if anyone is going to hear what it’s got to say and benefit from its message.  It has to speak in a way that it can be heard.  Otherwise, it has failed.
A) Clarity

What do I mean?  A sign should be clear.
1. Necessity
Think with me.  Certainly Paul is clear, is he not?  He speaks with clarity.  He had to.
2. Relative necessity
Don’t misunderstand.  God can use signposts with smudged paint.  And He does.  But out of love for those observing the sign, out of love for the One to whom he was pointing, Paul strove to speak with clarity.  “This is who Jesus is.  This is what He’s done.”
B) Boldness

That is, he knew what he believed.  And – can I put it this way – he believed what he believed.  There was a boldness to his words as well.  He felt what he spoke.
1. Not with fear

He knows what sort of reaction he’s likely to get.  He’s spoken to such crowds before.  For that matter, there was a time when he was in such crowds before.  He tells them that.
2. But with conviction

But he speaks anyway.  His love is not of his safety.  His loyalty is not to being liked.
And so he speaks with boldness.  But let me be clear here.  There is a difference between boldness and arrogance.  Boldness is grounded in a clear and humbled view of reality.  Arrogance is grounded in a muddled view of self.  And it can be shrill at times.
Illustration:

You know what I mean.  We’ve seen it.  And quite likely we’ve done it.  A discussion, a debate, an argument develops.  And the more unsure one or both sides becomes of their position, the more shrill the tone.  That’s not what we see here.
C) Sensitivity

Paul shows us an appropriate boldness.  Along with clarity, a calm confident boldness.  And a sensitivity as well.  Again, the sign needs to be seen in order to point.
1. Not pushing people away

Look at how Paul approaches his audience.  He speaks in their native Hebrew.  He addresses them as “Brothers and fathers.”  Paul does not start off pushing people away.
2. But meeting people where they are

Rather, he meets them where they are.  Think with me.  To this hostile Jewish crowd, concerned for their customs and laws, Paul stresses his loyalty to his Jewish roots.  He speaks of his birth, upbringing, and training.  He reminds them of his own zeal for God.  He makes clear his conversion was of God’s initiative.  He makes reference to Ananias, a man known for his devout life.  The vision he receives he receives in the Temple.  There is a clear sensitivity, an appropriateness, a common ground he is trying to build.

Application:
Which raises a question.  In terms of “speaking but what we know,” we could ask if we have the humility to do that, to just be signposts.  Do we have the humility?  But in terms of “speaking but so others can hear,” we need to ask if we have the love.  Do we love people enough to take the effort to speak with clarity, to speak with boldness, and to do so with a real sensitivity, with a deep longing that they might hear?  Do we love them enough and do we love the One to whom we point enough to do that?

All that’s being asked of us is to be real, to be transparent, to be honest before the Lord and those He brings into our lives.  Just to speak, to tell our story, to tell His story, to rest in what and who has given us rest.  That’s all.  To be honest.  To speak.  To point.

CONCLUSION:

Let me put it this way.  Because He is the One who works in people’s hearts, we are but to serve as signposts, pointing others to Christ.  That is what we are to do and it is laid out quite clearly.  But so too is the way in which we are to do it.  The way we carry out this task, the way we point, should reflect something of who it is we’re pointing to.

Think with me.  Historical markers – you can tell what they are before you’re close enough to read them.  They’re serious, stately.  They have an air of permanence to them – because of what they’re pointing to.  Fast food restaurants – much the same.  You can tell what they are from the colors, the shapes, the characters.  A theater – flashing lights, marquee signs – again, the way they point is related to what they’re pointing to.

That’s exactly what we see here with Paul.  The way he pointed was related to who he was pointing to.  And it should be the same with us.  A trust that the message is enough, that He is enough, that He is far more willing and able to work in that heart than we will ever be.  A clarity, a boldness, a sensitivity – those things are reflections of the very character of the One who sends us, the One to whom we are pointing.  And they are absolutely necessary if we are to be faithful to the task He has given.
By His grace, may He make us so – faithful signposts.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because God is the One who works in people’s hearts,

(magnet) our calling is but to serve as faithful signposts.
