Just Walk Across the Room Four-Week Experience

Week One: The Single Greatest Gift

Introduction

I’m glad that you are all here today! Because today, we are going to begin a four-week experience that is going to radically change the way you and I view that great category of Christianity called evangelism.

For some of you, just hearing that word sends a tremor of terror up your spine. You’re sitting there wondering if I’m going to make you come up here at some point and give a personal demonstration of how to share your faith with a non-believer.

Well, don’t worry, that’s not the plan for this journey together.

I hope that this four-week experience will be unlike anything we’ve ever read, seen or heard about evangelism. And here’s why I say that. The type of evangelism that we’ll be exploring involves:

• No formulas

• No scripts

• No quizzes, tests, or on-the-spot demands for huge chunks of memorized information.
Together we’re going to discover that evangelism can be as simple as taking a walk across a room. And taking a walk across a room is something we can all do.

Stepping Out

What is the greatest gift that you have ever been given?

I suspect it’s not anything like the dad who suggested that his family buy him a gift that everyone could get something out of – so they bought him a new wallet!

No, amazing gifts are more than practical, more than monetary, more than just fun. Well, this morning we are thinking about the Single Greatest Gift; what it is and how do we give it.

In the accompanying DVD to this course, Bill Hybels, its author states; “If we would all do just the small thing that we can do, we would touch a lot more lives!”

If you’re a Christian – a follower of Christ, isn’t this essentially what you want most … to touch the lives of the people you know—the people you love, but who are living their lives far from God?

But how can we do that?

Bill Hybels tells about the time he met a tall, African-American gentleman. When he introduced himself to Bill, his name was distinctly Muslim. 

After lunch he told Hybels his story.
“I have been a Muslim my whole adult life. Being an African-American Muslim in a southern city it’s not always been easy.”

“In the profession I’m in, we have a lot of cocktail parties, and a lot of evening events; and the natural course for me at these parties is that I’m served a drink, I get some hors d’oeuvres, and I try to make business contacts in the room, but inevitably, I end up standing on my own until enough time has elapsed and I feel like I can gracefully make an exit.”

The Muslim man went on to tell Bill that one night, when he was at such a party, he found himself standing all by himself as usual. There were groups of people spread throughout the entire room—talking, laughing, engaging in conversation about this or that—but he was there with no one to talk to and nothing to do. 
At some point during the party, the Muslim man noticed a man standing on the other side of the room who was in the middle of a conversation with people of his own colour and his own “kind.” The man looked away from his group and saw our Muslim friend standing all alone just ten feet away. He was perplexed that this person would even care to notice him, but what happened next would utterly shock him.

The man actually excused himself from his conversation, turned away from the group, walked across the room, stuck out his hand to the Muslim man, introduced himself and then asked for the Muslim gentleman’s name.

From there, the conversation unfolded so smoothly and so naturally. They talked about their mutual profession. They talked about their families. They talked about business in general, sports and all sorts of things. Eventually—in this same conversation—the issue of faith came up.

Our African-American friend told Bill that at that point in the conversation, he became a little reticent, he just assumed that there would be an unfavourable reaction when the other person learned he was Muslim. But he took the risk, and to his surprise, the man said, “Well, I’m a Christ-follower, but, truth be told, I know almost nothing about Islam. Look, I wonder if you would do me the courtesy sometime—maybe over breakfast one day—of giving me the idiot’s guide to your faith system … you know, why you committed yourself to Islam. Hearing your story would be pretty interesting to me.”

The Muslim man almost fainted! Can you imagine his surprise when he saw a Christ-follower in a social setting like that behaving with such openness and grace?

Well, the two men agreed to meet for breakfast the following week, and the conversation that ensued was incredible. The Christian man felt free to ask questions about Islam, and the Muslim man felt free to answer them.

That meeting led to another meeting the following week. And another one after that. And another. For weeks on end, these two men got together over cups of coffee so that one Christ-follower could take an interest in a man living far from God.

At some point in this series of breakfasts, an interesting thing happened. The Muslim realized that this Christian man had been a good listener all this time, week after week after week. He hadn’t judged the Muslim man’s life choices. He hadn’t wedged his own agenda into their conversations. He just kept showing up with a listening ear and a genuine interest in the Muslim man’s life.

This is what the Muslim man went on to say,

“I really didn’t remember that much about the Christian faith. 
I’d been a Christian at some point in my childhood, but the racism in our community had infiltrated my family’s church. Eventually, we just left the faith altogether. Doesn’t take a genius to know when you’re not wanted. But for some reason I was prompted during one of our breakfast meetings to say, “You’ve been such a good listener all this time … would you be willing to refresh my memory on the Christian faith?”

“From there, it all happened so easily and respectfully and sensitively. And to cut a long story short, many months later, after determining that Christianity was the superior faith system, I committed myself to Jesus Christ! And it has made an unbelievable change in my life and in my family’s lives.”
Friends, the single greatest gift Christ-followers can give to the people around them is not a wallet, or a bunch of flowers, a luxury cruise or a new car, it is an introduction to the God who created them, who loves them, and who has a purpose for their life. Nothing beats it—not monetary gains, not job opportunities, not recognition or accolades.

And when you boil it all down, this is what evangelism amounts to: constantly watching for ways to give this single greatest gift to someone living far from God.

Perhaps it is more helpful for us to think of ourselves as “gift bearers” rather than evangelists!

And ultimately, what the Christian in this story did is something that we all can do … he had a deep-seated hope that God would use him as the gift-bearer in someone else’s life. And because he was open to being used by God, God used him.

Today, we begin the process of understanding how to become “usable” gift bearers for God, and the first step in becoming usable by God is being willing to extricate ourselves from what Bill Hybels calls our Circles of Comfort and stretch out a hand to a person who needs the hope that we know and that we can offer.

Again, can you believe how simple and straightforward this image is? You don’t need a stadium, an altar call, or even a degree in theology, just a willing heart and a few steps to cross the room. But if you are willing to take them, can you see the staggering amount of kingdom building impact that one faithful Christ-follower can have?

Bill Hybels says, “I believe the gates of hell shuddered when [that man] took the first step. In that moment, the angels in heaven probably began preparing banners to unfurl with the names of the businessman and his family written on them the moment they crossed the line of faith!” What a great image that is and what a wonderful inspiration!
Do you think that would be worth the risk of ten steps across the room?

Now, please hear me on this: this is not my plan, my idea, my hobby horse, even, because when I read the Bible, it seems clear to me that one of the top priorities of the Holy Spirit in each of our lives is to turn every single person here—every single Christ-follower—into a walk-across-the-room kind of person.

Regardless of your age, gender, colour, personality type, personal mix of spiritual gifts, if you’re a living, breathing Christ-follower, then the Spirit is asking you and me to walk. “…in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. 
Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect.”

God is asking us (enabled, equipped and prompted by his Holy Spirit) to make a difference in the lives of the people whom we see each and every day! 
If you have made the choice to follow Christ—if you have found him to be the truth, if you have found what the Bible says to be the  truth—then why would any of us think that other people wouldn’t be interested in knowing about what we have discovered to be the most life-changing, heart-stimulating, eternity-altering relationship in our lives?

Friends, if we have been bowled over by God’s gift of new life (and I hope that you have) and if you want to live your life as an expression of love for the great God you know, then let’s decide to be bolder Christians and introduce as many people as possible to the God who wants desperately to enfold them with his grace!

All right, so in order to bestow this single greatest gift on someone living far from God, we first must be willing to step out of our comfort zone and into the unknown. But there’s more. Because unless you’ve got some supernatural power on your side, you could do more harm than good once you’re there.
Listen for the Spirit’s Promptings

In order for us to be effective as we walk across the room, we must be led by the Holy Spirit; we must listen to the Spirit’s promptings every step of the way.

Now, before you get the wrong idea about what this means, let me tell you that being available to the movement of the Holy Spirit doesn’t mean hearing strange voices, or being suddenly struck down. Being open to promptings of God’s Holy Spirit means just that – open to his promptings.

Sometimes we can be so wrapped up in what we are doing that we can totally fail to see the opportunity which God is putting in front of us and so he just gives us a gentle nudge, a spiritual tweak – “look over there, what about going and speaking to them?”
But the key is this: fundamentally, being walk-across-the-room people means that we walk when the Spirit tells us to walk and we don’t walk when the Spirit says stay. It makes our Christian lives dynamic and mystical and out of our control, it reminds us that there is adventure present in the Christian life.

In Matthew 5:13, Jesus said this about his followers: “You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men.”

So, as the verse says, you’ve got to have flavour. You’ve got to have spiritual potency. But what else does salt need if it’s going to affect anything? It needs proximity. You’ve got to get salt on something if it’s going to affect it, true?

Think of it this way: I can be the strongest, most flavoursome form of salt the world has ever seen. I can be the saltiest salt known to humankind, but I won’t make any kind of impact unless I get up close to some people who need to be affected.

You know, there can be incredible anxiety when a normal conversation suddenly shifts gears and migrates into spiritual territory. It unnerves even the most seasoned Christ-followers.
But here’s the underlying reality that I want to remind you of: when Jesus is the Lord of our hearts—when there is vitality and openness in our spirits to the promptings of his Spirit:

God will use you and be with you.
But for what purpose? I mean, when you boil it all down, what’s the reason that we want to bother walking across the room and put ourselves in vulnerable positions?
Well, I’m glad you asked that.

Just Walk!

There’s a passage in Romans 5:8 that is familiar to many of you. It says, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (TNIV).

Now, have you recently spent any time reflecting on what that verse means in your own life?

Now, I know that I am still a far from perfect person, but I also know that while I was in complete rebellion against him, God sent Jesus to die for me. That when I was hopelessly cut off from him, when I had burnt every bridge. Jesus built a new one with his cross.
But do you see what had to happen? Jesus didn’t need to rescue me, he didn’t need to step away from his Father, he could, by rights, have stayed in that circle of comfort in heaven. But he didn’t, He took a walk.

In Philippians 2:5-8 we read, “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 

Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death— even death on a cross!”

And here we see that at a specific point in history Jesus walked all the way across the cosmos and reached out his redemptive hand to people like you and me. And because of that one walk, humankind was able to be saved and secured in the family of God forever.

Think for a moment about the implications of that walk: this passage tells us that Jesus, under direction from his Father, left the ultimate Circle of Comfort—heaven itself (direct participation in the Trinity), he left the worship and adoration of the angels and he took the longest walk a person could ever take.

But why?

Well, here’s why: he did it to stretch out a hand to people just like you and just like me – sinners and rebels. Isn’t that incredible?

But it doesn’t end there, because in addition to taking a walk across the cosmos so that you and I could be redeemed, he also took that walk across the cosmos so that you and I could see how the work of rescue is done. 
Jesus says, “I want this to be characteristic of my followers – our “attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus”, that we should be walk-across-the-room kind of people. Just following his lead, doing exactly what he did whenever he gives us opportunity to do so. Jesus says, “Just take the hand of the Holy Spirit and walk.”

Closing

As we close today, I want you to think about how you ended up in God’s kingdom. Remember last week I invited you to think about someone who had impacted your Christian life? 
Well, almost every Christ-follower I know can think back on somebody—it might have been a parent, it might have been a co-worker or a teacher, it might have been a friend or a neighbour—who walked across a room for them.

And so if you are a Christian, then someone probably took a risk for you along the way and did a little something to get you interested in the possibility of knowing the love of God and exploring the opportunity to be freed from your sins.

Now, if this is true for you, I imagine that you have a pretty high opinion of that person—the person who “took a walk” to rescue you, the person who took the risk to approach you and hand you the single greatest gift you’d ever receive in your entire life.

I know that I have huge amounts of respect for the person who came over to me when I was lost and confused and completely separated from Christ and Christian community.

Well, this week, I hope you will take the postcard that you were handed when you walked in this morning (if you are reading this on-line, copy and paste the card image on this page into a document in your computer, you will then be able to print it out) and write a note of gratitude to the person who walked across the room for you. 
If you’re no longer in touch with that person for whatever reason, then please think of someone you know who personifies all that it means to be a just-walk-across-the-room person. Use your postcard to write a note to them, encouraging them to continue fighting the good fight because their efforts will never be in vain.

I hope you’ll address it and stamp it and pray every step of the way to the post-box that God will cause you to become the kind of person who will receive similar postcards from all sorts of friends and family members who come to know Jesus Christ one day because of you.

Can I close with a few lines from Just Walk Across the Room that you’ll encounter this week in your reading If you’ve got the book.
Bill Hybels writes:

“Jesus Christ knew that fulfilling his redemptive mission would be excruciatingly difficult, risky, downright defeating, and seemingly fruitless for us at times. ‘But if you will just persevere,’ he might say, ‘the potential is colossal.’ Think of it! One more treasure—a priceless human being—might be snatched from the clutches of a horrendous, lifeless eternity because of your work. So go! Go right now and bear witness. Sow the seed. Take the walk across the room. Leave what’s comfortable for that which is eternally significant. Risk your life for this, and know that you will never regret your decision.”

Friends, the single greatest gift you and I can give to another human being is an introduction to the God who declared that his mission was to find every person who was lost and to bring them home.

Let’s pray;
Heavenly Father, thank you for the model Jesus Christ set for us when he left his Circle of Comfort in heaven. Thank you that he walked across the cosmos, took on human flesh, and dwelled among us. He walked across dusty areas to reach out a hand to a sin-scarred people and on the cross he reached out a hand to sin-scarred people like us.

If Christ hadn’t made his walk, it is almost unimaginable what our lives would be like. But because he did walk and now it is our turn to learn how to take walks across rooms. 

Father, we pray that you will bless these four weeks in a supernatural way, that you will turn every timid heart into a bold one for you, that you will take every pair of shaky legs and that you will help point them toward people outside our circles who need a touch of grace from you.

God, we pray that as our church moves into this exciting new era of personal evangelism, every single person in this fellowship will be open to becoming a walk-across-the-room kind of person, to the honour and glory of Jesus Christ. In his name that we pray.

Amen.
PAGE  
5

