St. Andrew’s Church, Arbroath
The Year of Evangelism

Friendship Evangelism Training Programme – Session 1

Though the Gospel never changes, times and circumstances do. The way we do things, therefore, needs to be appropriate to the circumstances. Methods that were at one time effective don’t remain so forever.

In considering how evangelism needs to be thought of in 21st Century Scotland, we’re going to think carefully about these things. But what, in the end, we’ll be talking about is not a new-fangled approach but the timeless one that Jesus himself exampled. It’s called Friendship Evangelism. 
In this session we’re going to note ten principles that underpin what we call friendship evangelism.
1. In humility rather than arrogance. We move away from saying, “I know the truth and you don’t” towards an approach which recognises that we’re all journeying
2. Our calling is not so much to inform people as to relate to them. It’s not so much about what we know as who we are
3. As a starting point, we need to understand the way in which most people think of God. Most people think that there is a god but in the sense of a distant, impersonal force in the universe – not a person to be known and loved. The only time it gets personal is when things go wrong. Then God gets the blame!

4. A further staring point to understand is that most people think of the church as being altogether irrelevant. Though there is a sense of the spiritual in many and a hunger for meaning, few reckon that they might find it in church
5. It’s about much more than results. Just as most people edge towards faith, so evangelism can be seen as a process. Lots of things have to happen before a person becomes a disciple of Jesus. So, we can’t jump to trying to get a result without having first done the ground work

6. For most people, coming to faith takes a long time. We should think of conversion as being, in most cases, a whole journey rather than a sudden Damascus Road type of experience
7. There can be no evangelism as long as Christians do no more than stick together in holy huddles! We need to be in the community, where people live, work and relax

8. There is no single method of doing evangelism. Creativity is called for – an understanding of what Paul meant when he wrote that we should employ ‘all possible means.’ (1st Corinthians 9:22)

9. Though there are specialist evangelists, every Christian is expected to share their faith in Jesus. It’s the work of the whole body

10. Ultimately, the Gospel we present needs to be about following Jesus – about having him as Lord in our lives. Therefore evangelistic efforts shouldn’t be based on here’s what you’ll get out of it! 
Notes on these principles
1. Humility

There’s nothing more off-putting than a know-it-all! People who have all the answers (or think they do) are a turn-off. In conversing about our faith, we need to show that we’re ready to listen and learn from others – and that we take their views and opinions seriously (that’s not the same as agreeing with everything that they say!) We’ll never get far by trying to shove the truth down people’s throats!
2. Relate
Few people will be impressed by what we know – the starting point is sharing something of who we are. Friendship evangelism depends on…friendships!! We need to be ready to give ourselves; that comes long before any attempts to give information. This should be re-assuring to some people – especially those who think that they don’t know enough! From Sunday morning’s service – Lesley Smith would still come into the ‘infant’ category in terms of her knowledge of the faith – but her quiet, engaging personality and her turned-around life speak volumes!
3. What people think about God
A large proportion of people in the UK answer ‘yes’ when asked whether or not they believe in God. But upon further questioning, it emerges that they’re talking about something far different from the Christian understanding of who God is. We need to appreciate that. The God made known in Jesus is the polar opposite of the god of popular understanding. 
Ironically, though most people don’t think of God as being in any way involved in the world, they’re quick to blame him when things go wrong! We acknowledge that the problem of pain – ‘why does God let things like this happen?’ – is a very serious one and that we shouldn’t try to offer trite, simplistic answers when faced with someone who wants to blame God. Proper listening is the key; not arguing.
4. What people think about Church
The quick answer is that they don’t think about church, hardly at all! Though many people are highly interested in spirituality, they don’t imagine that they’ll find any of it in churches! In some ways we’re to blame for that – churches have often been rather spiritless places.

In short, most people would struggle to think of a single reason as to why they might come to church. Can you think of people like this – who are certainly good people, morally upright but just not interested in church?
5.   Evangelism is a process just as a person coming to faith is a process (see no. 6 below.) We needn’t imagine that our role will always be ‘scoring the goal!’ It’s just as important to play an important pass or to make a crucial tackle. So, in terms of evangelism, we should understand that we’re playing a part even if the person in question doesn’t become a Christian at that moment. Hard hearts take some softening and that takes time.
6.    Most people come to faith gradually. In the serious research that is available to us, about 70% of Christians in the UK describe their coming to faith as taking place over a number of years – rather than in an instant. Therefore, we shouldn’t rush people – and risk chasing them away! At the same time, we can encourage someone to keep edging forward. Do you see yourself as having come to faith gradually or can you point to a sudden conversion?
7.    We need to be where people are! Too many Christians spend all of their time with other Christians. Of course, we need fellowship with brothers and sisters in faith – but not at the expense of mixing with others. Are your contacts mainly with other Christians or not?

8.    Evangelism requires that we use ‘all possible means.’  In other words, there are a countless ways in which faith might be shared! One approach will work with some people but not at all with others. Paul infers that he used every tactic available to him to try to fully engage with as many different people as possible. So, for example, some churches run Alpha courses while some run debates in the local pub. Other churches encourage their members to have BBQs to which neighbours are invited while others still offer Havilah!
9.    We’re all called to be evangelists! Some are naturally gifted in this area; they have quick minds, warm personalities, natural wit and a burning desire to share their faith. We might refer to such people as specialist evangelists. But the rest of us aren’t let off the hook! Ultimately we need a church full of people willing, ready and able to point people in the direction of Jesus. Can you think of anyone you know who would be described as a naturally evangelist?
10.    Sharing our faith should never be like a supermarket advertising campaign! In other words, we should always be entirely honest and never try to lure someone in with all kinds of promises. Jesus calls us to pick up our crosses and to follow him – no guarantee of health, wealth and prosperity! In the end, we follow Jesus because it’s the right thing to do – not for what we can get out of it.
