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II:

Pointing People to Jesus as a STORYTELLER

(Luke 4:14-21; 8:1-15; 13:18-21)
Remember the story of the sower who cast gospel seeds on every soil looking for a fruitful
response? What’s our seed? What’s my message? Evangelism isn’t about offering our
world the Church now and Heaven later. Instead, we must be storytellers who open ears
by sharing the Gospel of the Kingdom which sprouts now and is full grown later when Jesus
returns and sets everything right. But Kingdom stories follow Kingdom deeds. A radical
Christian life provokes questions to which the answer is the gospel—we must tell our story
walking, living and sharing God’s reign.
So if you want to point people to Jesus, then be a STORY TELLER …
Forget about Heaven to tell good news now.

INTRODUCTION: THE CHARGE OF IRRELEVANCE
*Last week:
Launched Sign …
new images to
rework evangelism
from the Bible up …
arrogance out,
humility in … adopt
the Sign of the
Beggar: smell your
own cess pit to speak
from the heart.
*This week we’re exploring the perception that the message we have to share, the Gospel,
is IRRELEVANT. Ever felt like we’re trying to answer questions no one is asking? That
people just aren’t interested? Why is that? What I know is this: when you think what you
have to say is important, but no one’s interested, you start to get desperate.

• “Raw Sex”: irrelevance forces a bait and switch
*While in Canada > put onto a public
broadcasting show anchored by award
winning host, Ira Glass. Called This American
Life, this quirky show has a cult following of
millions tuning in each week just to hear a
collection of stories grouped around a theme,
kinda’ like movies for radio. So a friend
suggested one episode from mid-2009. It
started like this:
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“Just last week I found a flyer taped to the wall by a water fountain in the English
Department at Penn State University. It read in big letters “Raw” then in bigger letters
below that “Sex.” Under that was “Everything you need to know,” then a web site
rawsex.psu.org, and a time for a meeting of some sort. Right down the bottom, in teeny
weeny letters—you had to look hard to find it—it said “hosted by Orthodox Christian
Fellowship, a Ministry of Holy Trinity Orthodox Church.” This was a not very disguised bait
and switch for Jesus.
The whole show was themed around scams … ones where people felt they had no
other choice but to resort to fooling another to get their interest, even “tricking people for
the Lord Almighty.” As the show went on, they interviewed a former Christian who said
that being an evangelical comes with a huge responsibility to bring non-believers to God:
“You have the Biblical command to spread the word to people who don’t want to hear it …
so, ‘innocent as doves, wise as serpents’ … a bit of trickery helps the medicine go down.”
Is he right? Is our message really that repulsive and irrelevant that we have to resort to
bait and switch? According to some of the intellectual big wigs of the last century or so,
not only is our message irrelevant—it’s a dangerous form of escapism.

• Is “Heaven” an escapist opiate of the masses?
*Karl Marx once described religion as “the
opium of the people. The abolition of
religion as the illusory happiness of the
people is required for their real happiness.”
Meaning? Christianity’s purpose is to create
illusory fantasies for the poor. Economic
realities prevent them from finding true
happiness in this life, so religion tells them
that this is OK because they will find true
happiness in the next life. Promises of
Heaven take the edge off our unpleasant
existence, choosing escape over facing injustice head on.
*For Sigmund Freud, the message of Christianity is wish-fulfilment: we’re all afraid of
dying, so we deal with our fears by imagining a happy afterlife away from our pain, a kind
of childhood neurosis.
*I could go on quoting other intellectuals, ancient and modern, to the same effect. In a
world of science and medicine, we no longer need to disguise our fears—we can face them
head on. Religious people are so heavenly minded they’re of no earthly good … promising
pie in the sky when you die … what good is this for a trouble world like ours. The common
perception is that Christianity is about getting a ticket to Heaven as a kind of spiritual
insurance policy for when you die. Well, is that what we believe and share?
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• Confirming suspicions—world-denying Christianity
*Okay, no Christian would accept such a
crass summary of their faith as finding in
Jesus a ticket to Heaven. (Though I did find
one tract to this effect, asking the recipient
to tear this ticket to heaven in half if they
didn’t need it. It was made of a plastic
compound like our $5 bill, tough to tear—
prompting you to turn it over and read why
you really do need this ticket after all.)
*But perhaps there’s some ammunition for
those accusing Christians of a world-denying faith of little earthly good … to take on a few
sacred cows:
-classic song: “Turn your eyes upon Jesus, look full in his wonderful face, and the
things of this earth will grow strangely dim, in the light of his glory and grace.”
-typical worship practice, to see God more clearly, close eyes to the world
-famous revivalist preacher D. L. Moody, "It is the only happy life to live for the
salvation of souls." In another quote he said our bodies will go to the worms, but our soul
will liver forever in Heaven.
-video clip by a well known evangelist themed on the sinking of a ship, to mobilize
Christians to witness … any activity other than saving souls from this world that’s going
down is like rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic. So why study, or save animals?
-at a wedding recently we sung the lyrics “My home is Heaven, One day Lord, I will
live. In Your courts, You'll find me, In worship at Your feet. Hide me now, in the shadow of
Your wings, where I will be.” Ask most Christians what is our hope, and they will answer
“Heaven,” where salvation is essentially away from this world. It seems like there is no
connection between ultimate Christian hope, and hope for “change, rescue,
transformation, new possibilities within the world in the present” (N. T. Wright).
*So we’ve got this heavenly mandate to evacuate non-believers from Earth, which is the
only home they’ve ever known … no wonder we’re resorting to bait and switch … other
than an appeal to fear of hell or hope of celestial paradise after death, why would anyone
be interested in what we have to offer. Put like that, it does seem pretty irrelevant to
everyday Aussies with no religious background, most of whom are two generations
removed from setting foot inside a church. The kind of seed we sow will never take root.
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• True Story: In Search of a Christianity Worth Believing In, by James Choung …
What’s our story?
*So, is sharing the Gospel just about Heaven
and Hell, who’s in and who’s out? It’s these
kind of questions that drove James Choung
to write True Story: In Search of a Christianity
Worth Believing In. The first half of the book
takes the form of a narrative, following
Caleb—a Christian uni-student glad that God
had personally forgiven Him. But Caleb is
struggling to sell Heaven to Anna, his nonChristian social-worker girlfriend. In her
mind, the Gospel doesn’t talk about the
poor, about AIDS victims, about the Darfur genocide, and environmental degradation—It
simply offered people an escape from the world’s troubles through death into a life with
God. It didn’t seem to care about a suffering world at all. … Anna was sick of his
evangelizing, and pressed back, “Christianity’s just another screwed-up religion! Look at
what Christians do: they guzzle gas with the 4WDs, picket abortion centres, bomb other
countries, and spend, spend, spend at the mall, right? They only care about themselves.
They’re just a bunch of hypocrites, that’s what I think!” Christians might be saved, by what
are they saved for? Christians might think they’re good, but what are they good for?
“Good for nothing” is Anna’s assessment.
*Well, is she right? Now, I’ve hung around this church long enough to know that we’re
pretty engaged with addressing problems plaguing the world. But sometimes we’re good
in spite of our theology, rather than because of it.

• Irrelevant is out, Integrated is in (Colossians 1:15-20)
*Today I want to tackle head on the charge
that the Gospel is irrelevant. I’m hoping that
we might align our hearts and heads, so that
we can see why the true Gospel message will
never justify escapism. Instead, like Jesus on
his journey to Jerusalem, it brings us face to
face with the world’s ugliness, absorbing evil
in love.
*My hope is that we’ll see in Jesus, the
Creator of all things, how God has reconciled
all things to himself, whether things on Earth or things in Heaven (Colossians 1:15-20).
When we’ve understood the Gospel, irrelevance is out, and integration is in. All of
life hangs together and makes sense, as the story we’re in embraces the whole cosmos.
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*Some of what I’ll say today may challenge the way you understand your faith, but stick
with me and I think by the end it should be clear. But here’s the take home message:

• If you want to point people to Jesus, adopt the Sign of the Storyteller:
Forget about Heaven to tell good news now.
*Let’s open this theme up with a reading from Luke 8:1-15.

<<READING/VIDEO OF PARABLE OF SOWER (AM LK 8:1-15 PM MT 13>>
THE STORYTELLER: SOME BACKGROUND TO LUKE 8:1-15
• Jesus—the master storyteller … crowds flock without false ads (v. 4)

1
2
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*no problems drawing a crowd, and mostly
made up of everyday people who aren’t
particularly religious … something in who He
is, what He says and does draws them like
moth to a flame. Remember, He’s out there
“proclaiming the gospel” (8:1)
*it’s hard to imagine him using bait and
switch … crowds flock without false
advertising

• Accessible, yet somewhat obscure (vs. 5-10; cf. Isaiah 6:10; 43:8; Ezekiel
1 12:2)
*He adopts the language and forms of the day … these guys are familiar with farming—no
“Thee’s” and “Thou’s” … just earth illustrations and plain language, engaging stories
*yet, he wasn’t looking for popularity—so he steps up his stories … he tells the parable but
holds back the meaning, calling out “Whoever has ears, let him hear!” The meaning is
reserved for those prepared to search—“The parables demand thought and spiritual
earnestness. They separate the sincere seeker from the casual hearer.” He doesn’t just
want converts—He wants disciples. So “Jesus sees his mission as a way of speaking and
acting which will give people the greatest opportunity to respond to the word of God.”
*This fits similar OT passages about how people are wilfully deaf to God’s Word, they block
their ears. God gives free will, so He offers the word of Life, but won’t push it past what
they’re willing to hear. He wants all to be saved, but isn’t desperate to be heard.
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• Stories as a way of sowing seed in every soil, without casting pearls
2 before swine (Matthew 7:6)
*So, Jesus strangely speaks of sowing the seed not just on the good soil … He’s
indiscriminate … all should at least have the opportunity to see and hear, regardless of
how they respond. But using mysterious parables keeps Him from casting these Gospel
pearls before swine.

• My focus here is not on the soils, but on stories, seed, and sowing
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*Granted, the central focus of this passage is on the different types of soil and how they
respond. But for tonight, I’m centring in on stories, seed, and sowing. We face 3 key
questions: why use stories; which story to use; and how best to tell the story? … After all,
the word “gospel” is linked to “message”—literally, to “tell-the-news,” to “tell-the story”

WHY A STORY?

… The crowd gathered and Jesus told them a parable (v. 4)

Stories Invite Us In, and Send Us Out
• Stories invite us in: they bypass “watchful dragons” to see the world
differently
*Now, before I get into the particular story
we have to tell, it’s worth reflecting on Luke
8, verse 11 … “The seed is the Word of
God.”
*Just like a seed in the ground, God’s Word
has creative power. In Isaiah 55:11 we read
that every time God’s Word goes out, it will
achieve what it was sent to do.
*The Word of God has a range of meanings
… it could be the God the Father speaking as
in Genesis, creating all that is. Or it could be God the Son, the Word, or the logic, of God,
as in John 1:1. But let’s focus on the third meaning—the Word of God as the Bible. What
exactly is it, and how is it like a seed?
*When God chose to speak, it’s interesting to me what He didn’t give us. Now, there are
facts and rules in the Bible. But ultimately it’s not a fact book, or a rule-book from Heaven
containing timeless truths. It’s a story. And it’s hard to know what to do with a story.
Imagine if you’re fighting in a war, and you rush into the field general’s office to ask for
instructions. He pulls out a chair for you to sit, and dramatically begins, “Once upon a time
there was a great soldier….” Not quite what you wanted, or expected! So, why a story?
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*Well, for one, stories invite us in. They don’t force you to debate a claim, or demand you
fall in line. Instead, they invite you to see the world from a particular perspective. What’s
the seed He’s sowing? And which soil am I? … And in a world where God’s more
interested in love than mindless obedience, the passionate story of a God interacting with
fallen humanity across the ages is the perfect vehicle for considering our own response.
*For two, we’re pretty stubborn creatures, but stories have a way of getting past our
defences. We’re a lot like some plastics—force us quick with a direct truth attack, and we
either resist or shatter; but form us slowly with a subtle story, and we bend into new ways
of being. C. S. Lewis, the author of the Narnia series, reflected on why it’s so hard to
engage people emotionally as they ought with the sufferings of Christ. “But supposing,”
writes Lewis, “that by casting all these things into an imaginary world, stripping them of
their stained-glass and Sunday school associations, one could make them for the first time
appear in their real potency? Could one not thus steal past those watchful dragons? I
thought one could." His creative use of characters like Aslan side-stepped the watchful
dragons of childhood familiarity, and adult skepticism. In these stories, people found that
in loving Aslan, they were really loving Jesus. Stories have that power.
*So, we’re to plant the Word of God, in particular, we’re to plant the Gospel seed into
people’s lives, eager to see something sprout up.

• Plant Physiology: Seed Core + Seed Coat … the Gospel Core (1
Corinthians 15:1-4) + the Gospel Coating (Mark 1:1, 14) …
stories help seeds sprout in parched soil
*But as we plant Gospel seeds today,
we have a problem. You see, for most
Christians, we understand the Gospel
to simply be “Christ crucified for our
sins.” Now this is absolutely the core
of our faith (Romans 10:9; 1
Corinthians 15:1-4). That’s why I spent
so much time last week exploring our
debt before God, beggar status, and
need for forgiveness and grace. If this
is missing, we preach a false gospel
(Galatians 1:6-9).
*But we’re in a culture where the soil is parched. Most people are Biblically illiterate. If I
said to you that “Bob saves!” you might wonder “Great, but who’s Bob, and what do I need
saving from?” These kind of questions draw you back into the bigger story, which is simply
lacking for the average outsider in our culture. They often live in a story where we got
here by chance (or perhaps through some guiding force or removed God in the sky),
there’s no objective right and wrong—just make the best with what you’ve got, and the
world will continue on as it always has, so humanity must solve our own problems.
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In this story, a personal God who steps into the world and deals with our sin is confusing at
best, insulting at worst. It makes no sense. The soil lacks nutrients to take such assertions.
*Now, plant physiology reveals that every seed has both a Core, and a Coat. The Core
provides the power for change, but the Coat ensures the seed takes root in the soil. In a
similar way, the Core of the Gospel and its power source is Christ crucified for our sins. But
the Coat of the Gospel is the whole story of Jesus, especially His offer of the Kingdom.
*In the Words of N. T. Wright, “The Gospel is that the crucified and risen Jesus is the Lord
of the world. And that His death and resurrection transform the world, and that
transformation can happen to you. You, in turn, can be part of the transforming work.”
*It’s not until we properly understand and share the Gospel story that our the seed will
flower in our culture, and we’ll truly address the charges of being irrelevant.
*If you’re part of a Growth Group, then The Big Story should be familiar by now. If not,
here’s a brief recap of this five scene drama:
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Designed for good... We were made to love God, love each other, and cultivate this garden
planet (Genesis 1-2; Job 7:17-18; Psalms 8:3-9; 19; 144:3-4; Matthew 22:37-40; John 1;
Ephesians 2:8-10)
Damaged by evil... Instead we’ve despised God, abused others, and vandalized our
world—“Sin” pollutes, perverts and destroys life (Genesis 3; Isaiah 59; John 8:34; Romans
1:18-32; 3:23; 6:23)
Restored for better... We’re forgiven, freed, healed, and transformed by Jesus’ sacrifice
(Isaiah 52:13-53:12; John 3:16; 10:10; Acts 4:12; Romans 5; Colossians 2:13-15; Hebrews
2:14-15)
Sent together to heal... Jesus has empowered us with God’s Spirit to live the resurrection
hope (Luke 4:18-19; 12:31-37; Matthew 20:25-28; 28:18-20; John 13:34-35; 15:5-27; 20:1922; Acts 1:8)
Set everything right... Jesus will return to judge evil, deal with the powers, and set
everything right—a transformed world, God with us, and real peace (Psalms 96; 98; Isaiah
2:2-4; 65:17-25; Acts 17:31; Romans 8:18-25; 1 Corinthians 15:21-58; Philippians 2:1-11;
Revelation 11:18; 21:1-8)

WHICH STORY?

… Jesus proclaimed the good news of the Kingdom of God (v. 1)

When Your Story Is Straight, The Seed Will Sprout
• “Knowing” … Twisted plot-lines: Pagan (other-worldly paradise); Platonic
(escape earth to a pure spiritual home); and Gnostic (secret knowledge
saves insiders)
A few months ago I had the chance to share
The Big Story with a girl named Tamara. A
mate and I did a day trip around the
Whitsundays, and hung out with a group of
Aussies taking a day off work. So we
snorkelled together, checked out the reef,
ate lunch together, and gradually got onto
more serious stuff about our lives. It came
up that I’m a Pastor, which totally surprised
Tamara. She kinda’ got awkward for a while,
but after just being normal in the group and
looking for ways to care and ask about her
life, she started to ask questions. And it didn’t take long to discover just how confused
Tamara was about the story Christians believe.
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She asked if I’d seen the movie “Knowing,” starring Nicholas Cage. I hadn’t. She was
freaking out that this thing was real, and apparently it was based on Christianity. I
gathered it was some scientist guy who dismissed God, only to encounter unexplainable
prophecies from fifty years before. Everything pointed towards the earth coming to a
quick end with solar flares, and these angel kind of creatures wanted to take away the
chosen few who knew the secret. So I borrowed out the movie after getting back from
holidays to check it out. Now, it had a lot of Christian themes, and they really tried to keep
to a Biblical world view. But instead they’d just baptized other stories and twisted plots.
To start with, only the enlightened insiders were saved—that’s the Gnostic plot, where
secret knowledge is the key. Then it had a kind of hopeless resignation that the material
world was going to burn up, so let’s just hang together and wait for release—that’s the
Greek-Platonic plot, where matter is evil and we escape earth to a spiritual home. Finally,
when the kids were saved, they were taken off planet earth to some other planet, as they
all ran toward a giant Tree of Life in the middle of a field—which is kind of a Christian
version of the Pagan plot, hoping for an other-worldly paradise after death.

• If the crowds don’t press, and the crops are poor, check the seed
(Matthew 11:12)
*Okay, people get their stories muddled up.
Big deal!
Actually, it is a big deal. You see,
when Jesus shared the true Gospel story, the
crowds gathered, and whilst not everyone
responded, there was a definite harvest
after planting the seed.
As He shared the message, there was
no need for bait and switch. In fact, Jesus
observed that ever since the Gospel was
announced, the Kingdom had been forcefully
advancing, with all kinds of people pressing
in to take hold (Matthew 11:12).
So as I look around most western churches, I don’t see crowds pressing in, and I see
precious few and wilted plants growing after all our planting efforts. When the crops are
this poor, and the crowds this thin, I start to wonder if we’re planting the right seed.
*There are so many ways we can misrepresent the Gospel story, but there’s one major
story that I need to critique. For way to often this is used in place of Jesus’ Gospel.

• Setting the story straight as we point people to Jesus:
*We must set the story straight as we point people to Jesus. For it’s only when your story
is straight that the seed will sprout. I’ve given more notes than I’ll get through on this
point, but hopefully the gist will be clear.
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STORY #1: CHRISTENDOM—CHURCH NOW, HEAVEN LATER
“If you were to die tonight, do you
know for sure that you are going to be
with God in Heaven? And if God were
to ask you, ‘Why should I let you into
My Heaven?’ what would you say? …
If you accept Jesus, then escape the
world’s sinking ship and keep your
soul safe in the Church. It’ll prepare
you for eternity with God in Heaven,
your true home.”
*This is the Christendom model, when the Church held pride of place at the West’s
religious table. Yet now we find ourselves on the outer, mocked by the media and losing
power in politics. The Church used to play Chaplain to our culture, but we now awkwardly
shift between seeking former power and status, and adopting the role of counter-culture
on the margins of society. Most Churches are facing a long-trended decline, unsure how to
connect with our post-Christian culture.
So, “The West is, once again, a vast mission field. Until recently, however, the western
Church has still behaved as though Christendom were still intact, as though a Church’s only
role is to shepherd Christian people in a settled Christian society.” (George Hunter)

Granted, the Church is a key part of God’s plan, and Heaven is our immediate
“home” when we die,
*2 Corinthians 5:1-9 … we do long to escape the groans and be with God in Heaven … this
is a genuine hope … it is paradise … but it’s an intermediate in the main story, which is the
resurrection of all things. Even saints in Heaven desire for God’s justice to rain down and to
be reclothed again in a resurrected state (Romans 8:18-23; Revelation 6:10).

BUT …
The “Church” is God’s missional community, sent through Christ’s scars to
absorb evil and bring peace to a fallen world (John 20:19-21) … it’s not a
religious club for those lamenting the break down of Christendom, who
want to escape the world’s problems
“Heaven” is essentially God’s throne, where His rule is complete (Acts
7:49). It’s less the place you go when you die than a spiritual dimension
parallel to Earth, opened up when “Heaven invades Earth” (Genesis 28:1213; 2 Kings 6:17). Thus we pray “Your Kingdom come and Your will be
done, on Earth as it is in Heaven” (Matthew 6:9-10)
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“Heaven” is never used in the New Testament as an evangelistic carrot for
when you die, nor is it described as our eternal resting place and hope. Our
real hope, the main game, is “life after life after death,” the resurrection of
all things, with the New Creation where Heaven comes to Earth (Matthew
24:35; Acts 24:15; Romans 8: 18-23; 1 Corinthians 15:20-28; 2 Corinthians
5:1-2; Ephesians 1:10; Colossians 1:10; Hebrews 12:26; Revelation 3:12;
6:14; 21:1-3). Heaven is not our home, so travel light but get established
on Planet Earth (Jeremiah 29:1-7)!
*The idea of “Heaven” as our hope and final home emerged in the dark ages, when life
was so bleak that they had little hope of change in this life. As a kind of projected hope,
they gradually switched focus from their missional life on Earth now, to their afterlife away
from the pain. We still live in this problematic legacy.
*Yet Heaven intersects Earth right now, when the Kingdom of God is seen on earth as in
Heaven: “where the poor are fed, the naked are clothed, the sick are healed,
relationships—with nations, with us, with God—are all repaired. It’s here. It’s all around
us.” (James Choung, True Story, 132)
*Rob Bell tends to be controversial, but he has a point when he says that “For Jesus, this
new kind of life in him is not about escaping this world but about making it a better place,
here and now. The goal for Jesus isn’t to get into heaven. The goal is to get heaven here”
(p148). See Matthew 28:18-20; Matthew 10:7-8; John 10:10 … eternal life starts now …
present tense.

The Kingdom of Heaven is not from here, but it is for here: that is, Earth
(John 18:36). Announcing “the Kingdom of Heaven” is a call to rethink and
align our lives with God’s rule which Jesus brought from Heaven to Earth
(Matthew 3:2; 4:17; 10:7; 16:19)
This world will be judged and refined (2 Peter 3:7). Even so, any work done
in the power of God’s Spirit and built on the foundation of Christ will pass
through the judgement, forming building blocks and architecture for the
New Creation (Matthew 25:13-40; 1 Corinthians 3:9-15; Ephesians 2:10;
Hebrews 12:26-28). Whether we’re caring for an intellectually impaired
child, or planting sequoia seeds—whatever aligns with our created purpose
of loving God, loving others, and cultivating this earth, all for His glory—it is
not wasted effort, re-arranging the chairs on the Titanic. Instead, it is
holistically living our mission here and now, which God will use and reward.
*If we are people of the resurrection, we can “stand our ground and not hold back,
throwing ourselves into the work of our Master, as we know that nothing we do for Him is
a waste of time or effort” (1 Corinthians 15:58, MSG).
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Critique: When it comes to
evangelism, forget about Heaven
and focus on the Now and the
New Creation. Our faith is worldembracing, not world-escaping.

*E. Stanley Jones is a strong critic of this story, Church now, Heaven later. He wrote during
the rise of Communism, and was convinced that such dictatorships only rose because the
world was left with a vacuum of vision as the Church offered itself rather than pointing to
the Kingdom of God, which is God’s program for a broken world. He believes this Gospel
has turned many people off the real thing, making salvation a private event separate from
God’s good plans for the resurrected cosmos. In the process, we have made the Church
irrelevant and the Gospel innocuous. Jones finishes, “I’m no longer interested in an
individual gospel or a social gospel—I want one gospel that demands and offers conversion
for both.”
*It was these kind of half-baked versions of our story that led James Choung to reframe
how we share the faith. As he explained, “our articulation of the gospel in churches and
fellowships these days seems to be more about getting into heaven or benefiting
personally from Jesus than about joining a healing Kingdom movement. What would it
look like to communicate the gospel in an entirely different way?” …
The emphasis had to shift:
decision > transformation
individual > community
afterlife > mission life
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STORY #2: THE KINGDOM OF GOD—SPROUTING NOW, FULL
GROWN LATER
Jesus returned to Galilee in the power
of the Spirit, and … was teaching in
their synagogues: "The Spirit of the
Lord is on me, because he has
anointed me to proclaim good news
to the poor. He has sent me to
proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind, to
set the oppressed free, to proclaim
the year of the Lord's favour.” …
"Today this scripture is fulfilled in
your hearing." (Luke 4:14-21)
*Today, this Scripture is fulfilled … it has begun, and will work its way out until Jesus
returns to set everything right. This is not a purely spiritual hope for after death, but
eternal life that has begun now, as in Christ we are a new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17).

“Jesus’ evangelization was no less and no more than a holistic
proclamation of the present, imminent, and inbreaking reign of God”
(Mortimer Arias). Jesus proclaimed the Gospel like this: “Repent, for the
Kingdom of God is at hand” (Mark 1:14-15)
The Kingdom is “God’s total answer to humanity’s total need” (E. Stanley
Jones). We have good news to tell right now, that is individual, corporate,
and cosmic: spiritually, economically, politically, physically, and
environmentally (Isaiah 58:3-14; Micah 6:6-8)
*The reign of God is fully orbed shalom—righteousness, healing, justice, and abundant life.
The Gospel of the Kingdom, then, is a public pronouncement of “good news of God’s
absolute future and God’s design for humanity” (Guder, Missional Church, 135-37).

The Kingdom is “now and not yet,” both present (Mark 1:15) and future
(Matthew 6:10), gradual (Mark 4:26-28) and climactic (Matthew 25:1-6). It
spread like a wild mustard bush, or leaven in a loaf (Luke 13:18-21).
Though we are co-workers in the Kingdom by the Spirit’s power (1
Corinthians 3:9), we will receive the New Creation as a gift from God, not
built by human hands lest we boast (Hebrews 11:8-16; 12:28)
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*Darrell Guder, Missional Church, p. 107: “Proclamation is inevitable if our being and doing
signify anything at all about the presence of God’s reign. If in our being the church, the world sees
God’s reign, and by our doing justice, the world tastes its gracious effect, then the call to all on
earth to receive and acknowledge that reign begs to be expressed [they hear]. That is why Jesus
said it is necessary that his followers preach repentance and the forgiveness of sins in Christ’s
name to all the nations, so that all the nations may hear (Luke 24:47; cf. Rom. 10:14-17).” …

“Our being, doing, and speaking are signs that his coming is ‘already’ and ‘not yet.’
He is here already or the signs would not be present. He is coming still or the signs would
not be muted. Broken though they may be, the signs persist in the world by the Spirit’s
insistence, and they spell hope for the renewal of the human community in the final
reconciliation of all things to God through the Lord Jesus Christ [1 Cor. 15:28]. In this
respect, the church is the preview community, the foretaste and the harbinger of the
coming reign of God.””

The Kingdom is “Christlikeness Universalized,” so we must point both to
“The Unshakable Kingdom and the Unchanging Person” (Acts 28:31;
Hebrews 12:27; 13:8). In short form, our message is that “Jesus is Lord.”
We share and embody this message
“The Church is the preview community, the foretaste and the harbinger of
the coming reign of God” (Darrell Guder). We call people to ‘life
abundant’, and demonstrate the quality of such life in the community of
Jesus—loving God and others, cultivating Earth … The Gospel always
marries Kingdom words and deeds (Matthew 9:35; 11:5), compassionately
meeting physical and spiritual needs (Luke 10:1-9; John 4:10-15).
*Tim Keller, Ministries of Mercy, p. 112: “The proper model is not (1) to see mercy as the
means to evangelism, or (2) to see mercy and evangelism as independent ends, but (3) to
see both word and deed, evangelism and mercy, as means to the single end of the spread
of the Kingdom of God. … Our goal is not individual ‘decisions,’ but the bringing of all life
and creation under the lordship of Christ, the Kingdom of God.”
*Tim Keller: “The Kingdom means bringing the Kingship of Christ in both word and deed to
broken lives. God has established the crucified and risen Christ as the King over Earth and Heaven
[Colossians 1:20]. Jesus’ reign promises a final victory over evil, injustice, poverty, decay, and
death. Evangelism, or proclaiming the Good News of the Kingdom, means announcing that

individuals can share in Christ’s cosmic redemption by submitting themselves to Christ’s
Lordship. It means an invitation to join Jesus’ new community, the church, which is now
making the Kingdom visible by caring for those who are poor, restoring communities and
creation, and loving the whole person the way Jesus did.”
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*Dennis Hollinger, “The Church as Apologetic,” CAPMW, p187
“ … the transcendent reality of the gospel is mediated or at least heard and seen in a social
context. What is that social context or plausibility structure? It is the church. … In such a context
the need for a plausibility structure to give flesh, life and meaning to the Christian [story] is
heightened. And the church is the plausibility structure of the Christian faith. It is through this
social reality that Christianity is potentially expressed in such a way that it provides a holistic
appeal to modern hearers who will not rely on one mode of reality affirmation.”
P191, “Postmoderns can best understand a holy, loving, just, forgiving, life-giving God of
grace when they see a holy, loving, just, forgiving, life-giving community founded on the grace of
God, and made effective through our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.”

Implication: We have an integrated message to tell the world that really
is good news. Seeking first the Kingdom leaves us with a “salvation
imperative” right now.
*David Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 400:
And in this tension of the “already” but “not
yet” of God’s Kingdom—between the
present reality of salvation in our lives, and
the future promise of comprehensive
salvation in the fullness of God’s coming
Kingdom—we face the salvation
imperative: “Get involved in the ministry of
salvation! Those who know that God will
one day wipe away all tears will not accept
with resignation the tears of those who
suffer and are oppressed now. Anyone who
knows that one day there will be no more disease can and must actively anticipate the
conquest of disease in individuals and society now. And anyone who believes that the
enemy of God and humans will be vanquished will already oppose him now in his
machinations in family and society. For all of this has to do with salvation.”
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HOW TO TELL THE STORY? … Every soil receives, but only those with ears to hear respond (v. 8)
ON EVERY SOIL, IN EVERY WAY, SOW THE GOSPEL SEED
• Subtly planting seeds that Sign post the Kingdom for those wanting to see

1

*Stanley Hauerwas, Christendom, p. 148: “The
crucial question is how we can make the story
we believe to be true not only compelling for us
but for the whole world—a world caught
between such unhappy alternative stories. The
trick, of course, is how the necessity of witness,
the oddness of witness, can be recovered in a
world that thinks it already knows what the story
is about.”

*Rob Bell, Velvet Elvis, p167:
“It is when the church gives itself away in
radical acts of service and compassion, expecting nothing in return, that the way of Jesus is
most vividly put on display. To do this, the church must stop thinking about everybody in
categories of in or out, saved or not, believer or nonbeliever. Besides the fact that these
terms are offensive to those who are the “un” and “non”, they work against Jesus’ teachings about
how we are to treat each other. Jesus commanded us to love our neighbour, and our neighbour
can be anybody. We are all created in the image of God, and we are all sacred, valuable creations
of God. Everybody matters. To treat people differently based on who believes what is fail to
respect the image of God in everyone. As the book of James says, ‘God shows no favouritism.’ So
we don’t either.” …

(p. 168) “I am learning that the church is at its best when it is underground,
subversive, and countercultural. It is the quiet, humble, stealth acts that change things.
**E.G. STEVE, COME IN LAST WEEK FROM TOWNSVILLE … DINNER, CARD, CARE, JOB**
I was just talking to a woman named Michelle who decided to move into the roughest
neighbourhood in our city to try to help people get out of the cycle of poverty and despair. She
was telling me about the kids she is tutoring and the families they come from and how great the
needs are. Some other women in our church heard about Michelle and asked her for lists of what
exactly the families in her neighbourhood need. (One of the families wrote on their list ‘heat’.)
They then circulated the lists until they found people who could meet every one of the needs. It’s
like an underground mom-mafia network. Michelle told me at last count they had helped 430
families, and they are making plans to expand their network. ‘Jesus lives; here’s a toaster.’ These
are the kinds of people who change the world. They improvise and adapt and innovate and
explore new ways to get things done. They don’t make a lot of noise, and they don’t draw a lot of
attention to themselves.”
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• Seeking creativity for a story saturated society: Walker Percy & Alasdair
MacIntyre
*“How do we preach the Gospel as fresh bread to those for whom it seems stale?”
(Leighton Ford)
*Walker Percy, uses parables to share the over-familiarity of people today with the
Christian message, and our frustration at sharing it: “The Christian novelist nowadays is like
a man who has found a treasure hidden in the attic of an old house, but he is writing for
people who have moved out to the suburbs and who are entirely sick of the old house and
everything in it.” …
Ultimately there must be “someone who delivers the news and who speaks with authority
… who rings the doorbell and says ‘Come’ … [however] In such times, when everyone is
saying ‘Come!’ when radio and television say nothing else but ‘Come!’ it may be that the
best way to say ‘Come!’ is to remain silent. Sometimes silence itself is a ‘Come!’”
*Brisbane artist Alasdair Macintyre with his life-sized cartoon character, “Aecap.” >> late
last year placed Aecap on a thoroughfare outside St. Stephens Catholic Cathedral, sporting
a Sign that asked “QUO VARDIS … where are you going?”
*this work didn’t exhibit the normal plague that afflicts Christian art, being overdisclosure. Instead, like Jesus’ parable of the sower, it drew viewers subtly into a story,
and invited them to respond. For those earnestly desiring the secret to this visual parable,
conversation would ensue. Alasdair was planting Gospel seeds sure to bear a harvest
when the soil is right.

<<DVD ALASDAIR MACINTYRE, 25:12-27:11>>
1 *Imagine rather than one or two gaudy Kingdom Signs, instead having subtle Signs
constructed in every field of endeavour—the sciences, the arts, media and entertainment,
sports, trades and architecture, business, medicine, law, child-care, education … parables
of the Kingdom that are planted like seeds, to sprout in hearts willing to receive. These
subversive stories challenge the dominant tales we live by—of money, sex, and power—
and point the way to Jesus, from whom all that is good, true, and beautiful flows.
What kind of Kingdom Signs will you construct? What kind of seeds will you plant?
*JGS, “From Architecture to Argument” in Christian Apologetics in a Postmodern World, 52,
“However cogent our arguments, they cannot effect anything if no one listens. Are there other
ways to proclaim the Christian message that will attract a wider hearing? More to the point in
many evangelical circles is whether we will support artists in poetry, fiction, television, movies,
music, and other media—even if they are our own congregants and spouses and students and
children.”
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A WORD ON PLOUGHING

… Good soil eventually yields a hundred fold harvest (vv. 8, 15)

TELL YOUR STORY WALKING: LIVE AND SHARE GOD’S REIGN
• What St. Francis did and didn’t say (Matthew 5:16; 25:31-46; Mark
16:15; Romans 10:15; 1 Thessalonians 1:5; James 1:22): walk and talk

1

*Now at this point, some will really warm to
the idea of silence being the best witness.
We’re all scared of speaking up, so we find a
quick out with sayings supposedly tracing
back to St. Francis of Assisi: “Preach the
Gospel always; if necessary, use words.”

*I want to tackle this one directly. First, this
isn’t found in any writings within 200 years
of Francis’s life. It would be strange to come
from a man who trained others to preach
the Gospel on the streets among the poor,
and who was even known to preach the Gospel to a flock of birds, following the mandate
to share the gospel with every creature (Mark 16:15)
The Bible makes it clear that words are necessary to respond to the Gospel:
“How then shall they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how shall they
believe in him of whom they have not heard? And how shall they hear without a preacher?
And how shall they preach, except they be sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet
of them that preach the gospel of peace, and bring glad tidings of good things!’” (Romans
10:14-15)
*Guder, Missional Church, p. 105: “If Jesus’ own presence was a sign of the reign of God, and his
deeds were signposts pointing to it, his verbal proclamation of the meaning of his presence and
deeds added the signature. Jesus is saying with his speech, ‘These things you see and hear mean
that the reign of God has come among you. Receive it. Enter it. …
The church’s being and doing are irretrievably tied to its proclaiming. … To proclaim the
divine reign is to add the signature of Jesus; to refrain from proclamation leaves all else
anonymous, ambiguous, and subject to misreading the situation. … Verbalizing the gospel of Jesus
removes the ambiguity. It also renders the reign of God accessible. By it, the reign of God is
opened to the participation of the whole world. Our words become the way to say of it all, ‘It’s
free! This community is open! You are welcome!”

*But, it does bring up an important point. Saint Francis was in the habit of always marrying
walk and talk. He walked everywhere, and as he encountered people, he would meet their
physical needs right then and there. And in the process, his overwhelming compassion
would give him opportunity to share the Gospel. He couldn’t see the point in crossing over
oceans to make converts if one wasn’t passionately living and sharing God’s reign right
where they were. Thus, in our culture where people are tempted to dismiss our message
before hearing, we must follow Francis and tell our story walking.
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*Philip Kenneson, “There’s No Such Thing as Objective Truth,” 166
“What our world is waiting for, and what the church seems reluctant to offer, is not
more incessant talk …, but an embodied witness that clearly demonstrates why anyone
should care about any of this in the first place.”
p. 168 “It does absolutely no good for us to sit here and insist that “Jesus is Lord of the
Universe” while at the same time we live our lives in such a way that this lordship remains
completely invisible. If Christians feel compelled to claim that Jesus is the Lord of the
universe, then that lordship must be visible somewhere. … God called the church into being
to bear witness by its embodied life together that God has come to earth and dwelt among us, a
mission that should not have left things the way they were.”

*JGS, “From Architecture to Argument” in Christian Apologetics in a Postmodern World, 50,
“The challenge, then, is to complement our proclamation of the gospel and our resistance
to evil with winsome public demonstrations of God’s care for the earth, for the financially
and socially needy, for beauty and joy and for the intellectual life. We must demonstrate
our worthy citizenship if we are to overcome the plausibility problem today.”
P55 re: justice and charity
“Consider the Salvation Army’s image in the minds of [Westerners]. Quaint as their
uniforms and brass bands may appear, they have a solid reputation for social service that
shields them from ridicule and gives them a basis upon which to speak. Mother Teresa has
also acquired this moral capital. Again, these two examples remind us we love our
neighbour out of obedience to God, not merely as a means to an evangelistic end. Still,
acts of justice and charity do indeed express the good news of God’s love, and they create
grounds upon which Christians can go on to explicitly set out that message.”

• Radical Kingdom deeds prompt questions to which the answer is the
1 Gospel story
*When we look at Jesus’ success with telling stories, it’s tempting to look for modern day
parables. We ask, “How do we tell parables like Jesus told, with such import that people
listen to us.” But we miss the fact that almost every parable was given in answer to the
question, “What is Jesus doing?” Radical Kingdom deeds prompt questions to which the
answer is the Gospel story. The real question, then, is “What should the Church be doing
today which would cause people—in surprise and perhaps annoyance—to ask us the same
kind of questions they asked Jesus, to which the only possible response is ‘Once upon a
time there was a farmer who went out to sow his seed’” (paraphrase of talk by N. T. Wright)
*Philip Kenneson, CAPMW, p. 169
“Evangelicals, perhaps more than anyone, are poised to give answers; the problem
is that no one is asking. Unless we are content to answer questions no one is posing, it
seems to me the most urgent task of the church today is to live in the world in such a way
that the world is driven to ask about the hope we have. Until that happens, I fear all the
theories in the world about [evangelism] are in vain, and the truth we say we bear witness
to will be heard as falsehood.”
*Our experience with $50 gift … Why? > easy opportunity to share!!
21

<<INTERVIEW WITH MR. A RE: LEPROSY MISSION>>
• Alan Alexander: A model of telling your story walking
Welcome Alan! We’ve just talked about
how radical Kingdom deeds prompt Gospel
Shaped Questions … and I don’t know
anyone else who does a better job telling his
story walking … for those who don’t know
you, fill us in on your upcoming journey …
Last year we committed ourselves to raise
$100,000 for a Leprosy Mission Program of
eradication and rehabilitation for Leprosy
sufferers in Nepal. We planned a significant
walk—966km in Western Australia from
Albany to Perth in 46 days—averaging 21km per day with an 18kg pack.
Unfortunately at 322km I was confronted with a potentially life-threatening problem.
Alone on the track—no other hikers for 1 day, and no phone service; deep trouble—out
from the bush walked two hikers. They just happened to be Christians, had spoken with
Elwyn the previous day—they only decided that morning to walk that section of the track,
and were very knowledgeable of track and rescue procedures—God provided! How could
one not say that God was in charge?
The story was printed in KBC Life and distributed by me to many others. Part of the article
was even published in the Australian Rainforest Society newsletter—at least five people
have commented on how it has made them think and consider their position.
I will do the walk again in April.
Sounds like a pretty tough time … Why tackle this again?
Last year, response to situation in Nepal.
Do something significant, raised $50,000, aim was $100,000—already additional
significant sponsorship promised.
This year—health issues behind me; different feeling; unfinished business; response to
God’s grace; better prepared; know what to expect; more walker support.
Something this big would have to be a team effort. What can we do?
Sponsor me, Elwyn, John, Grant, Daniel
Pray—when I was in trouble, I knew people were praying.
>> Pray for Alan right now >> Great example of all we’ve been talking about …
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CHALLENGE:
Adopt the Sign of the Storyteller …
Forget about Heaven to tell good news now

(1) Get your story straight:
Irrelevant is out, Integrated is
in. Salvation is holistic, look
for ways to share the whole
Gospel. Practice telling The
Big Story.
(2) Tell your story walking: Kingdom Deeds and Kingdom Words travel
together. In everyday life, how can you better model “life
abundant” as a Sign pointing to Jesus? How can you subtly plant
seeds that sprout Kingdom fruit?
*The Prince of Peace is coming again to rule a Kingdom with no end. And in some amazing
way He will take our symbolic actions of hope in this present world, and weave them into
the world to come. … What would He have you plant? …
N. T. Wright, in his book, Surprised by Hope, captures this well. He writes:
“What you do in the Lord is not in vain. You are not oiling the wheels of a machine
that’s about to roll over a cliff. You are not restoring a great painting that’s shortly
going to be thrown on the fire. You are not planting roses in a garden that’s about to
be dug up for a building site. You are—strange though it may seem …—
accomplishing something that will become part of God’s new world. Every act of
love, gratitude, and kindness; every work of art or music inspired by the love of God
and delight in the beauty of his creation; every minute spent teaching a severely
handicapped child to read or to walk; every act of care and nurture, of comfort and
support, for one’s fellow human beings and [even] one’s fellow nonhuman creatures;
and of course, every prayer, all Spirit-led teaching, every deed that spreads the
gospel … and makes the name of Jesus honoured in the world—all of this will find its
way, through the resurrecting power of God, into the new creation that God will one
day make. That is the logic of the mission of God. God’s recreation of his wonderful
world, which began with the resurrection of Jesus and continues mysteriously as
God’s people live in the risen Christ and in the power of his Spirit, means that what
we do in Christ and by the Spirit in the present is not wasted. It will last all the way
into God’s new world. In fact, it will be enhanced there” (pp. 208-9).
>> close in prayer
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Luke 8:1-15 (Today's New International Version): The Parable of the Sower
After this, Jesus travelled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the
good news of the kingdom of God. The Twelve were with him, 2 and also some women
who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called Magdalene) from whom
seven demons had come out; 3 Joanna the wife of Chuza, the manager of Herod's
household; Susanna; and many others. These women were helping to support them out of
their own means.
1

While a large crowd was gathering and people were coming to Jesus from town after
town, he told this parable: 5 "A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering the
seed, some fell along the path; it was trampled on, and the birds ate it up. 6 Some fell on
rock, and when it came up, the plants withered because they had no moisture. 7 Other
seed fell among thorns, which grew up with it and choked the plants. 8 Still other seed fell
on good soil. It came up and yielded a crop, a hundred times more than was sown." When
he said this, he called out, "Whoever has ears to hear, let them hear."
4

9

His disciples asked him what this parable meant. 10 He said,

"The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of God has been given to you, but to
others I speak in parables, so that,
" 'though seeing, they may not see;
though hearing, they may not understand.'
"This is the meaning of the parable: The seed is the word of God. 12 Those along the
path are the ones who hear, and then the devil comes and takes away the word from their
hearts, so that they may not believe and be saved. 13 Those on the rock are the ones who
receive the word with joy when they hear it, but they have no root. They believe for a
while, but in the time of testing they fall away. 14 The seed that fell among thorns stands for
those who hear, but as they go on their way they are choked by life's worries, riches and
pleasures, and they do not mature. 15 But the seed on good soil stands for those with a
noble and good heart, who hear the word, retain it, and by persevering produce a crop.
11

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
1. Have you ever seen Christians use a ‘bait and switch’ strategy to open up a ‘spiritual
conversation’? How and why did they do it? Is this legitimate?
2. From the perspective of a groaning world, how is the Gospel good news right now?
3. What story most opened your eyes and imagination to the Gospel? In what way?
4. What aspect of the Big Story is most different to how you normally explain the
Gospel? How is this approach better or worse than Gospel messages you’ve used?
5. If we believe the story is ‘Church now, Heaven later’, how might this affect both the
way we share, and how we live on mission in this world?
6. In your own words, what is the Kingdom of God, and why is it good news now?
7. What kind of subtle seeds have you planted recently? Have you seen fruit yet?
8. How might you ‘tell your story walking’ this week, as a Sign of the Kingdom?
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