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I remember the first time it dawned on me that God might want me to share my faith with a nonbeliever.  I was a teenager in high school and our youth group sponsored a youth conference at our church. After the conference was over a few of us went to the local pizza place with the conference speaker to hang out for a while. The speaker was a guy everyone called “Big Don” on account of the fact that his name was Don and he was Big. Like about 6’6” big.  

An acquaintance of mine from school named Paul was working the cash register. “Big Don,” who had a personality as big as his height, struck up a conversation with him and before I knew it was inviting him to our church the next morning where he would be speaking. Paul looked at me and I looked at him—both like deer caught in the headlights—not knowing exactly what to say. 

I finally mumbled something like, “Yeah Paul, you should come.” But honestly? I was hoping he wouldn’t. I had no idea at the time what I would do or say if he did.

Maybe you’ve felt the same way. A neighbor notices that on most Sunday mornings you get in your car with your family and while she is lounging around reading the paper and drinking coffee you disappear for about two hours before returning home. One day she catches you outside and asks where you go on Sundays and you say, “Uh, well, we go to our church.”

Suddenly the relationship shifts a bit. Now you realize that your neighbor—who has been watching how you treat your kids, talk to your husband, and interact with other neighbors—is forming an opinion of what it means to be a church goer by the way you have conducted your life.

Or you were at church and some preacher started talking about eternity and how people are going to either live for eternity in heaven or be separated from God in hell. You think of the people you know—both family and friends—who as far as you know are not followers of Jesus. Suddenly you feel a panic and wonder how you can share your faith with them.

We can talk with our friends and co-worker about just about everything from sports to fashion to movies to food with ease. But tell them about Jesus? We get a little unnerved at that, don’t we? 

Imagine how the apostle Paul must have felt. He was a Jew through and through. And Jews saw Gentiles as unclean sinners. That’s because they didn’t see themselves that way. They saw themselves as righteous and good rule followers who had to stay separate from the sinners. Paul thought the same way until the day Jesus blinded him on the road to Damascus and he couldn’t see anything. 

Jesus, the risen Lord, took Paul through his own three day journey of dying to his old self and being resurrected a new person. Eventually he decided he would take the gospel to the Gentiles. 

We tend to think this was easy for Paul. And maybe it was easier for him than for us. But we have to remember he was a Jew. He details his credentials in Philippians 3: “…circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless” (Philippians 3:5-6).

How did he move from his comfort zone of Judaism to the strange world of Gentiles? Let’s look at what happened to him in his faith journey.

He received his sight from Jesus.  Both literally and figuratively. Sometimes we have to close our eyes to the way we have always seen things and open them to a new way of seeing things. For instance, not long ago Karen and I and our son Kristofer were in Houston. It was dark and rainy and we were leaving a parking lot to go see our other son and daughter-in-law.

We came out at one end of the parking lot and got ready to enter the street. It was a nice, wide street and according to our GPS map we needed to head to the right. I pulled out on the nice, wide street and we quickly noticed that across the upcoming intersection and stop light there were cars on our side of the street ready to come straight at us when the light changed.

We thought, “They’re on the wrong side of the street!” That thought was followed quickly by, “We’re on the wrong side of the street!” It was a one-way street and we were driving against the traffic. Luckily the light was red and the other cars were stopped so we made a quick right turn onto the next street and started panicking that it might be a one-way also. It wasn’t.

We looked at that street differently after we saw it differently. And that’s what happened to Paul and his view of people, especially Gentiles. In 2 Corinthians 5:16 he writes, “From now on therefore, we regard no one according to the flesh.” 
Notice two things about what he is saying. First, the “therefore” points back to what he has just said: “For the love of Christ controls us, because we have concluded this: that one has died for all, therefore all have died; and he died for all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised” (2 Cor. 5:14-15).

Paul had come to know Christ and understood that he died not just for the Jews but for all. That kind of love began to control him. And because it did we find the second reason his sight has changed: he saw people differently. He saw them as Jesus sees them.  The word “regard” is literally “to see.” But it is seeing in the sense of perception.

When a person comes to know the love of Christ his eyesight changes. Now when we see other people we see them as Jesus did. We see them as people he came to die for, as sheep without a shepherd. 

Paul moved out of his comfort zone because he began to see things differently. So see people as Jesus sees people. But that’s not all.

He found common ground with people. In 1 Corinthians 9:22 he says “I have become all things to all people, that by all means I might save some.” In other words Paul found common ground with the people he encountered instead of expecting them to meet him where he was.

What did that look like? When he was with Jews he let his Jewish background flow. When he was with Gentiles he took an interest in them. He even used his Roman name. 

When we first meet Paul in the book of Acts he is called “Saul.” “Saul” is the Hebrew name his parents had given him. But his father was also a Roman citizen so Saul also had the Latin name “Paul.” When after his conversion Saul determined to take the gospel to the Gentiles he stored his Hebrew name away and unpacked his Roman name and started using it with the Gentiles.

Finding common ground is what Jesus did with people. He met Matthew at his office. He hung out with Peter and Andrew at the fishing hole. He went to weddings and parties and festivals. He listened to people and heard their stories. He found common ground with them. 

And we can too. Favorite restaurants can be a starting place for conversations. Maybe a sports venue. A neighborhood block party or a book club can all be ways to interact with people around us who are outside the faith. We learn from Jesus and Paul to find common ground with people.

Once common ground was established he shared his story (Acts 9:1-19; Acts 22:6-21; Acts 26:12-18). Paul’s story is recorded several times in the New Testament. At some point when the time was right Paul would tell people about his life. That’s what people do. It’s a natural part of a relationship. And in that story you can do what Paul did—tell how you met Christ and what he has meant to your life. 

Your story and mine may not be quite as dramatic as being on the road to Damascus but we were on the road to “nowhere” when we met Jesus. We may not have known it. But remember, now we don’t see according to the flesh anymore. We see that this life is a dress rehearsal for the next and we have a purpose beyond the grave.

You can share your story in three acts:
· Act 1. Tell what your life was like before you came to know Jesus. What was going on in your life at the time? What were you pursuing? What struggles did you face?
· Act 2. Tell how you came to know Christ. Most people came to Christ through a friend or a relative and your story is probably the same. Talk about how that happened and what moved you to follow him.
· Act 3. Tell how Jesus has changed you. What difference has he made? And what is he doing in your life right now?

If you’ve ever read the story of Paul’s conversion you probably remember it easily. That’s because it is concise and told as a story. You and I have a story to share too and we would do well to follow Paul’s example. It would be wise to write out your story, practice it until you can tell a good tale, and keep it short.

The subject of sharing your faith and getting out and rubbing shoulders with people who are nonbelievers may make you uncomfortable. That’s because over time most believers begin to spend less time with nonbelievers and more time with believers. The Pharisees did that and things didn’t turn out too well for them.

Somewhere along the way we forgot we were given an assignment. Back in the 2 Corinthians 5 passage Paul also wrote: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold the new has come. All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation…entrusting to us the message of reconciliation…we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us” (2 Corinthians 5:17-20).

As the old cliché goes, our assignment is to know Christ and make him known. We get anxious because we are afraid we won’t know what to say or know enough scripture or that we won’t be able to answer the hard questions. Instead of just “being” our anxiety makes us do funny things.

I was conducting a training session for mentors in the school mentoring program recently. During the Q&A one of the ladies asked, “Is it OK to pray with your mentee?” I had a couple of thoughts. One was, “Well, it’s good that you’re thinking about praying for your mentee.” My second thought was, “But you don’t have to do that at the school and put everyone in an awkward position.” I wondered how we would feel if we had a child being mentored by a Muslim who wanted to use that time to proselytize our child. That would not sit well with most of us.

And that approach does not work well anyway. Diana Butler Bass, author of Christianity After Religion, says that we are now experiencing a “flip” in how things happen in faith. At one time faith developed like this: belief, practice, and then belonging. Now faith is developing first by belonging, then practicing, and then believing.

Maybe we just need to do what Jesus did. When John’s disciples asked him where he lived he said, “Come and see.” He invited them not to his address but into his life. 

We can do the same. We can invite people into our lives. And if Jesus is a part of our lives there will come a time when we can introduce our friends to him. 

Start by seeing the people in your world differently.  See that your role is one of reconciliation. We need to build bridges instead of barriers. Find common ground with your friends, neighbors, and co-workers.

Then share your story. Let Jesus flow from your story just as if you were telling them about a friend…because he is your friend, you know. And if they ask you questions you aren’t sure how to answer, let your love for them drive you to study the scriptures more for yourself so that you can share your understandings with them.

People are looking for a place to belong. Open up your life to them first. When you do, you’ll help them open their lives up to Jesus.
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