September 5, 2010                            Making Your Case                                             #172                                                                                                                            
1st lesson this month on the topic:  The Case For Hope
Our lessons this month begin a 3 month study;

·  That can help us understand what we believe and why.
· It will help prepare us to respond positively, gently, and respectfully to people who wonder about “the hope” that we have in Christ (1Peter 3:15.

We have 4 lessons this month on the topic “The Case For Hope”;

· Today’s lesson will help us understand the value of knowing what we believe and being able to explain it with confidence.  We will discover that defending our faith does not mean defensiveness but sharing with love and gentleness.

· September 12th:  focuses on four different ways God has made Himself known to us:  through nature, Scripture, Jesus, and our own spirits.  It will help us affirm our assurance that God exists and improve our ability to share that belief with people who question if He exists.

· September 19th:  about trusting a loving God in a world of suffering and evil.  Senior adults have seen and experienced much through the years.  Some may be wondering, If God is loving, why does He allow evil and suffering?  This lesson provides a biblical-theological framework for dealing with that question.

· September 26th:  many people acknowledge that God exists but believe He is distant.  This lesson emphasizes the opposite:  God is deeply involved in His creation and desires to be intimately involved in our lives.
What this lesson is about: This lesson helps adults understand the value of knowing what they believe and being able to explain it with confidence in any circumstance.
How this lesson can impact your life: Discover the importance of defending your faith and beliefs in Christ, and that defending your faith does not mean defensiveness but sharing with love and gentleness.
Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “Be Prepared”; Making your case is strengthened by living continually under the lordship of Christ.  You are not called to argue anyone into the kingdom but to make your case with gentleness and respect.
2. “Know to Whom You Are Talking”; Making your case is strengthened by identifying points of contact with your hearer(s).
3. “Share What You Know”; The strongest part of making your case is almost always sharing how Christ has changed your life.
When we were growing up our parents frequently said to us;

· “Now be nice and mind your manners.”

· Those words meant “don’t disagree with other people.  Don’t argue.”

· Looking at our lesson topic today could make us “tense.”

· How do we make our case and still be nice?

Our first lesson this month will help us see the value and importance of defending our faith and beliefs in Christ;

· It will help us overcome any reluctance we may have about explaining what we believe and why we believe it.

· It will emphasize that defending our faith does not mean defensiveness;

· But rather sharing with love, gentleness, and respect (being nice!)

Our lessons this week/month are about us being “apologetics”;
· An apologist is one who defends the faith.

· Typically we think of a person with many degrees engaging in debate with unbelievers in the halls of higher learning.

· Our first task is to dispel that image.

· An apologist is anyone who follows Christ.

· Every one of us is enabled and responsible to make the case for the Christian faith.

Apologetics, the defense of the Christian faith, involves several tasks;

· 1st It means that a Christian should be able to articulate a positive case for the Christian faith as a belief system that should be embraced.
· 2nd It should provide a defense against attacks on our faith from competing belief systems.

· 3rd An apologist should be able to respond to non-Christians’ reasons for their belief system.

· 4th An apologist should be able to make a positive appeal to non-Christians to become Christians by committing their lives to Jesus Christ.

Someone read our 1st group of Scripture verses (Be Prepared) 1Peter 3:15-17.  Listen to what we should do in our hearts as these verses are read.

Verses 13-14 (not in our lesson text) provide;

· An importance context for making our case in difficult circumstances.

· Peter wrote to people who were persecuted for their faith.

· He points out that we all “suffer for the righteousness” and cannot be surprised by it.

· That fact does not undermine the legitimacy of Christianity.

· In fact, “you are blessed” when persecution comes.

Believers should take advantage of opportunities to witness to others about Christ;

· If we are waiting for the perfect situation, or waiting to become the perfect disciple;

· Then we have decided ahead of time that we will remain silent.

· Suffering, pain, or persecution should not mute our witness.

· Through God’s grace and power, difficult circumstances can magnify our witness.

The starting point for making our case is to “set apart” the Messiah as Lord in our hearts v15; 

· “Set apart” reflects the root word for holiness-to keep something apart or above all other things in significance.

· The heart represents the motive for all thoughts, words, and actions.

· The result is a life that reflects accurately a devotion to God, a Christian point of view, and activities that are pure and honorable.

· This private devotion to God results in a very public life that will be evident to others.

· “Our walk must match our talk” because people will be watching us.

Consistency of life and words means that we will always be ready to give a “defense” (answer KJV);

· “Be ready” is described as a state of preparedness.

· Sound Christian belief coupled with a genuine Christian lifestyle prepares every Christian for the natural opportunities to make the case for faith.

Some Christians believe that faith is a personal matter that should be kept to oneself;

· It is true that we shouldn’t be boisterous or obnoxious in sharing our faith;

· But we should always be ready to give an answer, gently and respectfully when asked about our faith, our lifestyle, or our Christian perspective.

· Can others see your hope in Christ?

· Are you prepared to tell them what Christ has done in your life?

We may not be able to keep people from slandering us;

· But we can at least stop supplying them with ammunition.

· As long as we do what is right, their accusations will be empty and will only embarrass them.

· We need to keep our conduct above criticism.

To defend our faith effectively we need to;

· Keep our consciences clear.

· Make certain Jesus is Lord of our lives.

· Live by what we say we believe.

Someone read our 2nd group of Scripture verses (Know to whom You Are Talking) Acts 21: 40-22:3.  Listen to what Paul had in common with the people he was speaking to as these verses are read.

The events described in this passage occurred after Paul’s arrest in the temple complex;

· A mob was beating him.

· Had it not been for the help of the Roman guards he likely would have been killed.

· The guards were taking Paul up into the fortress of Antonia.

· He asked the guards and was granted the opportunity to speak to the crowd.

When he addressed the crowd v40;

· He spoke in the Hebrew language.

· The one they considered an outsider was suddenly addressing them fluently in their own native tongue.

· Perhaps he was not such an outsider after all.

· He addressed them as brothers and fathers.

· Terms that reflected his kinship with them and his great respect for the elders among them.

· Having initially established a relationship with them, he appealed to them to hear his “defense.”

Paul cited several important points of contact with the crowd;

· He was a Jewish man, not an outsider.

· The city of his birth, Tarsus, had a considerable Jewish population v3.

· Paul had been brought up (raised) in this city.
· His upbringing included being educated according to the strict manner of the law of the fathers v3.

Paul had demonstrated that he was zealous for God just as they were v3;

· The purpose for reviewing his background was to establish points of contact with the crowd.

· His ultimate purpose was to demonstrate that if he could make the transition to faith in Christ, then they could as well.

Today, making a case for Christ should never be bound to only the right time and audience;

· We should be prepared to share our faith any time the Spirit moves us.

· Our words are most likely to be heard by ears that are similar to ours.

· Many people may hold some notion that Christian faith is either beyond them or belongs to people who are strange and different.

We should be especially sensitive to identify points of commonality between ourselves and those with whom we see to share our faith;

· Look for opportunities to establish and deepen relationships with the people who are around you right now.

· The Great Commission means not only going to distant lands but making your case as you go about your daily business.

Someone read our last group of Scripture verses (Share What You Know) Acts 22: 4-10.

Listen to why Paul was traveling to Damascus as these verses are read.

Paul’s personal contact with the mob was even deeper because;

· At one time he persecuted this way to the death v4.

· He shared with them that earlier in his life he had a personal loathing of Christianity.

· His hate of Christians was so intense that he was putting both men and women in prison v4.
· He had been a persecutor of the church.

· He was traveling to Damascus to continue his efforts to eradicate this threat to the Jewish religion v5.

· The effect of this part of his personal testimony must have been startling.

Verses 6-8 is Paul’s account of how he met Jesus and what changed him;

· The points in these verses speak for themselves.

Today making our case for faith involves four distinct points;

· What your life was like before you became a Christian.

· How you came to learn about Christ.

· How and when you trusted Him.

· And what your life has been like since you became a Christian.

The strongest point of your testimony should be the difference Christ has made in your life;

· My life has meaning, purpose, and direction because of Christ.

· He has taught me to look for God’s presence, guidance, and blessing.

· He has given me a way to understand trials, to survive them, and to grow through them.

· His presence has been the strength and focus of my life.

Today, any believer can share what Christ has done in their life;

· This defense is not complicated but is very compelling.

· A changed life is a powerful defense.

· People can take issue with arguments for God’s existence.

· They may wonder about the relevancy of the cross and the claims of the resurrection.

· But they cannot argue with your changed life.

In verse 22 (not in our text) Paul did not gain a favorable response from the crowd;
· They wanted to wipe him off the earth.

· Though disappointing, this result can be reassuring.

· We will not be successful every time we share our faith, but we are not responsible for the results.

· Our duty lies in faithfully “making the case.”

· The response is between the other person and the Holy Spirit.

Neglecting Christ is the easy way to go in life today;

· But a faithful Christian takes joy in telling others about their Lord;

· And especially living before people the changed life that Christ has given them.

Living Above Criticism

During the Cold War thousands of East Germans escaped Communist repression by crossing into West Berlin.  In response to calls for sealing the border, Walter Ulbricht, Communist Party leader, promised in 1961 that it would not happen.  Less than two months later the infamous Berlin Wall arose, complete with minefields and watchtowers, to make sure no one escaped from the “worker’s paradise.”

Democratic Socialists are today’s successors to the old Communist Party.  They are still condemned for the broken promise regarding the Wall.  People are calling on the Party to admit its past inhumanity and apologize for its actions.  The past will be hard to live down:  evidence of Communism’s sins is found in pieces of the Wall in various places around the world and at the Berlin memorial, where a section of the Wall still stands amidst a re-created section of the “death strip” where hundreds were murdered as they tried to escape.

Those sins should long be remembered lest they be committed again.  But the evil claims spoken against the church in Peter’s day were unfounded.  How should Christians respond?  Peter says to live so that the charges are obviously groundless, accept the world’s attack as proof the church is doing what is right, and share your hope in Christ.  Two thousand years later God’s plan remains the same for us as it was for Peter.

Prayer:

Lord give each of us the faith we need to live our lives as our testimony of Your saving grace.
Lord, help us be able to state a strong case for the hope that is in us.
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