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-A question of Christian identity- 

Date: May 8, 2022 (Easter 4) 

1.  Texts: Acts 9:36-43; Ps. 23; Revelation 7:9-17; John 10:22-30. 

2.  Subject:  evangelism. 

3.  Topic:  genuine discipleship development. 

4.  Aim:  educate, challenge. 

5.  Proposition:  “Our works no longer reflected the gospel, and so the Church itself began to falter.” 

 

NOT WHAT WE USED TO BE 

 

 According to Jesus, our actions speak louder than our words. 

"How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, 

tell us plainly." "I have told you, and you do not believe. The 

works that I do in my Father's name testify to me..."  

His actions spoke clearly and testified to his identity. 

 

 But most of the Jews could not understand his proclamation. They didn't 

have the necessary openness to faith. They were stuck, possibly by a rigid 

adherence to the traditions and assumptions in Judaism. The Messiah had to be 

from the family line of David. The Messiah would be a king who would re-

establish the Kingdom of the Jews, free from foreign oppression. Certainly, the 

Messiah would not come from Galilee. The majority of Jews did not have the 

openness to faith that would empower them to understand Jesus' words and 

actions. 

 

 Neither do most of the people today. It is a complicated issue, with the 

Church itself bearing a large part of the responsibility. It will likely be dangerous, 

but it might be worth our effort to explore this just a little--at least until it scares 

us too much. 

 

 Back in our grandparents' day, everyone could assume that all their friends 

and neighbours were Christians of some sort. Most Canadians attended Church 

services and would openly admit to believing in Jesus as the Son of God. They 

might not know exactly what that meant, but they would believe and would 

attend. 

 

 The Christian Church became accustomed to this status quo. As new 

denominations emerged, like the various Baptist and Pentecostal Churches, 



Page 2 of 5 

-A question of Christian identity- 

making disciples actually meant "sheep stealing", the practice of converting 

members of other Christian Churches. 

 

 In addition, Churches like the Anglican Church kind of gave up on 

meaningful Christian education and discipleship development. We assumed that 

the adult members knew what it meant to be a Christian, and so we focussed our 

efforts on Sunday School. This primarily meant teaching the children the parables 

and miracles of Jesus using the Bible stories and crafts. Oh, sure, there have 

always been adult Bible studies, but these were largely focussed on developing 

an individual, personal and therefore private understanding of the faith. "What 

does this parable mean to me?" became the most frequent question. 

 

 Lastly, centuries ago the Christian Church became accustomed to its 

privileged status, authority and power. The Church learned to compel obedience 

and how to use the policies of power and politics. Discipleship development 

disappeared. Meaningful evangelism vanished. 

 

 It is obvious how this is contrary to the proclamation of Jesus and the 

circumstances of the Church in the New Testament. Back then, the Christians 

were a tiny minority within Judaism. The Christian sect had no power to exercise 

within the politics of the age. Making disciples involved inviting people into a 

new and different relationship with God through Jesus. Meaningful Christian 

education was a necessity and no one assumed that the newcomers actually knew 

enough about the Messiah. Adults were educated in the faith and were thus 

expected to train their children. It was also clear that the faith was a personal, 

communal and public confession of the new relationship with Jesus. The Church 

as we have experienced it in the last three generations has not accurately reflected 

the Church of the New Testament. 

 

 The end result of this history is as complicated. We have congregations of 

people afraid to evangelize and a society that largely thinks the Christian Church 

is irrelevant. While the majority of people in Canada are somewhat interested in 

God—however he is to be understood—, the majority of people have little interest 

in the Church.  The Church has next-to-no moral, ethical or religious authority in 
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our society. The Church is to be distrusted.  The Church is frequently thought of 

as rigid and intolerant. 

 

 All this means that neither our words nor our actions carry much weight.  

Most people cannot adequately understand or interpret either.  Yes, to be sure, 

most people would assume that actions speak louder than words, but the 

universal distrust of the Church lessens the impact of both forms of our 

proclamation.   

 

 So our evangelism is endangered before we even start.  At least back in 

Jesus’ day, the Jews believed in both God and the coming of the Messiah.  At least 

back in Jesus’ day, all Jews accepted the Old Testament and its words as 

authoritative.  When Jesus said things like, “Believe in God.  Believe also in me,” 

people knew what he meant, even if they disagreed with him.  We can no longer 

make such assumptions because of the way the Church itself has failed to reflect 

the gospel in its actions.  In addition, society has grown distant from God through 

neglect of the faith.  When we add our anxiety about evangelism, no wonder our 

words and actions have little impact on the world around us.   

 

 In the page and a half that remains of this sermon, I have to figure out what 

we’re going to do with all this. 

 

 More often than not, when people say, “Actions speak louder than words,” 

they actually mean, “We don’t have to say anything.  We’ll let our actions do the 

talking.”  “Actions speak louder than words” then means, “We’ll just do nice 

things for people and then they’ll know we are Christians.”  Of course, this is 

false. 

 

 Doing nice things does not proclaim Jesus as Saviour and Lord.  Doing nice 

things doesn’t bring anyone closer to their own saving relationship with God 

through Jesus.  Being good to people does not make disciples of anyone.   

 

 Neither does standing on the street corner, shouting at people that God is 

returning.  Preaching at people, especially with the news that they are going to 
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hell, is never effective.  Guilt, fear and anxiety do not produce a life-transforming 

faith.  Neither does shame or blame.   

 

 Our proclamation is only effective when it combines both words and 

actions, both of which have to adequately reflect the gospel of Christ.  Our words 

and actions have to build up righteousness, justice, compassion and love.  Our 

words and actions have to be as Jesus was, but in our context.  Words without 

actions are empty.  Actions without words point to nothing.  We fulfill the Great 

Commission and the Two Great Commandments only when we combine both 

words and actions in ways that genuinely reflect the identity of Jesus.   

 

 Now we all know why there are adult Bible studies.  We learn from the 

Bible because then we learn of the identity of God which is to be reflected in our 

words and actions.  We have Sunday Schools so that children may be evangelized 

by the words and actions of their teachers.  Baptism preparation classes are not to 

teach the facts about sacraments or even about Jesus.  They are to point the way 

for parents to live out the faith in words and actions for the sake of their children.  

Similarly, we have confirmation and marriage preparation so that the participants 

may figure out how to speak and act like Jesus in their circumstances.   

 

 We also know why there are sermons every, single, Sunday.  Sermons re-

present the gospel in ways that encourage bringing words and actions together 

in a single, evangelizing proclamation.  Preaching is not about making any one 

disciple better.  Preaching is all about proclamation in ways that genuinely reflect 

the identity of Jesus in the context of our worship.   

 

 We have to bring all this together into one proclamation.  We have to wed 

our actions to our words so that the joint package accurately reflects the identity 

of Jesus and the reality of his gospel.   

 

 One congregation opens its facility on some Food Bank days, because the 

Food Bank is handy and available.  They have Bibles, colouring sheets and 

listening ears available to the clients of the Food Bank. 
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 Other parishioners drive people to doctors’ appointments in Grande Prairie 

or Edmonton, hours-long trips that allow for conversation about faithfulness.   

 

 Still others are experimenting with different ways of introducing people to 

Jesus, ways that are not coercive or threatening but rather present Jesus in terms 

that don’t require a church background.   

 

 One clergyperson recently committed himself to changing the liturgy in the 

Book of Alternative Services when guests or newcomers are present.  Church 

vocabulary, such as hymn, creed, Bible and prayer, is exchanged for less technical 

but more meaningful vocabulary for non-Church people.   

 

 Here’s the formula:  WORDS + ACTIONS = PROCLAMATION, but 

ONLY when the WORDS = JESUS and the ACTIONS = JESUS.  That is, just 

saying nice things or doing nice things is not proclamation.  It is only when our 

words and actions together reflect the identity of Jesus as Saviour and Lord that 

they become proclamation.  It is only through such proclamation that we will go 

out and make disciples of anyone.   

 

 Back in Jesus’ day, most of the Jews did not have the background to 

appreciate his proclamation in his words and actions.  But, he still proclaimed the 

gospel. 

 

 The same is true today.  Most people do not have the background to 

appreciate our proclamation in our words and actions.  But we still must 

proclaim.  We still must reflect the identity of Christ.  We still must be the Church. 

 

 AMEN.   


