LOST FOR WORDS

- 1. “Answering questions”

(1 Peter 3: 15)
Introduction


It is not often that I’m lost for words, but I will confess that I’m not very good at bringing the conversation round to talk about Jesus. I feel pretty comfortable in most settings and I’ll talk about almost anything. And, being a typical man, I will probably act as if I’m expert in the subject. 


So, yesterday I was playing footie in Belfield with some of the Dad’s from my daughter’s school and I was instantly happy to discuss all the details of the Premier league back in England this year. Equally, to be fair, if someone asked me a theological question I could probably discuss that ad nauseam also. But what I’m hopeless at is changing the topic of conversation of football to Christianity; and of moving from the theory of theology to personal and the practical. 


And that is what Lost for Words is all about. I can’t do two things at once and so if I’m talking while I’m driving (!?) then I’ll probably switch to autopilot and end up heading back towards the Boulevarde or one of my usual routes.  


But what if talking about our faith was second nature like that? Just like me in the car, wherever you start from and wherever you are originally heading for, you naturally seem to always end up at the same destination every time! Not in a forced way. Not in a cultic way where we just repeat certain phrases we have learnt off by heart. Not in a way that puts people off. But in a completely natural manner. It is just second nature us. At times it just comes out.  

Giving answers to those who ask us questions:
And so this series is about developing that attitude, and then being able to answer people’s questions when they ask us – which comes directly out of this famous verse, 1 Peter 3 verse 15. As we look at the words of Peter we are going to think about the answers we give to people. When are they likely to ask us questions? What are we to say when they do? And finally how are we to answer them, in what manner should we reply?

1. WHEN?

“But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect.” 


Lost for words is all about equipping Christians so that they can answer their non-Christian friends. But that begs the question, when? When are we to give these answers? Well, Peter gives us a rather obvious reply – when they ask us!!


And that is both encouraging and challenging. Not all of us are expected to go up to complete strangers and initiate a conversation by telling them about Jesus. I want to relieve you of that burden. Peter only expects us to answer when someone deliberately asks us about our faith. 


That is the good news, but the challenge is that Peter expects others to ask us questions on a regular basis. When they ask, not if they ask. So if no one ever asks us questions something is wrong. 

· Why it is asked


(1 Peter 1: 3-5)

Literally Peter says that the question is asked because of the ‘hope’ that is ‘within you’. People should see something in us that causes them to ask questions. Notice that it is something internal, not external. Peter does not say that people will be interested because you look physically different. Wearing sandals or thongs to look like Jesus was not what Peter had in mind.  Rather he is referring to inner qualities of hope and assurance.

· “Hope” – future certainty

Are you a person who is characterised by hope? Hope is not the same as wishful thinking. Yet that is how we tend to use the word today – “I hope it doesn’t rain today”, we say all the time in Britain. Nor does it mean a mindless optimism – a ‘look on the bright side of life’ philosophy of living. Hope means a future certainty. Is your life lived in the light of the new heaven and new earth? Do you know where you are going? Does it show? Look back over chapter 1 – that is what hope means.

For people are only going to ask you for directions if you know where you are going. It’s no use saying that you are going to heaven if the way that you live does not demonstrate it. No one will believe that you are going to Melbourne if you are on the Pacific highway heading north!!


However, if others see in you a future certainty, that you live as one prepared for heaven, then they will ask you about it. In a world with no fixed points, that certainty is extremely attractive.

· “within you” – inner assurance

Also we are to be characterised by possessing an inner assurance. Literally Peter says that this hope is ’within us’. Is that true of you? Have you accepted the Gospel of Jesus Christ personally? Do you know the assurance of having sins forgiven? Of a personal relationship with God that will last forever? Because if we have really understood what the death and resurrection of Jesus means then we will be secure people. We won’t be tossed about, comparing ourselves with others, instead we will know who we are in Christ Jesus. If we have genuinely accepted Jesus in repentance and faith then we have an inner assurance in our lives; and people see that, and they ask questions.
· When it is asked


(1 Peter 1: 6-9)

If that is why we will be asked a question, when will they ask? The two verses that surround 1 Peter 3: 15 give us two answers. We will be asked about Jesus when we suffer and when they see our good Christian character.

· Suffering



(1 Peter 3: 14)

First of all, from verse 14, we discover the context of suffering. There is a large emphasis in 1 Peter on suffering persecution for being a Christian; but more generally Peter addresses the issue of any kind of suffering that we might experience as a Christian. The whole of 1 Peter begs non-Christians to ask the question, “Why do you put up with that?’ ‘When things go wrong, why do behave like that?’

· Character



(1 Peter 3: 16)


Once more it is this specific kind of suffering for Jesus that we immediately think of. However, although Peter was thinking of persecution, he is much wider in his scope. For we may be relieved by talk of persecution- after all we’re not persecuted in this country, so we’re okay.


 But 1 Peter 3: 16 broadens the discussion – “keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behaviour in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.” In other words people will question you about Jesus when they see your true character come out under pressure. Persecution may simply be ‘slandering your good name’.


Generally speaking, your friends and neighbours will see much more of your character when you are under pressure, than when life is easy. For it is in such times that true Christian character is proved; it is then that your future certainty and inner assurance are clearly visible.


When I was a schoolteacher I would sometimes set a bridge design exercise. Each team of children were given a set amount of time, and the same raw materials, with which to build a bridge that spanned a chasm of determined width. Then we would test them to see which one could carry the most weight. It was interesting to look at them before we started the test. Some of them looked weak from the start, you see that they weren’t going to take much. But most of them looked pretty good. Of the remaining ones, the naked eye could not sort out the good from the bad. That is, until we put weights on them. The heavy weights put pressure on the flaws and weak points in their designs; that pressure soon broke the badly made bridges.


So it is with Christians. Do you share your life with your colleagues and neighbours? Or do you only let them see what you look like on the surface? They are never going to ask questions about your life unless you let them in. Share your struggles, be real and approachable. Christians are like teabags. Some will pretend that their lives always smell like rosehip. But the way to find out what they really smell like is to put them in hot water! 
2. WHAT?

Okay, so first of all we have to live in such a way that people will ask us questions. But assuming they do, what do we say?

· a ‘defence’ and a ‘reason’

Peter uses two Greek words in 1 Peter 3: 15 that describe what we are to say when we give an answer. The first one means to give a ‘defence’, translated by ‘answer’ in NIV. It is the Greek word ‘’ from which we get the word ‘apology’. Unfortunately we think this means that we have to say sorry all the time. In the UK I remember vividly a  TV programme called ‘Sorry’ in the 80s about a middle-aged man who still lived at home with his parents. Ronnie Corbett was always saying ‘sorry’ to everyone. If someone stepped no his foot he’d say , ‘sorry’. Peter does not mean that we are to be apologetic for the Gospel in that sense.

No, the word has the legal connotation of a defence attorney giving his or her defence in court. A reasoned argument to defend a position. It is exactly the same word that Jesus uses in Luke 12. There he is encouraging his disciples that the Holy Spirit will give them the words to say when they are brought before the authorities. Then they will know how to defend themselves. Not with weapons – not judo or karate as self-defence - but with a reasoned defence. That is what apologetics is all about.


Now this does not mean that we all have to be experts. Clearly some people in the church are more gifted than others in this area. But we are to be ready to give a defence of the Gospel when needed. You don’t have to be an expert; you just have to be ready. In the UK we don’t have the NRMA as a breakdown service, we have the Automobile Association instead. The AA had a great advertising campaign a few years ago. I’m sure that you all remember – “I don’t know, but I know a man who does!” There will be times when a friend asks a hard question and you need to be honest and tell them that you don’t know…. but that you are going to go and try and find out.


Secondly, Peter tells us to be ready to give a reason. The main part of your defence is explaining why you believe in Jesus. Again, we tend to be so apologetic and defensive in the way we do this. When I was a student at Southampton University, a friend of mine was running an evangelistic event at his halls of residence. It was called ‘Grill-a-Christian”, and the general idea is that there is a panel of Christian students and anybody can fire questions at them from the floor of the Common Room. The problem with events like this is getting it going. Questions will flow only once someone has asked the first question. So Graham gave a short explanation of the Gospel to start with and then asked if there were any questions. Silence. He asked again, “So what do you think?” “A load of crap!” came a voice from the back. (Or something less polite). At that time I would probably have said something like, “Well you are entitled to your point of view, but others may want to ask questions,” but not Graham. Immediately he challenged the heckler. “Why do you think that?” he asked. “Come on, you think that Christianity is crap, but you don’t have any reasons!” And so the discussion got started.


Graham was polite but firm. He had reasons for his beliefs, and he challenged those around him about theirs. You don’t have to be eloquent, just ready to give your reasons for why you believe. Just ready to challenge others’ reasons for not believing.


We all need to think about what we say in answer to peoples’ questions. That’s why over the next 5 weeks we are going to look at 5 tough questions people ask. So, invite your friends. Come along, think through these issues. I’m not expecting you to learn these answers so that if anyone asks you then you can regurgitate a 30 minute sermon to them. But I do hope that these Sundays will better equip you to share your faith with others.
· TWTL

But before we go on to other Sundays and other topics, we must first make sure that we understand the Christian message. In a moment we are going to have a discussion break where you can talk about how you would explain the gospel if you had the chance. ‘Cos let’s face it if you can’t explain it to someone else in church you never going to explain it to one of your non-Christian friends or work colleagues!

But to get you thinking I’m going to show you a simple tool that I use to help me. It is six little pictures that I have in my head to help me remember the main points that I want to get across. 

‘Two ways to live’
	“You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honour and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created. And have their being.” 
1.  Revelation 4: 11
	“There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no-one who understands, no-one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.”
2.  Romans 3: 10-12

	“He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power.”
3.  2 Thessalonians 1: 8-9
	“For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.”
4.  1 Peter 3: 18

	“For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the one he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead.”
5.  Acts 17: 31
	“Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on him.”
6.  John 3: 36


Don Carson’s Uni. Mission pattern 
1. The God who makes everything: Genesis 1 & 2
2. The God who does not wipe out rebels: Genesis 3
3. The God who legislates: 10 Commandments + bits of Leviticus
4. The God who becomes a human being: John 1: 1-18
5. The God who declares the guilty just: Romans 3: 21-26
6. The God who is very angry: Revelation 21-22
7. The God who triumphs: Revelation 21-22
3. HOW?

Finally, how do we answer? What attitude is required? I have found this little book Know and tell the gospel by John Chapman very helpful. In particular the principles he gives that should govern how we answer people. I think that they are born out in 1 Peter 3 verse 15. Let’s think through how we would answer people’s questions and use these principles as criteria.
· Is it loving? 

(gentleness)


Is my response loving? Peter tells us that we must answer ‘with gentleness and respect’, or more literally ‘gentleness and fear’.


We must be gentle in how we reply. I hope that using my friend Graham as an illustration earlier has not encouraged you to be rude in how you answer. Just because others do not treat us with gentleness and respect is no excuse. How we answer is as important as what we answer. Our character is revealed in this too. Our answers should always be gentle.


Therefore, whenever we answer someone’s question we must always think to ourselves, is this loving? What I say is not designed to show how clever I am but that someone else may know Jesus. Don’t try to make them look stupid; and don’t try to drive them to admit that they are wrong about something. Instead a loving person uses phrases like, “Have you ever considered that…” or “I hadn’t really thought about it much until some pointed out this to me…” 
· Is it truthful?

(fear God)

The other motivating factor that Peter refers to is ‘fear’. The KJV is correct to translate ‘’ as fear. The translators of the NIV and the ESV because they thought that it sounds odd to talk about fearing other people, have used the word ‘respect’ instead. But I’m not sure that Peter is talking about fearing other people. I’m more convinced that Peter has in mind the motivation that comes from a healthy fear of God. 


After all that is precisely what Paul declares in 2 Corinthians 5 – “Since, then, we know what it is to fear the Lord, we try to persuade men.” And this is also how 1 Peter 3: 15 starts – “But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord.” In the last 20 years or so the Christian church has recovered the concept of a God of love. That we have a heavenly Father who loves us unconditionally. However, such an idea must never be at the expense of a holy and transcendent God. Our Lord who is to be feared because he is powerful, and because he will not tolerate sin. We answer our friends gently, but we don’t balk from telling them hard truths either, because we fear God more than we fear people.


So this means that we must take care that our answers are truthful. That may sound obvious but have you noticed how Christians, in their eagerness to convince others of the gospel tend to exaggerate a lot. The black gets blacker and the white gets whiter! 


Equally we pick up on some statement from a famous speaker and then just repeat back what we’ve heard sometimes without really understanding it. Christians do this with science all the time. So the latest bit of Scientific research comes out that supports a conservative view on abortion or homosexuality for example and Christians jump on the bandwagon. Only for 6 months later peer-review to kick in and for this research to be discredited. If we quote facts inaccurately or without understanding them then our friends will think that we do the same with our Christian faith. Far better to be honest and admit that we don’t know the answer than to make it up.
· Does it lead to the gospel?
The next question we must ask ourselves is this – does my answer lead to the gospel? 


You see sometimes questions can have various possible answers and in which case choose the one that most easily leads on to the gospel. So, the example John Chapman uses is the classic, “How do I know that God exists?” How would you respond to such a question? I could answer that by referring to creation or my experience or from human conscience. However, each of those tend to lead down a dead end. Creation ends in a discussion of evolution. The other two can quickly become very subjective. Instead if I were to talk about the historical evidence for the person of Jesus then that answers their question and keeps the conversation focussed on the gospel. Obviously the considerations of being loving and truthful must come first – if some one asks you a question you’ve got to answer it … you can’t just ignore it and carry on talking about Jesus!
· Does it answer the real question?

Finally we need to think to ourselves, does it answer the real question? People ask questions for all sorts of reasons and we need to learn to become good listeners. Listen out for the question behind the question. For example if someone asks you, “Why does God allow innocent children to suffer?” they could be asking an abstract question about the justice of God or they could be expressing their pain because their baby nephew has just been diagnosed with leukaemia. 


So let’s answer gentleness and respect. Don’t jump in with answers. Chat about it. Ask them some questions. Take time to listen to their story first.

So, is it loving, is it truthful, does it lead to the gospel, and does it answer the real question?

Not hard, just - PRAY, LOOK, TAKE!
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