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These past years there has been a great deal of discussion about the private side of one’s faith in 

God versus the public side of living and making that faith known to others.  This debate has 

especially been true in relation to some of the the political races and how the public faith of 

certain candidates has sometimes become a major issue. 

 

The question this often raises is whether one’s faith and beliefs should be simply between that 

person and God, or whether they should be part of the public debate concerning laws and 

policies?  Also, does a public belief in Jesus mean that one is simply not understanding of other 

people and religions?   

 

It is interesting that through the years Christians have sometimes prided themselves on how their 

faith is personal; it is between them and God; it is not something to wear on their sleeve.  Even in 

churches people have often said that their faith is too personal to tell anyone about. 

 

Yet these past few years there has been more of an emphasis in certain churches on the 

importance of learning how to talk about one’s faith in Jesus.  There has sometimes been a lot of 

emphasis on small groups where people talk and share together about how God is working in 

them, or on discussing questions that they have.  Today in certain churches there is an emphasis 

on evangelism and witnessing to others; on standing up for one’s convictions and beliefs. 

 

In Matthew’s Gospel we see in Chapter 14:13-14, how Jesus often needed to get away by 

himself for prayer and solitude; he needed times for private prayer and renewal. Oh, how 

important this is.  We all need some personal and quiet time to pray, reflect, read and study. 

 

Yet in Matthew we also see how Jesus faced the massive crowds of people; how he publicly 

taught, counseled, encouraged and healed many.  Jesus was one who never kept his faith or 

beliefs to himself.  Rather, he was a witness in all he said and did. 

 

In Matthew 5:14-16 Jesus said, “You are the light of the world.  A city on a hill cannot be 

hidden.  Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl.  Instead they put it on its stand, 

and it gives light to everyone in the house.  In the same way, let your light shine before people, 

that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.” 

 

Jesus is clear that one’s faith and beliefs are not to be private and hidden away; they are to be 

public in being a light for others.  It is a light that needs to be reflected in our words; our deeds; 

in the example of the way we live; in how our actions match our values. 

 

Now it is here, of course, that some people say that their witness is simply trying to be a good 

person; trying to be a good example.  Yet some would say that can be a cop out or an easy way 

to simply avoid Jesus’ call.  The question is how many people look at your life and say, “Wow, I 

want to commit my life to Jesus because I am so moved by your example?” 



 

No, to be a witness, a light, one needs to also use their words and public testimony.  It is only as 

we share what Jesus means to us; share how and why Jesus influences our actions and behaviors; 

only then will people come to know what a personal faith relationship is all about.  Only then 

will people can come to have their own personal faith relationship with Jesus. 

 

The question, however, we all struggle with as we deal with this call to be a public witness for 

Jesus is how can we do this responsibly?  How can we be the light of Jesus in a workplace where 

we are not supposed to talk about religion or faith? 

 

How do we let our faith shine through in our neighborhood, in our community involvement, so 

we don’t offend others?  How do we talk about what Jesus means to us among friends who 

perhaps don’t share the same beliefs; with that sport’s friend who swears up a storm; with that 

friend whose moral choices and behaviors are hurting them deeply? 

 

One thing I know that we all agree on is that none of us wants our faith and witness to be hurtful 

or to alienate others.  We all know people who live their faith and witness in inappropriate ways; 

those who hurt the cause of Christianity more than help it.  We all know of people whose witness 

and actions push more people away from the church than draw them to Jesus. 

 

None of us want to be the kind of gushy, overbearing, sickening personality whose sharing about 

Jesus is mostly fakey and unreal.  We want our Christian witness to be shared in a stable and 

balanced way with lots of wisdom, intelligence and caring.  We want people’s impressions of 

Jesus, and of Christians, to be positive and affirming.  A Christian witness can be real. 

 

My youngest son, Isaac, during his four years of college at the Cincinnati College-Conservatory 

of Music sometimes attended two churches each week in Cincinnati.  On Saturday evenings he 

sometimes attended the Vineyard Church (especially when his Dad and brother visited) which is 

a very large congregation in a northern suburb. 

 

It is the Cincinnati Vineyard Church and their former senior pastor, Steve Sjogren, who 

developed what they termed “Friendship Evangelism.”  This approach teaches that before you 

can share the witness of Jesus with another person, you need to earn the right to do so.  This is 

done by being a friend; by doing random acts of kindness before you share about Jesus. 

 

This Cincinnati Vineyard Church is known for sending out groups of people to stand outside a 

Cincinnati Reds baseball game; go to an AIDS Walk; go to a city festival and hand out free water 

to anyone who wants some.  It is simply a caring gesture with no expectations or strings 

attached.  If someone asks why, they may say they are from the Vineyard Church and just want 

people to know that God loves them. 

 

They also go sometimes with Windex bottles and wash people’s car windows at a shopping mall.  

They may bring pails of cleaning supplies to places and offer to clean their bathrooms and 

toilets.  On one Christmas Eve there were a number of small groups from this church that went 

late in the evening to some Waffle House restaurants; they went to simply visit with and care 

about the many lonely people, without family gatherings, who were at these restaurants. 

 



The focus is on being a friend, a servant, on showing love and care for others.  In doing that they 

may have an opportunity to witness about Jesus, yet it is only shared if they are asked.  Many 

have said that they have never seen a church, or met Christians, who are so caring and helpful.  It 

is a church who wants their witness for Jesus to be seen in their care and respect for people. 

 

The other church Isaac attended very regularly was a much smaller church near his apartment 

and university.  This University Christian Church is pretty unique in that it has a coffee house 

connected to their worship space which is staffed by volunteers through the week.  Many 

students stop by and even do their studying there. 

 

On certain nights they also had jazz being played where they would open it up for students and 

others to play.  Isaac’s roommate his freshman year was studying classical standup bass; he also 

really loved playing jazz; and even though he claimed to be an atheist, he often attended these 

music and jamming nights (where church people got to know him). 

 

This church also has ministries that reach out to the poor in the inner city; they care deeply about 

the issues and pressures facing college and graduate students.  Their Princeton trained pastor 

uses intelligent preaching and contemporary/relevant worship, to empower people to truly care 

for others, and to make sure the message of Jesus is authentic and real. 

 

These same kinds of ways to witness, and be lights, are there for each one of us and for our 

church at Messiah.  I know that Messiah’s Stephen Ministry; involvement in and giving to the 

Food Shelf; family movie nights; youth nights; meal and game nights; all are a powerful public 

witness to Jesus’ love.  We do all this with love, with care, and with concern for the person. 

 

I know of business people, teachers and farmers in our congregation who shine the light of Jesus 

in the morals they live by; the integrity they use in contracts and in working with others; the care 

they show for their fellow workers; in the priorities with which they live.  Some have said that as 

they openly share their witness in action others around them have asked about their faith. 

 

It is too bad that much of the unbelieving world today have such negative images of Christians, 

of Christianity, of the church.  If people like you and me will live our faith in a real, affirming, 

caring ways, it can be a powerful witness to someone who is turned off by phony examples of 

faith. 

 

It has often been said that the loudest and most powerful sermons that are preached each day are 

the messages you convey by your life, your words, your actions.  People at your work, in our 

community, in your circle of friends, are observing each day whether your faith is real; whether 

you live one way at church and another with certain friends or situations. 

 

My friends, each of us needs time alone for prayer and for personal growth in our relationship 

with Jesus.  Yet these personal times are meant to help prepare and empower us to live our faith 

and witness publicly each day.  May each one of us lift high our lamps of love for Jesus, so many 

people around us may be drawn to this light and the life-renewing love of Jesus our Savior.     


