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By Any Means Possible 
Corinthians 9:16-23 

“I have become all things to all people so that by all possible means I might save some.”  Paul said that he was compelled to preach … that he could not keep it in … and would in fact go to great lengths so that others could hear the message of Jesus.  Today we could say he wanted to share the good news of Jesus by any means possible.  

We have been looking throughout this latest series of scriptures at the call of God and how God has invited each of us to some kind of service. Last week we touched on the call of the prophet… that a prophet was charged by God to speak God’s Word unwaveringly.    We also left off last week mentioning that while the central message of the prophet stayed the same… the way that message is shared often changes. 

Today we see that point continued in this passage from the New Testament.  Paul, like the prophets, was to proclaim the everlasting Word of the Lord with authority.  Often the way that was presented differed according to his audience.   Why?  It was because this message had saved him… it had changed his life completely … and he also cared enough about others that he wanted them not to miss out on this life altering news as well.    

St. Paul knew that the message of Jesus was a life and death matter; therefore he used every means at his disposal to share this good news.

if you were to really think about it, if a person you cared about deeply was in danger ... my guess would be that you would do just about anything to save them. In other words, the means to rescue them would become less important than that they were actually saved.  

For instance, in one of the Upper Room Devotionals that I was reading for this week, the writer recalled in his home country of Chile, an event where the walls of a mine had collapsed causing 33 miners to be trapped in the darkness 700 meters down.   Above ground the families set up vigils and waited 69 days while rescue workers worked diligently to try to reach the miners.  The writer commented that the commitment of those who were waiting and working for their loved ones is a picture of the way God seeks us out.  

In the same way, looking at this scripture today we are reminded that it is also a good picture of why God calls us to be diligent in sharing our faith.  When it comes to a loved one who is in that kind of trouble … it’s easy to see how the phrase “by any means possible” might describe our response.  If someone you cared about was trapped in a cave, most likely you would not spend a lot of time arguing over the most cost effective strategy to dig.  Whatever’s going to get through to them is what’s ultimately important  




1) The problem and the people
Sadly, if we’re honest, often that’s not been the response we in the church have taken. 
One of the major problems that the Christian church is facing is that we are not connecting with the people in ways where they can really hear.   Instead of communicating the life changing message in a way that relates to where they are at, we find ourselves stuck … talking in a language only those on the inside might know. Falling prey to thinking that all we really need to do as a church is open our doors and people will come in automatically.  More and more we are coming to the harsh reality that people are staying away from the Christian church in record numbers. 

In the early 90’s, a denomination surveyed a southern city where it wanted to build a church. The survey centered on a single question: Why don’t you attend church? 74% of those surveyed indicated they felt there was no value in attending church. 34% believed the church had no relevance to the way they lived. 

So it’s time for us to ask why?  Why is it that we are having so much trouble connecting with people?  Is the message getting through and if not why?  Is it the message or is it our approach?  Put it this way is something getting lost in the translation?  

It’s like this story I heard...  Once an American pastor went to see one of the new church members in the hospital, the hospital patient had recently arrived from China & could not speak English. When the pastor arrived at the hospital, he took hold of the man’s hand & had prayer w/him. As he finished his prayer the patient began to shout something in Chinese. The pastor didn’t understand what he was saying, & the man continued in vain to communicate something to him. But the pastor could not understand Chinese. Within a few moments the patient made one last attempt to communicate, gasped for air, & then he died. The pastor was called to preach the man’s funeral. During visitation the pastor repeated the phrase the man had been shouting to one of the man’s relatives to see if he knew what the man’s last words might be. The relative listened & then gave the interpretation: "Move over, you’re standing on my oxygen tube, I can’t breathe! 

That can be a picture of what we sometimes do in the church.   We want to help out.   We want to care.  We want to share the good news with others.  But often times we are standing on the oxygen tube.   In the translation of our methods we end up sometimes cutting off the very breath of God that wants to breathe new life into people.   So how can we get off the oxygen tube and start really connecting?   

We need to ask ourselves without changing the central message how can those means change (the way we speak) so people can hear?  



That’s the question which is addressed within this scripture.  Paul was writing to the people in Corinth.  The culture of Corinth had been almost completely foreign to Him and his colleague Barabbas.  They both spoke the same Greek language as the Corinthians … but they were not from there.  So they were not locals per say. Like those who are new to the U.P. it can take some time to assimilate to the surroundings right?  Paul and Barabbas knew no one there, nor how the culture really worked. 

In order to address the fact that Paul was not from Corinth, He first set up shop there in order to work among the people and get to really know them.   Working as a tentmaker he accomplished both earning a little money, and it allowed them to be immersed in the daily life of the people there.   He actually worked there for more than 18 months.  It was during that time they were discovering more in depth about what it meant for them to share the message of Jesus.  Not in a way that simply said, “here’s what you need to know’… but to come alongside them ... to care for them … and to talk with them in a way that related to things that mattered to them.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]The scripture makes it clear to us that it’s not trying to manipulate people to obey what you want them to hear.  It’s about Christ changing us …working in us that we might connect with those around us.  It’s simply getting to know people because we care about them ...and we don’t want to step on their oxygen tube any longer!  

That’s a gift the church is really in need of today.  We need to recognize that not everyone comes to faith in the same ways.  Not everyone has the same interests.  Not everyone worships in the same style.  That’s why we need even more for each person within the church to respond to God’s call to share His message.  There are people that you can relate to that I or others can’t   People you see at your job, at your school and in your neighborhood.  The hobbies and interests you have… those are gifts from God … they are connecting points with others. 

God has placed each one of us in a place where we can connect with different people.
One commentator wrote, “One of the greatest necessities is simply to learn the art of getting alongside people; and the trouble so often is that we do not even try.” 

We need to as a whole church get alongside others and connect with them.  That means having people answer God’s call by being willing to reach out to visitors. to put a name with the face not just for a moment  so that people come in and go out back door  … but to have people committed to following up (like a membership care team)  



2) The privilege and the possibilities 
Paul knew he needed to attempt to connect because he knew how important this message was.  Because of it he was open to all the ways that would allow Jesus to really make a difference in the people there.  Paul saw sharing the gospel both as a duty and also as the most amazing privilege and it opened up incredible opportunities… 

When we think of sharing the good news of Jesus as a privilege, we will begin to open up to all the possibilities of how to reach people.  
If we really think about it there are enormous amount of opportunities to express the Gospel. 
Paul was not the only one to do this.
 
In fact, the very one Paul spoke about was a master at this… 
Jesus used the hillside as a natural amphitheater to project his voice to the large crowds… Today we use microphones.  
Jesus used stories from their lives which they could identify with…  stories on fathers and sons, of missing sheep, and reaping a harvest … today we use videos and interviews of daily life… and throughout Easter we’ll have dramas and plays. 

Jesus illustrated God’s unchanging truth with everyday items of the culture, like seeds, soil, coins, and fruit.  Today we might use items like megaphones and football, and snow statues.    

Understand that Jesus used all sorts of ways to express his message so that the people might connect.   In the same way throughout the ages the church without changing the core message has needed to modify its methods so that people might hear it.   
 
As we touched on last week, the way we communicate and teach the way we worship, the way we reach out to others is constantly being reshaped … and needs to be so that people who have not yet heard can.  

The reality is; some ways will just speak louder to some than others.  One person may be revitalized and made alive in the Spirit when the familiar hymns are sung… while for others it’s when during singing God’s praise in a contemporary Christian rock song that they sense God’s presence. 

For one person getting up and dancing enables them to hear God’s voice … for others it’s when they are sitting silent prayer where they are truly moved by the presence of God.   

For one person the Choral Bells sound like angels and the Organ pipe reveals the majesty of God … for others though it’s the drums and electric guitar that cause them to stand in awe of the Lord.  

There are all kinds of people in our community … who are in need of hearing the gospel message and yet the ways they hear it is different from you and me.  

Friends it’s not just people in our community in general, its people we know and truly love and care about. It’s your coworker, it’s your best friend, and it’s your family member … your son and daughter … your uncle or grandmother. What speaks to us … what connects us with being able to experience God’s amazing love may not be the same thing that reaches them. 

The point is not to do one over the other and limit it to our likings … the point is to see all the possibilities and then open ourselves up to how we can have multiple connecting points with people. That there are all kinds of ways to reach out to the people we love who don’t usually come. 
  
That’s the challenge we see in this scripture, Paul went to the extreme in order to reach people for Christ because what mattered in his life were not his rights but the gospel.  
He said to the weak I became weak, to the Jew I became Jew and to the Gentile I became a Gentile.

It would be like today us saying … to those who like football…I went to a super bowl party with them  … to those who are into movies … I discussed the latest show… to those who never stepped foot into a church building invited them out to lunch to just talk about life.   Why...because we want them to experience the good news of Jesus for themselves.  

Now it’s true that we cannot please everyone and that in reality as an individual I cannot connect with everyone. The point is as a whole body of believers working together … there are people that you can connect with. There are ways that we as a church can create more access points for people who have not heard the message to hear… places where we can connect to those in our community.   

Folks when that happens we experience the incredible blessings of God. 
Possibilities like the women of our church leading a Bible study at the bluffs … and not just inviting people to come here … but actually going to where the people are. Over 30 women have signed up to attend… That’s an incredible blessing!  
Possibilities like instead of having a few guys travel to Wisconsin for a Men’s conference … taking the risk of bringing the conference to this community through the web … and folks over 60 men showed up to hear some powerful messages from God filled Men.  That’s an incredible blessing! 
When it comes to God the possibilities like those are endless.  
So we are called by God today and do even more of this. 



The purpose and the prize
This is the challenge we see in this scripture.  
That if we keep our central purpose clearly on Jesus, we will understand and get the greatest prize.  
You see, People need to know that God loves them.  That Jesus gave his life for them.  They need to know that because Jesus lives they can have a brand new life today.   

That’s why we do what we do.  
This is what Paul and all the saints before had come to understand. They were willing change the minor details of their lives because they were focused upon what most essential.   They knew that the message was about how Jesus changes their own lives … and how Jesus could change the lives of others as well.  

Because of it they were willing to do just about anything so that others could hear in their own language.  As long as it did not compromise this central message … it was by any means possible… because when it comes to saving the life of one we care … what matters most is that they are saved.  That’s our greatest joy … our ultimate reward.

For instance the well-known missionary, Dr. Schweitzer tells of the moment which brings to him the greatest happiness.  Someone suffering intensely is brought into his hospital.  He soothes the man by telling him he will put him to sleep and operate on him and all will be well.   After the operation he sits beside the man waiting for him to regain consciousness. Slowly the man opens his eyes and whispers in sheer amazement, “I have no more pain.”  That is Schweitzer’s great moment.  There is no financial or material reward there; but there is a satisfaction that is as deep as the heart itself.  To have mended one shattered life, to have restored one wanderer to the right way, to have healed one broken heart, to have brought one soul to Christ is not a thing whose reward can be measured in financial terms, but it is a thing whose joy is beyond all measurement. 

In the same way Paul understood the greatest reward was seeing others coming to experience new life in Jesus.  This is why he would use everything he could … this is why “by every means possible” described his mission. 

He had experienced the saving grace of Jesus and he knew that because of Jesus Christ others needed to hear that message as well.  So let us take up God’s call and by any means possible share the good news of Jesus with those we meet...in a way they can hear.   


