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 How to talk about Jesus without losing your friends
WARNING: There is too much material in this study and as leader, one of your jobs is to choose the bits that you think will your help your group most. 
“Do not fear their threats[b]; do not be frightened.”[c] 15 But in your hearts revere 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, 16 keeping a clear conscience,
1 Peter 3:14–16
Q1
Have you got a socially embarrassing story (fun ones only) like turning up and finding they have cooked you a meal – but you have already eaten, or you say what a pretty girl – and it’s a boy.

A1 
This is an ice breaker. It gets people talking, it helps you get to know people better: always try and start on time – then this is a buffer if some people are a bit late. Try and get your quiet ones to say something. Don’t let it go on too long. 
Q2
What specific threats were faced by the recipients of Peter’s letter?
A2
The verses around give us good clues (and it is a reminder that context is very important)  – ‘speak maliciously against you’ (v16) and ‘slander’ (v16) The Christians, at this stage, were not facing martyrdom or being thrown to the lions. They were sometimes accused of being atheists, (because they wouldn’t join in with pagan rituals and emperor worship) and there were rumours that they were cannibals (from misunderstandings of the Communion service). This might lead to them being treated with suspicion, being the subject of rumours and wild speculation, passed over for promotion, or not being able to get employment.
Q3
What sort of threats do we face in the UK today if we are open about our faith? 
A3
I think that the answer is nothing serious. Most people are happy for us to believe whatever like.  They are not keen if we try and force our beliefs on them – but who can blame them. I don’t want that either. 
It’s my view that most Christians who attract criticism have mostly brought it on themselves by not showing enough tact, patience, not listening and not showing gentleness and respect.
Q4
(a)
“You shouldn’t be moving in with your boyfriend before you are married”
(b)
“There’s a mosque in Bury St Edmunds. Isn’t that terrible? I think it should be closed”
(c)
“Evolution is a load of nonsense. God made the world in six days.”
(d)
“Everything is getting worse and worse. I don’t think it is right to bring a child into the world today.”
Many Christians would think, that making statements like these was an example of Christian witnessing. What do you think? How would you react to each of these attempts at ‘witnessing’ if you were not a Christian?
A4
I don’t think any of these are witnessing. I think they mostly do more harm than good. I think they tend to push people further away from Jesus rather than bring them closer. I think they contribute to the view that Christians are narrow-minded, judgemental, anti-intellectual, backward, bigoted.
One way to assess these statements – is to ask, “Can you find anything like them in Jesus ministry? Jesus didn’t spend his time criticising other religions. Israel was very cosmopolitan at the time, competing philosophies and religions were all around - but Jesus doesn’t campaign against them. Aristotle believed the universe was eternal, the Stoics taught that the universe was periodically destroyed and reborn in cycles. Epicureans didn’t believe in god or gods but thought that the world arose by chance. Jesus did not spend his time arguing creationism. Jesus didn’t spend his time moaning about moral decline or berating ordinary people for the way they were living their lives
Jesus teaching is mostly positive not negative. For example, Jesus mentions heaven 167 times and hell 32 times. 
See how positive this is:-
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. Luke 4:18-19
This is what I would say, if I was not a Christian, in response, to those 4 ‘witness’ statements.
(a)
“You shouldn’t be moving in with your boyfriend before you are married”
my response if I wasn’t a Christian.
You can have your beliefs – that’s fine. But I don’t believe in God. Why do you think you can impose your moral framework on me? That’s offensive, arrogant and bigoted. 
(b)
“There’s a mosque in Bury St Edmunds. Isn’t that terrible? I think it should be closed”
my response if I wasn’t a Christian.
No, I don’t think it should be closed. No, I don’t think it’s terrible at all. I welcome diversity. It is a universal human right to practice your religion unhindered. I think people can believe what they want, as long as they don’t try and impose it on others. What do you want a Police state – where organisations are banned just because they don’t agree with you? Christians are so intolerant.
(c)
“Evolution is a load of nonsense. God made the world in six days.”
my response if I wasn’t a Christian
What expertise have you got? Have you got a degree in science? Have you got a PHD in cosmology? Why would I listen to you, when the majority of scientists say the opposite? This makes me think that Christians are anti-science and a bit backward; in the same area as the dimmest of conspiracy nuts.

(d)
“Everything is getting worse and worse. I don’t think it is right to bring a child into the world today.”

my response if I wasn’t a Christian
I don’t agree that things are getting worse at all. Most peoples’ lives are much better than they were 100 years ago. Life expectancy is much higher. Standards of living are much higher. ‘women’s lib’ (not exactly my cup of tea) but it’s made the word fairer for women. Human rights and political correctness (not exactly my cup of tea) but I wouldn’t want to go back to times when gay men were beaten up on the street. I wouldn’t want to go back to the times when it was common to see ‘no blacks no Irish’ signs outside B&B. I wouldn’t want to go back to times when pregnant teenagers were stigmatised and their babies taken away by force as soon as they were born. You Christians are pessimistic, negative, doom-mongers.
Q5
in your hearts revere Christ as Lord.(v15) What does this phrase mean to you and why does Peter include it here?

A5
If Jesus is our Saviour, then he is also our Lord. That means we need to follow him and put what he says above what we want. If we do this, sharing our faith will be a priority – like it was to Jesus. The word ‘heart’ reminds us that following Jesus is not just intellectual, it is not following a set of rules – it is a heart-felt living relationship with Jesus. If we walk with Christ daily, we will grow in the fruits of the Spirit – all of which are attractive and winning – and they will make us more effective as evangelists.
Q6
16 keeping a clear conscience,(v16) What does this phrase mean to you and why does Peter include it here?

A6
Peter includes it because if we have a guilty conscience it will inevitably stunt or strangle our attempts to share our faith. 

Modern psychology largely rejects the Christian notion of conscience saying that ‘conscience’ is a product of evolutionary biology and social conditioning. The Christian view of conscience is that, because we are made in the image of God, we all have an inbuilt sense of right and wrong. The Christian view of conscience is that our conscience can become hardened (1 Timothy 4:2) or more tender depending on the choices we make. 

Q7
If criticising others isn’t witnessing and if trying to force our views on others is inevitably going to get a negative reaction – what is witnessing? and what do these verses tell us about the right way to do it? 
1)
Do not fear what they fear. (This was covered in preaching at Brockley on Feb 23)
Most people are afraid of death – Christians shouldn’t be. This world is not our home – to be with Christ is better by far. (Philippians 1:23) We are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth. Most people are afraid that their money will run out – Christians are told not to worry about that because God will take care of it.(Matthew 6:25-34)
Being positive and showing faith and hope is counter cultural and will invite questions
2)
revere Christ as Lord (this was covered in Q5)
If Jesus is our Saviour he is Lord too. That means that we aim to live our lives following his instructions, living his values, showing his attitudes and behaving in a way which pleases him. If we grow in the fruits of the Spirit we will become increasingly attractive to others like Jesus was. 
3)
Keep a clear conscience (this was covered in Q6)
If we are doing something that we know is wrong we need, in the power of God’s spirit, to stop it. People can spot inconsistency and hypocrisy a mile off. Our witness will not be bold if we have a guilty conscience.
4)
do this with gentleness
If we are trying to force our opinions on others, if we are putting people off, if we are driving people away, if we are starting arguments – we are probably not being gentle enough.
5)
do this with respect
One of the greatest ways we can show respect to other people is to listen to them. This is why Christian witness is much more effective if we ask people questions and then listen carefully to the answers. Jesus asked 187 unique questions in the Gospels.
6)
always be ready to give an answer (this is for a future study) 
Q8
What do you think of these ‘medium’ talk questions? Which ones could you use? How many people do you know well enough to ask any of these questions?  Have you got better ones?
Do you have a happy place?  
Do you think there’s something beyond what we can see or measure? 
Have you ever had an experience of something spooky or supernatural?
Do you think there is anything after life? 
Did you go to Sunday school?
Have you gone to church for anything beyond weddings and funerals? 
How do you decide what’s right or wrong? 
Do you ever find comfort in prayer, meditation, or mindfulness? 
Who has been the biggest influence on your life 
What advice would you give to your 21 year old self? 
Has your view of the world changed over time? 
Do you have any superstitions? 
What do you think makes life worth living?
A8
Before we get to ‘the questions’ we need to talk about the Christian gift of hospitality. It is one of the spiritual gifts that anybody can develop. 
People are 100 times more likely to respond positively to an invitation to church, if you have invited them to your house first, or invited them for a coffee and talked to them and shown an interest in them. 
It is vital that people are not viewed as prospects or projects or marks. The motivation for reaching out to people, and always looking to make new connections and widen our circles of friends and acquaintances, is love. Mark 10:21 “Jesus looked at (the rich young ruler) and loved him.” We don’t know if he ever became a Christian – but we do know that Jesus loved him. He was not a special case. This was true of Jesus in every encounter. If we love with Jesus’ love, we will want the best for everybody – and the best thing that anybody can do, in their entire life, is meet Jesus and begin to follow him.
These are no right and wrong answers, just personal preferences as to which questions we would feel comfortable to move conversations from small talk to medium talk. Or you might have better ones.
It is important to think about how many people you know well enough to go from small talk to medium talk with. And are you doing it? 
Closing thoughts
Peter is not asking us to be slick debaters. He’s calling us to live lives of hope, openness, generosity and integrity. The real challenge is to be both bold and gentle, clear and kind. If we love people as Christ loved people - it becomes natural to build connections and make friendships. And if those friendships are real, conversations that go beyond small talk are inevitable. 
Closing prayer
Lord Jesus, help us to revere You above all. Give us courage to speak, wisdom to answer, and grace to live with integrity. May our hope in you be evident, and our words seasoned with gentleness and truth. Amen.
