I was recently talking to myself – I’m not sure if that’s good or not – but I asked myself the question, ‘What is the evangelical Church’.

The question came after a recent conversation with a colleague Officer who said that, since we stopped doing open air meetings on the street corner, many Salvationists, and particularly older bandsmen were quite discouraged, as playing in the band on a street corner was the evangelism that they knew, were comfortable with, and was part of their lifestyle. I had never thought of it like that.
Prior to this I had spoken to a bandsman who was in a shopping centre in uniform following a band engagement, and was asked some challenging questions by a man he had never met. The bandsman said to me he didn’t know what to say. He was well and truly out of his comfort zone. He had always been in the circle of friends in the open air ring proclaiming the gospel message in a ‘safe’ way.

Our evangelical thrust, I imagine, more than anything is based on the scriptural imperitive known as the ‘Great Commission’ in Matthew 28 : 19 -20 to ‘Go out and make disciples’. This implies that we have the passion and knowledge and the skills we need to be able to share our faith with those we meet and be able to make sense of the gospel message in whichever culture and generation we live.

‘Now that’s interesting’ I found myself saying to myself, using expressive hand gestures (lucky no one was around),

‘I wonder if, in our endeavours to do this effectively and well, we became experts at ‘going out’, but with no effective plan or training to complete the commandment to make disciples, especially in a changing and challenging world’. 

But this still didn’t answer the big questions I had, so I kept asking myself questions like ‘people, some new people, come to Church, some get saved. So evangelism does work – but how and what does effective evangelism look like’. 
The really big question I asked was ‘What does it mean to do evangelism in the evangelical Church’?
I realised that this was too big a question for me to answer so I thought I might ask a friend or two or 162!
I have a single page exercise from an old resource book I had many years ago. The book is long gone and I don’t have the details to acknowledge the author. It’s a simple little survey that asks you to pick from a list, the most significant reason you became a Christian.

The list is.

I read the bible.

A stranger witnessed to me,

Sunday School.

God spoke to me.

A good sermon.

A conference or youth event.

A Corps Officer’s/pastor’s influence.

My families influence.
Grew up in the Church.

A friend witnessed to me.

I read a Christian book.

Some other reason.
Saw other Christians and liked what I saw.
I surveyed my congregation during a worship service at my previous appointment in 2008. That’s right, 162 people completed the survey (most people in the meeting participated). This included quite a few families with four generations present.
Some of our Youth group members collated the figures during the meeting and had them ready on powerpoint for the message. I took a risk as it was only my third Sunday in the Corps and I really knew nothing about the people. But I had used this survey before and I was confident of the results.
Here’s what my people said.

The List




Number  
% of congregation
Grew up in the Church


45


28   %

My families influence



40


25   %

Sunday School



21


13   %

God spoke to me



19


11.6%

A friend witnessed to me


10
 

  6   %

Saw other Christians and liked what I saw
10
  

  6   %

A Corps Officer’s / Pastors influence

6
 

  4   %

A good sermon



4
 

  2.4%

Some other reason



3
  

  2   %

A conference or youth event


2
  

  1   %

Read the Bible




1
   

    .5%

I read a Christian book


1
   

     .5%

Someone I didn’t know witnessed to me
0
  

  0   %

It didn’t surprise me that more than 65% of my congregation picked the answers that related to children – ‘Family’, ‘Sunday School’ and ‘Just Grew up in the Church’.

It also didn’t surprise me, but it may surprise many people, that ‘the sermon’ was only identified by 4 people as being the most significant thing in their faith journey.

And although the open air meeting would have come under ‘some other reason’ I doubt if it was the reason the 3 people chose that category, but I might be wrong.
Could it be that the ‘going out’ that we have been comfortable with, has never been productive evangelism?
 That may well be the case but on the plus side a band playing on the street corner has been invaluable to our public profile and it continues to be important as people appreciate who we are.

So, in view of what my people said about how they came to faith, I again asked myself  the question, ‘what is evangelism’ how does the evangelistic church grow in light of the statistics from my congregation.

I also asked myself the question ‘what is the other church’ – they ones who aren’t evangelical – and how do they sustain themselves?

I had a great idea. I said to myself, let’s check out what the bible has to say. That’s not bad thinking is it.

I don’t know about you but I find there are some great things in the bible. The passage now called ‘Great Commission’ in Matthew 28 tells us to go out, but in Deuteronomy 6 there is a passage that is often called the ‘Great Commandment’. In a sense it tells us to go in. 

It reads, ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength. Never forget these commands I am giving you today. Teach them to your children….repeat them when you are at home and when you are away, when you are resting and when your are working. Tie them on your arms wear them on your foreheads as a reminder. Write them on the door posts of your houses and on your gates.

Mate –I said (to myself of course), read that again, and as I think this is a message especially to parents, I’ve included them.

 ‘(Parents) teach them to your children’. We’ve added Sunday School, being part of a Church, School scripture and kid’s clubs to that list (that’s the cultural methods we have been using for many years to teach children in the church). We need to see that these are all ‘evangelism’ at it purest.

Christians working with children, wether it’s parents at home, Sunday School teachers or other members of the Corps, are always being evangelists in the best and every sense of the word.

In fact if we did a different survey, in the Western world at least, we would find that 96% of professing ‘evangelical’ adult Christians in the world today were raised in Christian homes, went to Sunday School as a child, or had other significant Christian teaching under the age of 10. Only 4% of active Christians today were evangelised over the age of 10 and had no Christian teaching as a child.
‘But hang a minute’, I said to myself, ‘that’s a bit confusing for me. If that’s right I want to know where that leaves the evangelical church and our ‘Great Commission’ (Matthew 16) and our imperitive to go out’?
‘Maybe’, I told myself, ‘there is a simple answer that we have ignored for far too long’.

I believe that ‘the Great Commission’ is the bonus for the evangelical church and not the substance. If we do the ‘Great Commandment’ stuff really well, that is, teach (evangelise) our children effectively- the Holy Spirit will bless the work of the church in ways we never imagined.

Then if we go out and do the ‘Great Commission’ effectively, we will be blessed and the Spirit will add about 4% to the Church – which is remarkable growth.

Maybe our problem has been we have put most of our resources into the ‘Great Commission’ and going out, rather than the biblical commandment to every family – the Great Commandment – to teach our children, and to teach them effectively and in a way relative to their world. This will always be the greatest and most fruitful evangelism.

Whatever the case we need to recognise that all we do with children in our families and in the church is the purest and most effective evangelism in the world – ‘parents teach your children’.
