
Sermon 159: The Gift of Evangelism

OUTLINE

The office
The responsibility

INTRODUCTION

John Harper was born in Scotland in 1872.  He was converted at 14 and from an early age 
began to tell others about Jesus.  He ended up planting a church in London with 25 
members which grew to over 500 when he left 13 years later.  He had married and was 
widowed but had a daughter.  The Moody church in America sought out this fervent 
evangelist to run evangelistic meetings at his church.  So he set off with his daughter to 
America on a ship.  A few days into the journey, he woke up his daughter in the middle of 
the night because the ship was sinking, he put her on a lifeboat with a cousin.  That ship 
was the Titanic.  It was only a few months later at a prayer meeting in Ontario that what 
happened to John Harper come to light.  A young Scotsman told the extraordinary story.  
‘He explained that he had been on the Titanic the night it struck the iceberg.  He clung to a 
piece of floating debris in the freezing waters.  ‘Suddenly’ he said, ‘a wave brought a man 
near, John Harper.  He, too, was holding a piece of wreckage.  ‘He called out, ‘Man, are you 
saved?’  ‘No, I am not,’ I replied.  He shouted back, ‘Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and 
thou shalt be saved.’  ‘The waves bore [Harper] away, but a little later, he was washed back
beside me again.  ‘Are you saved now?’ he called out.  ‘No,’ I answered.  ‘Believe on the 
Lord Jesus Christ and thou shalt be saved.’  ‘Then losing his hold on the wood, [Harper] 
sank.  And there, alone in the night with two miles of water under me, I trusted Christ as 
my savior.  I am John Harper’s last convert.’1

John Harper is someone who we would describe as having the gift of evangelism.  This is 
the gift we will be considering today.  Someone has said that evangelism is the world’s 
greatest initiative commanded by the world’s greatest person, yet there is confusion as to 
who should be doing it.  Is it only for the apostles, is it only to be done by those who are 
‘evangelists’, is it only to be done by the church or is it every Christians responsibility?  The 
bible does speak of the office of the evangelist, so will look at what the bible means by the 
office and then look at the general responsibility of the church to fulfil the great commission.

The office

When we use the word evangelist today we do not use it in the same way the authors of the
bible did.  We would ordinarily use the word evangelist to describe someone who has a 
desire to see the lost saved and who works to that end seeing a greater amount of blessing 
than others.  I will not quibble about the word being used in this way except to say that the 
word was used for an office in the first century.  We see this in Eph. 4:11, ‘And he gave the 
apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers.’  Notice here that along
with offices like apostles and prophets we see the evangelist.  Notice how they are put in 
descending order with apostles having the primary place then prophets, the evangelists.  
And remember that apostles and prophets are no longer offices for the church today.  What 
do we conclude from this that we need to have evangelists who have more authority in the 
church than pastors?  Is this talking about an office like the Anglican bishop that would have
authority over many different churches?  No it appears that Paul is indicating an early use of

1 Mark Dever, The Gospel and Personal Evangelism, p16.



the word that applied in the first century but has since fallen away.  The Puritans thought 
that the evangelists in this technical sense were apostolic representatives who would be an 
extension of the apostle’s authority.  For example, Timothy and Titus were thought to be 
Paul’s representatives and had a greater authority by virtue of their representing an apostle 
than any would have in the church today.  Phillip may have functioned in the same way for 
the Jerusalem apostles.  Given that there are no apostles today we would have to say that 
there is no one that holds the office of evangelist in the technical sense it is presented in 
Eph. 4:11.

What we do see however is Timothy who is appointed in the local church of Ephesus being 
told to do the work of an evangelist, 2 Tim. 4:5, ‘As for you, always be sober-minded, 
endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry.’  Many have concluded 
that as the later years of the first century came round that the responsibility of evangelism 
moved away from the unique offices of apostles, prophets and evangelists, to the pastors 
and teachers.  Ironically studying the word ‘evangelist’ in the NT does not help us answer 
the question whether every Christian has the responsibility to evangelise because the word 
was used so specifically.  

So we will look at the general responsibility as it was given to the whole church.

The responsibility

In order to understand the task of evangelism we must go into the OT to Gen. 12:1-3.  ‘Now
the LORD said to Abram, "Go from your country and your kindred and your father's house to
the land that I will show you.  And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and
make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you, and 
him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed."
John Stott says about these verses in relation to missions, ‘These are perhaps the most 
unifying verses in the bible; the whole of God’s purpose is encapsulated here.’2  The 
Abrahamic Covenant consists of three main promises, the promise of land, offspring and 
blessing.  All three of these have a first fulfilment in the land of Israel, the growth of the 
Israelite nation and the blessings enjoyed in Canaan.  But Israel is only a picture of 
something much bigger and better.  These three blessings are pointing beyond Israel to 
God’s great restoration in the New Creation where the Land speaks of a new heavens and 
earth, the offspring speak of all the children of Abraham by faith from Jews and Gentiles, 
and the blessing being all the blessings of God’s salvation.  

But notice, in the last part of verse 3 that in Abraham all the families of the earth are to be 
blessed.  Jesus who is a saviour for all men not only Jews is the fulfilment of this promise.  
By faith in Jesus Christ, whether you are a Jew or a Gentile you can be saved and know the 
fullness of eternal life.  Blessing for every family/tribe of the earth, this is the goal of God’s 
work.  He is seeking to make a people without number from every tribe, tongue and nation. 
Evangelism is the means by which God will fulfil this promise.  After Jesus Christ died and 
rose again making a way for sinners to be forgiven and adopted into God’s eternal family 
freely, the church was given the responsibility of now informing the nations about God’s 
blessing of salvation in Christ.  The Great Commission records this: Matt. 28:18-20, ‘And 
Jesus came and said to them, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. 
And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age."’

2 John Stott, The living God is a missionary God, in Perspectives on the world Christian movement, p11.  



Now some have argued in the past that this proves that the Great Commission was given to 
the apostles only not every Christian.  But this is to misread the text.  When Christ gives 
something to the apostles, He is giving to the church as represented by them, they being 
the foundation of the church.  Another example of this is the keys of the kingdom exercised 
in church discipline.  In Matt. 16:19 Christ gives the keys to the apostle Peter, but we see in 
Matt. 18 that the whole church is called to exercise the keys in binding and loosing in church
discipline, 15-20.  What was given to the apostles was given to the whole church, it is the 
same with the great commission, what is given to the apostles is given to the whole church. 

Other arguments which prove it is for the whole church include:
Firstly, the promise of Christ’s presence is to the end of the age, so surely the command is 
in force for as long.  
Secondly, the command is to make disciples of all nations, there are still many unreached 
people groups that need the gospel, so the command must still apply.

When we move into the book of Acts and see the church in action fulfilling the great 
commission what do we see?  Do we see the apostles spreading the gospel?  Yes we see it 
in the ministries of Paul and Peter.  Do we see others spreading the gospel besides the 
apostles?  Yes we see deacons like Phillip preaching in Samaria.  Is this all?  No we see the 
everyday common garden Christian preaching the gospel.  Several key turning points in the 
growth of the church in Acts were not pioneered by the apostles or officers in the church 
but by your common laymen.  For example, when persecution really picked up against 
Christianity under the likes of Paul we see that when the leadership stayed put in Jerusalem,
God providentially spread the gospel through Christians preaching as they fled the 
persecutions, 8:4, ‘Now those who were scattered went about preaching the word.’  Phillip is
only one example of this happening.  The first break out of the gospel and it crossing racial 
lines was done, not by the apostles.  We are told more about these faithful Christians who 
fled due to persecution in 11:19-20, ‘Now those who were scattered because of the 
persecution that arose over Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia and Cyprus and Antioch, 
speaking the word to no one except Jews.  But there were some of them, men of Cyprus 
and Cyrene, who on coming to Antioch spoke to the Hellenists also, preaching the Lord 
Jesus.’  We see regular Christians preaching in Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch, but also 
those who crossed racial lines and the first church among Gentiles began to which Barnabas
and Paul ended up belonging to.  Look at the results in v21, ‘And the hand of the Lord was 
with them, and a great number who believed turned to the Lord.’  Let me tell the story of a 
man who merely handed out tracts: ‘As a man from London walked down George Street in 
Sydney, Australia, a white-haired man stepped out of a doorway, gave him a tract and 
asked, "If you died tonight would you go to heaven?"

"I was astounded by those words," said the man. "Nobody ever asked me that before. All 
the way back to London I thought about what he said. I told a friend about it, and he led 
me to Christ."

This man went on to become a preacher. Years later, at a conference in Australia, he asked 
a woman he was counseling about her relationship with Christ. She said, I used to live in 
Sydney. A few months ago I was back there, and while shopping on George Street, a white-
haired gentleman stepped out of a doorway, offered me a tract and asked, 'If you died 
tonight would you go to heaven?' I was so disturbed, I went into a nearby church, talked to 
a minister, and he led me to Christ.
The London preacher wasn’t surprised, because he had experienced the same thing. After 
the conference he went on to preach in Perth. After the service, he joined the senior elder 
for a meal. During the conversation, he asked the elder, "How were you saved?"



The elder said, "I grew up in this church but never made a commitment to Christ. While on 
a business trip to Sydney three years ago, a white-haired man stepped out of a doorway on 
George Street, gave me a tract, and asked, 'If you died tonight would you go to heaven?' I 
told him I was a church elder, but that didn't impress him. When I returned to Perth, I told 
my pastor about this man’s question, and he led me to Christ. He told me he'd long been 
concerned about my relationship with Christ."

The London preacher then flew back to England to speak at a Keswick convention in the 
Lake District. He mentioned these testimonies about the white-haired man on George 
Street. At the end of the meeting four elderly pastors came to him and said, "We got saved 
over 25 years ago through that same white-haired man on George Street."

He then flew to the Caribbean for another Keswick conference, and again told how he and 
others got saved through the work of this man on George Street. After his message three 
missionaries came to him and said. "We also got saved over 15 years ago through that 
same man on George Street."

From the Caribbean he went to Atlanta, Georgia to speak at a chaplain's convention. During 
a meal with the Chaplain General, the London preacher asked how he got saved. The 
chaplain said, "It was a miracle. I was on an American ship in the Pacific. We docked in 
Sydney harbor and, as usual, we sailors got drunk. We got on the wrong bus and ended up 
on George Street. As I stumbled off the bus a white-haired man confronted me with a tract 
and a question: 'Sailor, if you died tonight would you go to heaven?' The fear of God 
shocked me sober. Back on the ship, I talked to the chaplain and he led me to Christ. I went
into the ministry, and now I’m Chaplain General over 1000 chaplains all bent on soul 
winning."

Six months later the London preacher went to a convention of 5000 Indian missionaries in 
northeast India. At the end, the Indian missionary in charge, took him to supper in his 
humble home. During the meal, he asked him, "How did you, a Hindu, come to Christ?" He 
answered, "I traveled worldwide for the Indian Diplomatic Mission. While in Sydney, I did 
some last minute shopping for gifts for my family. As I walked down George Street, a white-
haired man offered me a gospel tract and asked, 'If you died tonight would you go to 
heaven?' I thanked him for the tract, but his question disturbed me. When I returned to 
India, I went to an Indian priest; he couldn't help, but said, 'To satisfy your curiosity, talk to 
the village missionary.' I did, and he led me to Christ. I quit Hinduism, left the diplomatic 
service and began to study for the ministry. Now, by God’s grace, I am in charge of all these
missionaries, and we’re winning thousands for Christ."

Eight months later this London preacher was again preaching in Sydney. He asked the 
minister there if he knew an elderly, white-haired man who handed out tracts on George 
Street? He said, "Yes, his name is Genor. But he doesn’t do it any longer; he’s too frail." The
preacher wanted to meet him, so they went to his apartment. An old man welcomed them 
and offered them tea. The London preacher told of his own conversion, and of all the people
he'd met since then who were saved after their encounter with the white-haired man on 
George Street.

The old man listened with tears running down his cheeks. Then he told his story: "I was a 
reprobate sailor on an Australian battleship. In a crisis, one of my mates - a Christian, whom
I ridiculed many times - was there for me, and led me to Jesus, and my life changed from 
night to day. I was so grateful that I promised Jesus I'd witness for Him to at least 10 



people a day. I've done this for 40 years. In my retirement years, the best place was on 
George Street because of the crowds. Many people took the tracts, but in 40 years of doing 
this work I haven't heard of anyone coming to Jesus - until today."’3  

Will we recommit to being evangelistic?  Each one of us, within our personality types, within 
the circumstances that the providence of God has placed us, within the capacity of our 
understanding, will we be faithful?  Let me lay on the guilt here for a moment.  Let me 
share with you an experience that Hudson Taylor, the famous missionary to China had that 
brings this point home.  One day Taylor and his friend were travelling by boat to the city of 
Sungkiang.  Hudson Taylor was witnessing to a man who had tears in his eyes.  The man 
said to Taylor that he needed more time to consider these things and that he would come 
and listen to Taylor when he preached in Sungkiang.  As Sungkiang came into sight Taylor 
went below deck to arrange their belongings, when he heard a loud splash and a scream.  
He rushed to the deck only to be told that the man that he had just been witnessing to had 
just fallen into the water, and like most of the people couldn’t swim.  Hudson stopped the 
boat, and dived in to try and find him, but he had already sunk too deep.  He called out to a
fishing vessel that had a net.  To come over and lower their net into the water to save the 
drowning man.  They said that it was not convenient, they were busy fishing and that it 
would take up their precious time.  Hudson told them that he would pay them 5 dollars, a 
lot of money back then, they said they would do it for twenty dollars, Hudson only had 14, 
and told them that he would give it all to them.  Finally they paddled over and within a 
minute they retrieved the man’s body.  Hudson tried to resuscitate him but it was too late.  
The fishermen demanded their money.  “Rising to his feet, the dripping wet missionary 
looked sternly at the fishermen.  ‘Here is your money,’ he said.  His voice was sad.  ‘I will 
pay you as I promised.  But if only you had come at once when I called!
This man’s life could probably have been saved.’  After changing into dry clothes, the weary 
missionary lay shivering with the strain and shock of what he had just seen.  Those 
fishermen were guilty of a man’s death, he thought.  All because they were too busy fishing!
They would not leave their fishing even to save a life!  In the stillness a new thought came 
to Hudson Taylor.  Those Chinese fishermen were cruel and heartless.  But how many 
Christians are no better?  How many Christians have no time to go tell others about Jesus?  
They will not try to save dying souls, because they are too busy with their own lives…too 
busy fishing!”  (Missionary stories with the Millers, p60-61).

As Christians we are not focused on the task we are called to.  Have you ever thought about
why you aren’t dead?  Your eternal salvation is secure, nothing can remove it from you; 
then why are you still here?  You are here for God’s glory, to put His glory on display 
through the preaching of the gospel, the health of the church and your personal holiness.  
The only thing you can take to heaven with you is your character, and other people who 
trust in Christ. 

How do we do it?

Firstly, by being committed to the church.  Jesus told us that our witness is not merely 
personal but communal and that the world will know we are His by our love for each other.  
By being salt and light our Father will be glorified.  John Bunyan was helped to salvation by 
the talk of some Christian women, ‘One day Bunyan tried to join in on a conversation about 
religion with several poor women he heard talking as he walked down the street. He 
thought himself to be quite knowledgeable about such things so he attempted to reason 

3 http://www.fishersmagazine.net/189/189_10_whiteman_george_street.htm



along with these godly women. Instead, Bunyan had no idea what they were speaking of. 
He wrote:

"Their talk ... was about a new birth, the work of God on their hearts, also how they were 
convinced of their miserable state by nature. They talked how God had visited their souls 
with His love in the Lord Jesus, and with what words and promises they had been refreshed,
comforted, and supported against the temptations of the devil."’4 

Secondly, know the Christian message.  Ponder your testimony and how God worked in your
life and relay that story.  Include in it the main ingredients of your sin, how you could not 
save yourself, and the need for your faith in Christ.  The good news and the bad news.  This
is the heart of the gospel.  Even the youngest Christian can share these two facts.  

Third pray for the lost.  Do you have at least three unsaved people that you pray for 
everyday?  Family, friends, neighbours, work colleagues, classmates, these are the people 
God has placed us among are we faithful in praying for them.  

Fourthly, invite people to church, and make and take opportunities to turn discussion to 
Christ.

Fifthly, do some study and reading on answers to questions and false belief systems that 
people may have.  

We are saved and are here to bring the word of life to others, let us recommit our lives to 
this purpose for which we are here.     

 
       
          
    

4 http://www.wholesomewords.org/biography/bbunyan13.html


