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Biblical Evangelism

Learning from Peter’s Message


Missionary Bernhard Johnson saw more than 1.8 million people come forward to receive Christ in evangelistic outreaches in Brazil. I once asked him, “What about your preaching do you believe accounts for the great numbers who respond in your services?”
I thought Bernhard would respond concerning “the confirmation of the word with signs following.”[endnoteRef:1] Many miracles had taken place in his crusades. Lame people walked, and blind people received their sight. I thought surely it was the manifestation of the miraculous that produced so many salvation decisions. [1:  Mark 16:20, KJV] 

But Bernhard’s response surprised me. 
He replied, “I always exalt Jesus Christ.”
From the earliest days of missions in our Fellowship, we have depended upon the powerful working of the Holy Spirit in signs and wonders. However, it is the clear preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ that has produced the results.
W.W. Simpson, one of the earliest Assemblies of God missionaries to China, said that the Pentecostal message “is the simple preaching of the real Jesus as revealed in the Gospels … showing how He really took our place on the cross and became our sin and thus put away our sins forever as proved by His rising from the dead.”

* * * * *

1. Peter’s Message in Acts

After the ascension of Jesus, the apostle Peter quickly became one of the most prominent voices in the New Testament church. In the power of the Holy Spirit, this largely uneducated fisherman became an eloquent and forceful preacher of the good news about Jesus.
As a testimony of God’s redemptive mercy, Peter was chosen by God to preach the sermon on the Day of Pentecost, only 53 days after he denied his Lord. In the Spirit’s power and anointing, Peter, who had been fearful of a woman while warming himself at a fire outside the house of the high priest, now boldly proclaimed the message of the Savior.
There are a number of well-known approaches to presenting the plan of salvation, such as the ABC’s of Salvation, The Romans Road and the Four Spiritual Laws. But I have found the simplest and most effective approach to simply sharing Christ with a nonbeliever is patterned after the apostle Peter’s preaching in the Book of Acts and the Gospel of Mark.
In the Book of Acts, Luke records simple proclamations of the gospel by Peter in chapters 2, 3, 4, 5, and 10. When these presentations are analyzed, they show that in each presentation Peter addresses two basic truths: who Jesus is and why He gave His life. A similar presentation of these two points is found in the Gospel of Mark, which was almost certainly Mark’s record of Peter’s apostolic preaching. 


2. The Day of Pentecost

Peter preached his best-known sermon on the Day of Pentecost. The key components of the passage relating to who Jesus is and why He gave His life are in italics. 

“Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man attested to you by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God performed through Him in your midst, just as you yourselves know—this Man, delivered over by the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God, you nailed to a cross by the hands of godless men and put Him to death. ‘But God raised Him up again, putting an end to the agony of death, since it was impossible for Him to be held in its power.’ For David says of Him, ‘I saw the Lord always in my presence; for He is at my right hand, so that I will not be shaken. Therefore my heart was glad and my tongue exulted; moreover my flesh also will live in hope; because you will not abandon my soul to Hades, nor allow your holy one to undergo decay. You have made known to me the ways of life; you will make me full of gladness with your presence.’ Brethren, I may confidently say to you regarding the patriarch David that he both died and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day. And so, because he was a prophet and knew that God had sworn to Him with an oath to seat one of His descendants on His throne, he looked ahead and spoke of the resurrection of the Christ, that He was neither abandoned to Hades, nod did His flesh suffer decay. This Jesus God raised up again, to which we are all witnesses. ‘Therefore having been exalted to the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, He has poured forth this which you both see and hear.’ For it was not David who ascended into heaven, but he himself says: ‘The Lord said to my Lord, “Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.”’ Therefore let all the house of Israel know for certain that God has made Him both Lord and Christ—this Jesus whom you crucified.”[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Acts 2:22-36] 


Through these phrases and statements, Peter clearly proclaimed who Jesus is and why He gave His life. Following are the portions of his sermon that answer each of those questions:

WHO:
1) A man attested to you by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God performed through Him in your midst
2) God has made Him both Lord and Christ

WHY:
1) Predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God
2) God raised Him up again, putting an end to the agony of death, since it was impossible for Him to be held in its power
3) This Jesus God raised up again, to which we are all witnesses. 
4) Having been exalted to the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, He has poured forth this which you both see and hear

3. Other Sermons in Acts

The following key points are found in four other passages in Acts. The wording below is from the NASB.

Acts 3
WHO: 
1) His servant Jesus
2) The Holy and Righteous One
3) The Prince of Life
4) The Christ

WHY:
1) His Christ would suffer
2) That your sins may be wiped away, in order that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord
3) Heaven must receive
4) Bless you by turning every one of you from your wicked ways

Acts 4
WHO:
1) Jesus Christ the Nazarene
2) The Stone which was rejected
3) The Chief Cornerstone

WHY:
1) Crucified, whom God raised from the dead
2) Salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men by which we must be saved

Acts 5
WHO: 
1) Prince
2) Savior

WHY:
1) Put to death by hanging Him on a cross
2) The one whom God exalted to His right hand
3) Grant repentance to Israel
4) Forgiveness of sins

Acts 10
WHO:
1) Lord of All
2) Jesus of Nazareth
3) Anointed Him with the Holy Spirit and with power
4) He went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with Him
5) One who has been appointed by God as Judge of the living and the dead

WHY:
1) Put Him to death by hanging Him on the cross
2) God raised Him up on the third day
3) Through His name everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins

4. Who and Why

The apostle Peter’s preaching in the Book of Acts always answers two basic questions:[endnoteRef:3]  [3:  Acts 2:22-36, 3:12-26, 4:8-12, 10:34-43] 


1.) Who was Jesus?
2.) Why did He give His life? 

Being prepared to discuss these two questions will equip a person to effectively share Christ with nonbelievers.



1) Who was Jesus?
To nonbelievers with no Christian background, I suggest first focusing on the question, “Who was Jesus?” in a historical context, speaking of Jesus incarnate in human form 2,000 years ago, before progressing to “Who is Jesus?”—the living, resurrected Christ.
When sharing the message of Jesus with a nonbeliever, it is important not only to communicate who Jesus was but also who He was not.
In recent years, Jesus has received a lot of attention in the media. Cover stories about Jesus have appeared in almost all major national news magazines. Television programs and miniseries have been made about Him.
But accounts of Christ’s life by secular media almost always present Jesus as a fictional character. Even when He is shown as a historical person, He is depicted as a great teacher or even a prophet—but only a man.
Jesus was much more than a teacher and prophet. He was God in human form. He was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of a virgin, lived a sinless life, died for our sins and conquered death by rising again to offer us forgiveness of sin and the gift of everlasting life.
If Jesus Christ was not who He claimed to be, if He is not the crucified and risen Son of God, then, as the apostle Paul declared, our faith is useless.[endnoteRef:4] Paul wrote, “There is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.”[endnoteRef:5] [4:  1 Corinthians 15:17]  [5:  1 Timothy 2:5] 


2) Why did He give His life?
The Jews and the Romans cannot be blamed for Jesus’ death. His life was not taken from Him. He gave it. Jesus said, “The Father loves Me because I give My life, so I can receive it again. No person takes it away from Me, but I give it because I choose to give it. I have the authority to give it, and I have the authority to take it again.”[endnoteRef:6] The sins of all mankind are responsible for Jesus’ death. [6:  John 10:17,18] 

John the Baptist announced why Jesus came to earth when he said, “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”[endnoteRef:7] Why? The existence of the cross clearly establishes two facts: [7:  John 1:29] 


a) We’re sinners.
b) There is nothing we can do about it.

The reason Jesus gave His life is because each of us has sinned and is separated from God. The punishment for sin is death.[endnoteRef:8] This kind of death is not physical. It means our spirit, which lives forever, will be in everlasting punishment in hell. Jesus explained that hell is like a “lake of fire,” and that everyone who goes there is separated from God forever and burns in fire that never ends.[endnoteRef:9] [8:  Romans 6:23]  [9:  Mark 9:47,48; Revelation 20:15] 

But God sent His Son to pay the penalty for our sins. Jesus was born as a man, but He lived His life without sin. Men lied about Him and judged Him guilty of things He had never done. Then they hanged Him on a cross to die. Jesus never sinned, but He was punished for sin. So death had no power over Him, and He came back to life after three days.[endnoteRef:10] Now He offers everlasting life to anyone who receives Him. [10:  Mark 8:31; 9:31; 14:27,28] 

It is significant that like Peter, Paul communicated the same two truths at Thessalonica. A description by Luke summarizes Paul’s teaching in the synagogues on Sabbath days. Luke’s summary of Paul’s teaching essentially answers the same two questions: 
“As his custom was, Paul went into the synagogue, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead. ‘This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is the Christ,’ he said.”[endnoteRef:11] [11:  Acts 17:2-3 ] 

A simple presentation of the gospel should include these two facts about Jesus. Both are essential to understanding the grace of God that was manifested through Jesus’ death on the cross, His resurrection and His consequent purchase of the redemption of all mankind. He accomplished what John the Baptist prophesied He would do—“take away the sin of the world.”[endnoteRef:12] [12:  John 1:29] 



Peter’s Message in Mark

The Character of the Gospels

Traditionally, the Gospel of John has been the most distributed book of the Bible. No single verse of Scripture is better known than John 3:16. For many decades, John’s Gospel has been widely distributed. Because of its extensive use, many assume it to be the most appropriate book of the Bible for evangelism. But many directly involved in missions and evangelism prefer the use of Mark’s Gospel for nonbelievers, for a variety of reasons. 

The Distinctive of Mark

For centuries scholars believed that the Gospel of Mark was a “condensed” version of Matthew. This persuasion was scarcely challenged until the 19th century. After careful scholarship, it is now almost universally accepted that Mark’s Gospel was the first of the four written records of Jesus’ life.
Mark traveled extensively with both the apostles Paul and Peter. He was influenced first by the lucid and powerful doctrinal teaching of Paul and then, after Paul’s death, by Peter’s firsthand accounts of Jesus’ life and teaching. We know from Church historians that Mark wrote what he learned from Peter’s preaching about Jesus. Irenaeus wrote in A.D. 175, “Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, also transmitted to us in writing the things preached by Peter.”
Of the four Gospels, Mark’s record is clearly the simplest, shortest, and most direct presentation of Jesus’ life, written in the common language of the marketplace. None of the other Gospels devotes as great a portion of its content to Jesus’ suffering, death, and resurrection. Mark does not mention Christ’s genealogy or birth. Instead, he begins his Gospel by describing John the Baptist’s preaching and baptism, followed by the baptism and temptation of Jesus. Then he leads into Jesus’ public ministry in Galilee, giving special attention to His miraculous works that prove Him to be the Son of God.
Mark wrote his account of Christ’s life during a time of great persecution under the Roman emperor, Nero. Many Christians in Rome were living in underground caves, hiding for their lives. During that time, anyone who confessed that Jesus Christ was the Son of God could be tortured and put to death by the cruelest of methods.
Mark’s Gospel was intended to comfort the early Christians during the hardest time the Church had experienced. Mark’s words strengthened Christians and encouraged them to be faithful to Jesus at a time when the Christian life meant either the catacombs or the arena. 
In a call to discipleship, Jesus demanded a radical surrender of life: “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me. For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake and the gospel’s will save it. For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world, and forfeit his soul?”[endnoteRef:13] [13:  Mark 8:34-36] 

The Gospel of Mark has an unmistakable touch of reality. Because most of the information in Mark almost certainly came from Peter, it contains details that could be known only by an eyewitness and contributes a special sense of historical accuracy to the record of Jesus’ life. For example, when speaking of Jesus and the children, only Mark tells that Jesus took the children “in His arms.”[endnoteRef:14] In the account of the demon-possessed man, only Mark tells that the man was always crying out and bruising himself with stones.[endnoteRef:15] Only Mark tells that during the storm at sea, Jesus was in the back of the boat, sleeping on a cushion.[endnoteRef:16] [14:  Mark 9:36]  [15:  Mark 5:5]  [16:  Mark 4:38] 

Mark gives the actual words of Jesus in the Aramaic language more often than the other Gospel writers. Remembering that Mark’s Gospel is a written account of what Peter shared orally, it seems that Peter must have recalled the actual voice of Jesus speaking in Aramaic, Jesus’ first language, rather than Greek.

Who & Why

The Gospel of Mark is really a sermon in written form and is especially helpful for presenting Christ to a nonbeliever. 
As with all of Peter’s sermons about Jesus recorded in the Book of Acts, his presentation of Christ in the Gospel of Mark answers two simple but critical questions. The book is divided almost equally in half. The first half presents who Jesus is, and the second half presents why He gave His life. 

1) The first half of Mark powerfully builds the case for who Jesus is in these two ways:

a) By the succession of His miraculous works.
b) By continually confronting the reader to make a decision concerning who Jesus is. 

From the earliest part of chapter 1 through the end of chapter 8, Mark records 17 miracles of Jesus and repeatedly draws attention to the significance of who Jesus is. In the first half of Mark’s Gospel, the word “who” occurs often.
In the first chapter, Mark clearly declares that Jesus is the Son of God. Even demons gave this testimony: “I know who you are—the Holy One of God!”[endnoteRef:17] But, Jesus did not permit the demons to speak, “because they knew who he was.”[endnoteRef:18] [17:  Mark 1:24]  [18:  Mark 1:34] 

In chapter 2, the scribes said, “Who can forgive sins but God alone?”[endnoteRef:19] In chapter 4, after Jesus miraculously calmed the storm, the disciples said to one another, “Who then is this that even the wind and the sea obey Him?”[endnoteRef:20] [19:  Mark 2:7]  [20:  Mark 4:41] 

The climax of Mark’s presentation of who Jesus is occurs at the close of chapter 8: “And Jesus went out, along with His disciples, to the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on the way He questioned His disciples, saying to them, ‘Who do people say that I am?’ And they told Him, saying, ‘John the Baptist; and others say Elijah; but others, one of the prophets.’ And He continued by questioning them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’ Peter answered and said to Him, ‘You are the Christ.’”[endnoteRef:21] [21:  Mark 8:27-29] 


2) The second half of Mark focuses on why Jesus gave His life. It describes the final week of Jesus’ life on earth—His suffering, death, and resurrection. In a series of statements, Jesus reveals the purpose for which He was sent into the world: “He then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after three days rise again.”[endnoteRef:22] He said to His disciples, ‘The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of men. They will kill him, and after three days he will rise.’”[endnoteRef:23] Later, He said, “‘We are going up to Jerusalem…and the Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death and will hand him over to the Gentiles, who will mock him and spit on him, flog him and kill him. Three days later he will rise.’”[endnoteRef:24] [22:  Mark 8:31]  [23:  Mark 9:31]  [24:  Mark 10:33,34] 


The Confessions

Also contained in Mark are three dramatic “confessions.” In the first verse, Mark himself confesses Jesus as the Son of God.[endnoteRef:25] This is followed by Peter’s confession in the middle of the book, “You are the Christ,”[endnoteRef:26] and builds to the Roman centurion’s confession, “Truly this man was the Son of God!”[endnoteRef:27] These three confessions can be reiterated to encourage a person to make a decision to follow Christ. [25:  Mark 1:1]  [26:  Mark 8:29]  [27:  Mark 15:39] 

The simple yet powerful witness of Mark’s Gospel is especially appropriate for evangelism and new believers, because it presents the “good news” concerning who Jesus is and why He gave His life. 
Mark’s record of Peter’s apostolic preaching concerning the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus is basically an extended version of the same two essential truths that characterize Peter’s preaching in the Book of Acts. Those same two points are as essential today as when Peter and Paul preached them almost 2,000 years ago. 



