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I’d like you to take your Bibles and turn with me to Acts chapter 16. We’re going to look at the story of a journey and a vision. 

Our message title tonight is going to be “Come Over and Help Us.”  In that simple phrase, we find some great and incredibly important truths, truths that can draw us together as a Convention. Truths that are, truth be told, what brought us together in the first place. 

Frank Page asked me to bring a charge on how to reach North America, and that’s where my focus will be. But, please note, we must never confuse ourselves that reaching America is so different than reaching the rest of the world. North America must be thought of and treated as a mission field. We have to break down the extra-biblical notion that evangelism and missions are two separate things. We are on a mission field because it is here where Jesus has sent us. 

After declaring Himself sent 40 times in the Gospel of John alone, Jesus then reminds us in John 20:21, “As the Father has sent me, so send I you.” And we are sent on mission for God’s purposes to people in culture. I’ve used the word “missional” to describe that. Whether you do or not matters much less than if we live as missionaries in our context. And if we are to reach North America, we must live as missionaries in our context. 

Acts chapter 16 will help us to think through that. I’ll be reading beginning at verse 7. It says, “When they came to Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them. So, bypassing Mysia, they came down to Troas. During the night a vision appeared to Paul: a Macedonian man was standing and pleading with him, ‘Cross over to Macedonia and help us!’ After he had seen the vision, we immediately made efforts to set out for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to evangelize them.”

Let’s Pray:

Father, we pray this evening that you might speak to our hearts, that you might cause us to think differently, biblically, missionally, about our context so that we may be about proclaiming and spreading your name and fame throughout a lost world. For it’s in Jesus’ name that we pray, amen and amen. 

“Come over to Macedonia and help us!” That simple phrase describes a passion lived in the life of Paul and modeled in the New Testament. “Come over and help us” begins to describe for us the kind of mission Paul felt he had. That’s what I want us to look at today. We’ve read the passage, verses 7 through 10, but I want us to specifically focus on one sentence in that passage. I’d like us to focus on the phrase, “Come over to Macedonia and help us!” 

I want to break that down into three parts tonight so we can look at them briefly. 

‘Come over to Macedonia’
“Come over to Macedonia” is first. I’d like you to just to think that through first and foremost. Do you know the very idea of “going” is tied into the Great Commission?  The idea of coming and going is just normal when we are being obedient to the Gospel – it is filled with the idea that we are sent and we are to go. 

We heard Dr. Akin just a few minutes ago share the importance of being a Great Commission seminary. Oh, that we might be a Great Commission convention! We might see that John 3:16 – “For God so loved the world that He gave, that He sent His only Son” – leads us to John 20:21 – “As the Father has sent me, so send I you.” The words of Jesus mean we are to live sent, focused on God’s mission, on God’s purposes. 

The New Testament is a book about missions and church planting. Most of the problems in the New Testament were caused by immature believers recently led to Christ, not fully understanding what they’ve embraced. The mission of God is what got their blood flowing. The mission of God is what gave them passion. And I pray that, at this convention, biblical evangelism and missions might get our blood flowing. 

We can get more from the context. It says, “Paul and his companions traveled throughout the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the Word in the province of Asia. When they went to the border of Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to. So they passed by Mysia and went down to Troas.” 

For the sake of time, I won’t give you a geography lesson, but needless to say they were struggling and were confused with their direction. There was confusion, and that might sound familiar, but they knew that, in the midst of their uncertainty, they couldn’t stop going. They couldn’t stop being compelled by love. They couldn’t stop pressing forward for the cause of the Gospel. They were going; they were used to going. It’s part of who they were. 

We don’t know how they were forbidden to enter these places. Was it a vision? Was it a check in their spirit? We don’t know. No record is made of the results of their tour here, probably because Luke wasn’t there yet to record the results. But here first the writer of Acts speaks of himself as one of the company and adopts the style of an eyewitness.
Let’s talk about what “Come over” means, and what it means for us tonight. Paul was speaking of Macedonia, but I think the example here gives us insight for our own context. When Paul heard the call there, he went, just as he did in Acts chapter 13 when he went to Pisidian Antioch and engaged a Jewish cultural context, or in Acts chapter 14 in Lystra where he engaged a pagan cultural context, or in Acts chapter 17 where he engaged high Greek culture with the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Based on Paul’s action and pattern, it’s not just a geographic “Come over” that we see, but also a cultural one. 

Brothers and sisters, we Southern Baptists have got to embrace the fact that when we read Scriptures and we hear Jesus saying we’re sent, and we see phrases saying, “Come over,” it is talking to us. 

We must engage the culture here and now. Not pining away for a culture of times past, but engaging the culture here and now with the life-changing and unchanging message of Jesus Christ. 

And that means that you and I have to go into our community, not someone else’s. 

Please don’t come home from a wonderful conference and say, “I want to be just like that church.” Please don’t read a wonderful book and say, “I want to be just like that church.” Brothers and sisters, too many of us pastor churches in our heads and not in our communities. We’ve fallen in love with somebody else’s town, somebody else’s flock. But Jesus has sent us to where we are now and to the whole world for His glory. We must not just love another; we must love the one He has sent us to. 

I think the problem is that too many of us are driven by community lust and demographic envy. 

Well, the reality is that most of us don’t serve in those exciting places where they invite the speakers and they write the books. Go into your cultures, not someone else’s. 

And, therefore, don’t bring a model home with you. There’s not one biblically mandated style of church. 

God’s using all different kinds of churches to reach all different kinds of people through all different approaches with scripturally sound models. 

Don’t bring a model; bring the Gospel. And cry out like John Knox did of Scotland when he looked on his community and said, “Give me Scotland or I die!” 

We have to realize that we have to not just come over into our Macedonia, but we have to come over into the culture where we are today. When every category of baptisms is trending down except those under five years of age, when more than 50 percent of SBC churches baptized no youth last year, when less than 10 percent of SBC churches are significantly involved in church planting, something is significantly wrong. We desperately need emphases like the North American Mission Board’s emphasis of sharing Christ and starting churches and sending missionaries – that must be our passion. To reach North America for Christ, we’re going to have to go into culture and proclaim a biblically faithful Gospel. 

It was fascinating to watch this convention. I’m not a very good convention-goer to be perfectly honest. I’m more of an exhibit-goer than a convention-goer. I bet some of you can relate to that. I like to watch the interaction. And I think sometimes the exhibits can give us some important ideas, and maybe we can watch them and learn something about our culture. 

It is fascinating to see people line up to hear the great theological radio debates here at this convention. Great, helpful; I’m not at all critical. I think it’s a good sign that Southern Baptists are talking about theology. But is there perhaps some irony, considering our conventional decline, that as they were gathered around, packed in to hear theological debates, that if they turned around they would have seen the Conference of Southern Baptists Evangelists booth was mostly empty. I spoke to the evangelists this year, and I only wish that all our churches shared their passion for the lost. 

Brothers and sisters, I want us to care about theology. I care deeply about theology. But is it debate that enlivens us? Is it controversy that excites us? Or is it God’s mission? Is it the Great Commission? I for one want us to cry out before God and say, “Send us so that people might hear the Gospel and be transformed by its power.”

We’ve got to be a missions people. We’ve got to be a missional people. We’ve got to be a people focused on reaching a lost world for Jesus, then we can bring them the right help. Number one is “Come over.” 

‘Come over and help’

Number two is “help.” One little word – “Come over and help” – but it matters. 

Lots of folks may have a poor understanding of what the word “help” means. Half of the eight times it is used here refers to the act of God in salvation or some other salvific act. The most important step in helping anyone is introducing them to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Our mission has to be tied into the mission of Jesus, to seek and save those who are lost! And this convention and my life and my church need to be about seeking and saving those who are lost. That’s the mission of Jesus; that’s our mission: “Come over and help us.” Since Paul went to preach, it’s obvious that the passage refers to helping by presenting the unchanging Gospel. That’s what matters. 

What does this reveal about help? It reveals that we are partners with God, not in the act of salvation, but in the act of reconciliation. 

2 Corinthians 5:11-20 says: “Since then, we know what it is to fear the Lord we try to persuade men … We are not trying to commend ourselves to you again … if we are out of our mind, it’s for the sake of God; if we are in our right mind, it is for you. For Christ’s love compels us, for we are convinced that One died for all … All this is from God who reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation … and He has committed to us the message of reconciliation.” 

The help we offer is Jesus, the same yesterday, today and forever. The help we offer is our privilege of acting as agents of reconciliation. 

Friends, we may need to do some reconciling among ourselves so we can get back into the ministry of reconciliation as a body. 

That is so essential. It should compel us, should push us, should excite us and, yes, it should be the reason that causes us to cooperate together. Because if we’re going to reach North America, we’re going to do it best by doing it together. 

That’s why there’s a “we” in the text. Notice how the “they” became a “we” in the middle of the text. It says, “We got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the Gospel to them.” That’s the first time we hear the “we” in the text. The best way in North America that we might learn from this is, as Luke joins the group, that we might join together for the purpose of the Gospel. 

Let me share with you some ideas about how we might do that together. If we’re going to join up like Luke and the apostles did, not always without challenge, not always without argument, but focused on God’s mission, we might need to consider doing that with three emphases: contending, contextualizing, and cooperating.
Contending 

One, if we’re going to bring this help, we have to help by contending for the faith. See, we are a people of the book. We hold certain things to be true because we believe them to be scriptural. To be honest, not everyone will appreciate what we believe. Our views of gender and morality and Scripture and salvation and, yes, even baptism make most unbelievers, and even some believers, uncomfortable. But we’re convinced. We’re convinced that as we read the Scripture this is our best understanding of the text. 

You may ask, “Why do I bring this up? Why talk about theology when you’re supposed to be talking about reaching North America?” 

Don’t miss this, because no group without a firmly held theology reaches people for Christ. Rallying around missions while ignoring doctrine never works. 

Missions without doctrine leads to compromise, and compromise leads to a lack of commitment to biblical truth. Soon we no longer see the need for evangelism because we have a flawed and weak doctrine. 

Scripture calls us to “contend for the faith” in Jude 3. And contending is most decidedly an apt description. 

The battle for inerrancy in our convention is over and won, yet preserving our doctrinal integrity is an ongoing task. 

If we have to agree on everything, however, then our mission will amount to nothing. 

We have to decide how we will work together in this denominational partnership to reach a lost world for Jesus. 

How much longer will it be until our conventions are not marked by enthusiastic controversy, but instead by enthusiasm for the Great Commission? 

Wasn’t the promise of the conservative resurgence that we would get to the point that we agree on enough that we can now reach the world for Christ? 

When will that come? I’m ready. Are you? 

Now we’re not just contending for some bland evangelicalism, but for what we believe about Scripture. We are not – or at least we should not be – Baptist by convenience. That’s certainly not why I’m here today. I was neither reared nor redeemed in a Baptist church. My Catholic upbringing in New York City did not propel me into the Southern Baptist Convention. I am, and I hope you are, a Baptist because when I read the Scriptures I see what we believe to be closest on what Scripture teaches. 

I’m not without awareness that some of you use different confessions, but Southern Baptists have expressed our confession in what’s called the Baptist Faith and Message 2000. So, yes, it is something we believe and, yes, it is something for which we contend. It’s not perfect; it does not pretend to contain everything we need; but it must be a common confession if we are to work together. And it will be an odd time indeed if that statement is seen as controversial or political. It is not. 

The Baptist Faith and Message is the statement we have agreed to, and it proclaims what we believe as a convention. So there are things we find essential for the Gospel, and some things we find convictional as Baptists. We cannot reach this continent by compromising these. But we need to live them out in different contexts. We need to contend.

Contextualizing 

Secondly, we need to contextualize. We need to bring that “help” by contextualizing. Many think they know what a Baptist church looks like. Some have suggested we need to mandate what it should look like, from dress, to worship style, to music. This is a fundamentally flawed strategy. 

Around the world, we teach missionaries to take the Gospel into culture. We teach them to understand their culture and plant churches there. Every year, we give offerings to two saints – well, at least to two saintly people, named Lottie Moon and Annie Armstrong. 

I think we need to ask the question, “What did Lottie Moon do?” I’m going to ask Dr. Thom Rainer, the president of LifeWay if perhaps we can start selling bracelets that say WWLD, “What Would Lottie Do?” 

Lottie Moon dressed in Chinese clothes, lived in Chinese culture and ate Chinese food – at least until she starved to death giving it all away. 

It is a great irony that one of the greatest missionary examples in our history, one whose work is celebrated each year at Christmas, is not the model in our own churches. 

Simply put, we will not reach North America of 2007 for Christ if we continue to try to do so with the church methods that works in the North America of the 1950s. 

We have to get on mission as missionaries where we live today. 

Annie and Lottie would be aghast at anything else! 

It can sound harsh, and I don’t mean it to. I believe God uses all forms of Scripturally sound churches. I praise God for traditional churches, for contemporary churches, for churches that don’t fit any of those categories. But at the end of the day, brothers and sisters, we’ve got to recognize that we’ve got to live like missionaries, and that means that we’ve got to contextualize in our context so that we might proclaim a biblically faithful Gospel there. 

In 1 Corinthians 9:22-23, Paul explained it this way: “To the weak I became the weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men, so that by all means possible I might save some. I do this for the sake of the Gospel that I might share in its blessings.” 

So if we are to contend on the one hand, we must contextualize on the other. And the reason that we contextualize is for the sake of the Gospel. I know it’s not easy. I know you don’t like the way that every Southern Baptist church does church but, brothers and sisters, if we’re going to live out a biblically faithful church, we need to do what the Bible says, and it says that we have to get in the context in a way that the Gospel can be proclaimed in an understandable way. Don’t miss this. 

We’ve got to contend; we’ve got to contextualize. 

Now here’s the challenge. In Romans 9:3-4, Paul says: “For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race, the people of Israel.” Paul’s passion is so great that not only is he willing to become all things to all men, but he is willing to sacrifice his very salvation so the Hebrews might be saved. 

Yet for many of us in our churches, we cannot even give up our own Sunday morning preferences so men and women might be saved. 

From this very pulpit, we have preached against models and ministries that are often reaching far more people for Christ than we ever have. Let’s instead embrace them and say, “Praise God for your passion for the lost.” Take a Scripturally sound church and take it into the culture where you are. 

Many have assumed that contextualization means throwing off all restraint, cussing like my neighbor at the opposing team at the Super Bowl party – generally, the abuse of liberty. May it never be. Our task is to contend for a biblically faithful Gospel contextualized in the context where we preach the Good News of Jesus Christ. 

Brothers and sisters, I hope you share my love for the International Mission Board. I’ve worn a button tonight that says, “Tell me.” I hope that’s your passion, to tell the story of Jesus. 

I’m wearing my button tonight because I’d like for us to maybe stop thinking “We sure told them!” and maybe instead think “Let’s go tell them.” 

Brothers and sisters, we must not preach against North American churches that do the very thing we train and require international missionaries to do. 

There are whole ministries telling you not to engage the culture. Please don’t listen to them. 

Preaching against culture is like preaching against somebody’s house. It’s just where they live. There are good things in it; there are bad things in it. There’s sin in it; there’s things that need to be challenged and things that we can engage for the cause of the Gospel. 

The “how” of ministry is in some ways determined by the “who,” “when” and “where” of culture. 

It’s not the Gospel that has become irrelevant. The Gospel, the Scriptures and the Cross are relevant in this and every culture, but it is too often our churches that are irrelevant. And that would not bring pleasure to the God of the Gospel. 

Rob Zinn, what a wonderful message! He brought it, and I bought it. He told us there are things we don’t change but there are some things we do change, like our mindsets, our methodologies and, yes, our ministries. That’s right, that’s hard. But it’s even harder still to be as ineffective at reaching the lost as we have become in the Southern Baptist Convention today. 

Let’s face it. Too many of our churches have chosen their traditions over their children. 

Cooperating

We must learn to contextualize and live out an unchanging message in a new context. We help by contending; we help by contextualizing; but we’ve also got to bring it together and help by cooperating. 

We must be known as the convention that believes in biblical fidelity and engaging people in culture, and we must learn to do it together. A theological renaissance that’s not followed by biblical evangelism and missions is odd indeed. We need all hands on deck for the Great Commission. If you want to reach a lost world for Jesus and share our commonly confessed theology, I want you to think of the SBC as the best place you can do missions. 

We need all hands on deck for the Great Commission. We need a new common passion: reaching a lost world for Jesus. We need to get excited about the fact that with 2,800 more IMB missionaries we could engage the remaining 2,800 people groups in the world that are unengaged by a Gospel mission. 

Let’s surprise Geoff Hammond. This is his first Southern Baptist Convention as the president of the North American Mission Board. He’s going to give his report in just a little while. Let’s rush up to him after the NAMB report and tell him, “I have a passion. I’ve got to talk to you about something, Dr. Hammond. I’ve got a concern.”  Sounds upset when you say it.  Then, surprise him and say, “Our church hasn’t planted a church in 20 years, and we’re ready.” 

Here I am, Lord, send me! 

Brothers and sisters, it is not – and must not be – a liberal thing to call people to unite around missions. 

If we have a solid and settled theology – and I believe the Baptist Faith and Message 2000 committee gave us one – what we’ve got to do now is to cooperate. 

Having contended, having contextualized, we’ve got to cooperate. 

I’m not a young leader anymore. That changed last year when I turned 40. But I want young leaders in, and I want them cooperating. I want them reaching a lost world for Jesus Christ together with us. I want old and young of all nationalities and languages, with all different approaches to scripturally sound church, doing it together, don’t you? 

‘Come over and help us’

If we’re going to bring the “help” of the Gospel, we do it by contending, contextualizing, and cooperating. But it doesn’t end there. There’s one more little word in our sentence. And that’s the word “us.” 

“Come over and help us.” 

This little dative-case pronoun is essential to understanding the text. Luke is reporting the vision under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, but he includes this important pronoun. He doesn’t say, “Come and preach.” He doesn’t say, “Come and debate theology.” He doesn’t say, “Come and minister.” He doesn’t say, “Come and teach.” He says, “Come over and help us!” He says, “Tell me the story!” 

We have got to do what it takes so men and women hear the Gospel of Jesus Christ. And that’s hard. 

Because too many of us love our preferences more than lost people. 

Too many of us love our tertiary issues more than lost people. 

Too many of us love our factions more than lost people, and lost people matter to God! 

Brothers and sisters, it’s not what kind of songs you sing, whether you’re in a building or not, whether your church has five purposes or five stars, seven principles or nine marks. 

It doesn’t matter if you call yourself missional, traditional, purpose-driven, house, blended or incarnational. What matters is our biblical mission – a biblically faithful message of the Gospel lived out in a Scripturally sound church telling the Good News of the Cross and the Kingdom. 

We can bemoan declining baptisms another year, or we can figure out that we need to change. Not the Gospel, but ourselves. 

Maybe we’re getting closer. I feel it in some of the prayer times. I’ve felt it in some of the worship times. People’s hearts are beginning to break for the lost. But I want to close with this. 

I buy my shoes in bulk because I have a funny-shaped foot, and it takes a while for a new shoe to adjust. So I buy my shoes and I wear them a long time. The heel will wear out and I will replace that. Then the sole begins to wear out. It goes fine until the winter comes in Atlanta. I’ll walk out into a cold street and step in a puddle. The icy cold water will rush up between my toes, and I will let out a quiet but forceful yelp, indicating something has gone horribly wrong. Brothers and sisters, I then go get new shoes, because I’ll break them in; I’ll put up with the pain. 

Here’s a principle I need us to think about tonight. 

People never change until the pain of staying the same is greater than the pain of change. 

Brothers and sisters, we can bemoan declining baptisms another year, or we can figure out we need to change to reach North America for Jesus Christ. 

Luke records, “After Paul had seen the vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the Gospel to them.” 

Brothers and sisters, could we leave this convention with a passion for mission? Could we leave this convention with a vision for the people of our community? Might we see them where they are, in your context and in mine? Might we recognize that biblically faithful churches are going to look different in Seattle than they are in Toronto and, yes, even different than they might in Mumbai? 

Brothers and sisters, after we hear the cry, “Come over and help us,” can we cry out like Isaiah, “Here I am, Lord, send me”? God help us that we might be focused on His mission for His purposes, and that His name and His fame might become more widely known.
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