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Look around you. Charles River Church is on the verge of either 

taking off or sinking. We have the most active group of people ever, 

covering all of the age ranges except older adults. We recently finished a small group session that required 5 different 

small groups to cover our various neighborhoods, and a lot of people joined groups who had never come to church 

before. Some them havenõt come yet. Thatõs pretty cool, that there are people we know, who like to hang out with us, 

beyond the walls of the MATCH School. These days, when I say, òPlease let the band come up for communion first,ó Iõm 

not just majestically referring to Texas John. Weõve got a youth group going that people from other churches like to 

come to. How cool is that? We have all kinds of ideas blooming, such as the coffee shop, service projects, mission trips, 

more small groupsé. 

If weõre on the verge of taking off, itõs because Jesus is making a difference in our lives AND because through our 

church, Jesus is making a difference in the lives of others. I mean, thatõs the only purpose for starting a new church, so 

that you can add one more way to the world that God uses to make a difference in peopleõs lives. Right? This church 

exists because it could be a way for people to get into following Jesus ñ and having that make a difference in their lives 

ñ who might not find that in the churches that were already around. Otherwise whatõs the point? 

Anyway, I talked last week about paying attention to the difference that following Jesus might be making in your life. I  

went to the book of Romans, chapter 6, in the Bible, and identified four areas of life in which following Jesus can make a 

difference: 1) in your body, 2) in giving, 3) in doing what is right, and 4) in making you free without being aimless. I 

suggested ways to explore these areas in your own life. Did anyone try one the ways who wants to tell us about it right 

now? 

This week letõs move on to helping someone else engage how following Jesus might make a difference in their life. 

Once you have a sense of how following Jesus is making a difference in your life, you are ready to help someone else 

explore how following Jesus might make a difference in their life. Not that you push 

them to have the same experience you have ñ that would be silly. They arenõt you, 

and their experience is going to be different from yours. But you can be helpful to 

them because have a basis for expecting that following Jesus will make a difference in 

their life ñ since it does in yours ñ and because you have some sense for how to 

recognize, and cultivate and live out that difference. That makes you sort of an 

experienced travelling companion with them. You could help someone explore how 

following Jesus might make a difference in their lives because you might have some 

experience in exploring how following Jesus makes a difference in your life? 

So how do you do that? First of all, if you want to engage them in how following Jesus could make a difference in 

their life, you have to be a genuine participant in their life. So you can throw out the kind of òevangelismó in which them 

following Jesus is an event that occurs in your head, by your something so brilliant that they are instantly converted by 

the strength of your òwitness.ó If you happen to be C.S. Lewis or John Stott or N.T. Wright, then go ahead and write 

something so powerful that strangers will pick it up, read it and become followers of Jesus. For the rest of us, the first 

step is to genuinely participate in peopleõs lives. 

In other words, the reason you would even consider engaging people about following Jesus is because you already 

care about them, and you know whatõs going in their life, and you have reason to hope that following Jesus might make 

their life better in some way. Thereõs no formula for this, other than caring for someone and paying imaginative 

attention to how their life and Godõs goodness come together. Would an example help? 

OK, hereõs an example. I used to work for a management consulting firm. One of the partners in the firm thought I 

was too stiff and reserved with clients. So he sent me to a management coach in New York to get help. Now she was a 

trained professional, and it only took her about 30 minutes to become aware that my natural tendency is to quickly race 

to conclusions about people ñ in other words to be judgmental. Iõm going to talk in a couple minutes about why being 

judgmental is a particularly debilitating problem in life, but in this particular case the problem was that it made me stiff 

and reserved with clients because I was trying to hide my negative conclusion about them. So I just put up a mask so 

they couldnõt see what I really thought about them.  
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The coach quickly became aware that a difference I needed in my life was to become less judgmental. But she didnõt 

judge me about that. Instead she gave me a specific hope. òYou seem to be a curious person. What if you could turn 

your awareness of other people into curiosity instead of judgment,ó she offered. òFor 

instance I think Iõm right to say that if someone pulled up to the door in a bright yellow 

Ferrari, you would form a negative judgment about them: that they were self-indulgent to 

buy such an expensive car, that they were egotistical to choose such a show color, etc.ó I 

had to admit she was right. òNow try thisó she said, òsee if you can turn the judgment 

into curiosity. ôI wonder why this person chose to buy a Ferrari? I wonder what about 

the color yellow appeals to them.õ òDo you think you could do that,ó she said. òYes,ó I 

said, òI think I could employ my natural curiosity to being curious about people, and that 

would give me a way to be more open and relaxed with them.ó Now my point here is not so much about her solution, 

but about her willingness to become aware of the need or gap in my life without using it as something against me. 

Thereõs no formula for how to be aware of the needs or gaps in peopleõs lives, but there are some things you can 

pay attention to: 

 What does someone tell you they need in their life? I could have told you I wanted to be less stiff and 

reserved. I just needed help to be more aware of the deeper need or gap was that underlay my stiffness. 

 What topics come up again and again in your conversation? Especially a personõs dreams or longings.  

 What wonderful things are happening in their lives. Iõm mostly taking about needs or gaps where they need 

God to make a difference. But definitely celebrate and be thankful with people for the wonderful things that 

God is already doing to make a difference in their lives. 

 Do you begin to become aware of a gap between what someone says and what they do? Iõd probably say Iõm 

a generous person, but if we went to dinner together, you might observe that Iõm not the person one to 

jump on the check. There might be a gap there, between what Iõd like to be and what I am at the moment. If 

so, that would be a wonderful place for Jesus to make a difference in my life. 

Now hereõs the problem. This all sounds like it could be pretty judgmental, especially that last item about observing 

the gaps between what someone says and what they do, doesnõt it? If youõre out there spying on your friendsõ problems, 

looking for gaps between what they say and what they do, thatõs pretty spooky, isnõt it? It sound kind of like spiritual 

stalking. Your friends would be horrified if they thought thatõs what you were doing all the time. Say 

you go out for an ice cream, and you friend is thinking to himself, òI know Will is always looking for 

gaps between what I say and what I do. Now I told him once that my favorite flavor is chocolate. If I 

order a rum raisin, is he going to start thinking , ôOh, thereõs a gap: says he likes chocolate, but 

orders rum raisin, hmmm maybe that shows some deep inner anxiety about his relationship with his 

father, like a dried up fruit embedded in a frigid alcoholic matrix, and somehow that means I need to 

repent and beg Jesus to have mercy on meé.õ?  

Well, actually if your friends thought you were thinking things like that, they wouldnõt be horrified; theyõd just stop 

being your friend. If thereõs even a hint of judgmentalism in the way you explore how following Jesus could make a 

difference in your friends lives, the hint of judgmentalism will destroy everything. I donõt just mean judgmentalism in the 

way you talk about following Jesus with your friends, I mean even in the way you think about following Jesus. If you even 

think judgmentally about your friends, youõre dead in the water. 

So hereõs the dilemma. If you want to be ready to help someone explore how following Jesus could make a 

difference in their life, you have to have an accurate awareness of what could be better in their life. But as soon as you 

start paying attention to what could be better in someoneõs life, youõre on the verge of being judgmental of them. And as 

soon as youõre judgmental of them, youõre dead in the water. So unless youõre some kind of superhuman whoõs able to 

be aware of the gaps in peopleõs lives, but at the same time be completely non-judgmental, youõre stuck. What can you 

do? 

How about this: how about getting help from someone who is a super-human, someone who is able to be aware of 

the gaps in peopleõs lives, yet also be completely non-judgmental. Who I 

mean is Jesus. Jesus was always completely aware of the gaps in peopleõs lives, 

of the ways their lives could be better, but he was also completely non-

judgmental.  How about getting help from Jesus whenever you think about 

how following Jesus could make a difference in someoneõs life? 

You judge by human standards; 

I pass judgment on no one.  

John 8:15 

I did not come to judge the 

world, but to save it  

John 12:47 
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Now to do this, you donõt have to be as wise as Jesus. You donõt have be as compassionate, as discerning, as 

emotionally intelligent, as put together as Jesus. That would be impossible. You donõt have to be as wise as Jesus. All you 

have to do is turn to Jesus. When you become aware of a gap or a need in a friendõs life, all you have to do is 

immediately turn to Jesus and say, òI think maybe my friend Harold has a lot of anger about his father, and maybe that 

anger is keeping his life from being as good as it could. Would you please show me, Jesus, how youõre already there in 

Haroldõs life, and maybe how youõre working to make his life better in this respect, and  is there anything I can do to 

participate in the difference you want to make in Haroldõs life?ó You see what I mean. You donõt try to fix Haroldõs life, 

much less judge Haroldõs life, you just ask Jesus if he would give you the privilege of seeing where his is already present 

Haroldõs life, and maybe how you could be a help to your friend. And maybe that help will turn out to be just continuing 

to care about Harold, or to keep praying for him, or maybe something more active like starting a conversation or taking 

some action. Weõll talk more in June about what you might or might not do as a help to someone exploring whether 

Jesus would make a difference in someoneõs life. At this point, Iõm merely suggesting that the only way to be aware and 

non-judgmental is to turn to Jesus and ask Jesus to show you how he is already there with your friend. 

Do you see now why I said the reason you would even consider engaging someone about following Jesus is because 

you already care about them, and you know whatõs going in their life, and you have reason to hope that following Jesus 

might make their life better in some way? This all depends on you caring, but on Jesus making a difference in their life.  

Of course this all assumes that by the time you arrive on the scene, Jesus is already there, already in love with the 

person, already longing to make a difference in their life. This is really important. Get this: if ever 

you become aware of a need or a gap in someoneõs life, remember that Jesus got there first. God 

is already there ñ and if you believe that Jesus is Godõs son, then that means that Jesus is there. If 

youõre wondering why itõs taken me almost to the end of this talk to get around to the title, 

òWhen God gets there first?ó itõs because I want this to be what sticks with you. If you remember 

one thing from this talk, remember that by the time you recognize that your friend could benefit 

from following Jesus ñ or simply that there is a need or a gap in your friendõs life ñ by the time 

you recognize that, God is already there. Forget all the techniques, and the four aspects of life, and 

everything else Iõve said, but remember this: God always gets there first. 

If ever youõre tempted to believe that Jesus is present in Christiansõ lives and therefore Christians have the 

benefit of Jesus making a difference in their lives, but that Jesus is not present 

in non-Christiansõ lives ñ or the lives of people who arenõt ògood enoughó 

Christians ñ resist the temptation! Donõt believe it. Jesus is present in non-

Christiansõ lives too. Jesus makes a difference in non-Christiansõ lives too. In 

fact the reason you would commit yourself to Jesus is because you realize 

heõs already leading you toward where you need to go. God always gets there 

first.  

Of course Iõm not saying that it doesnõt make a difference whether you 

decide to follow Jesus or not. Jesus is present in your life, whether you follow him or not,  but of course following Jesus 

is how you get to the destination heõs leading you toward. Iõm simply saying that Jesus is already there trying to lead 

everyone towards the destination, not just people who have already joined the club.  

So Iõm asking you to engage in a dangerous mission. Iõm asking you to care about people, participate in their lives, 

and eventually become aware of how following Jesus could make a good difference in their lives. And to do that youõll 

have to become aware of the needs or gaps in their life. And as soon as you do that, it will make you judgmental, which 

is the one thing that will ruin everything, and make you spiritually dead. So the only way to handle it is to immediately 

turn to Jesus and ask him to show you how he is already present their life. Heõs not judging them, heõs loving them. Heõs 

serving them. And you can have the privilege of asking Jesus how you can love them and serve them as a true friend. It 

all hinges on you perceiving how God has already gotten there first. 

And thatõs where we come to this awesome Psalm that we read before my talk started. It is entirely about how God 

got there first. Itõs written as being about òmeó or òI,ó about oneself. òO LORD you have searched me and you know 

meé.: Yet you can also read it as being about someone you care about, òO LORD you have searched Harold and you 

know Haroldé.ó If you want to recognize how Jesus is already there in the life of someone you care about, dig out this 

Psalm and sit down and read it with them in mind. Itõs all about the intimate ways that God is present in their life, 

creating them, caring for them, looking for them, finding them, seeing them for who they really are, knowing them 

completely. And remember this, knowing all the good and the bad about them, Jesus loved them more than enough to 

die for them, and for you and me too.  

But God demonstrates his own 

love for us in this: While we 

were stil l sinners, Christ died 

for us.  

Romans 5:8 
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Weõre going to end with a 10-minute spiritual practice on this topic. If you want to participate, arrange your chairs 

into small groups of 3 to 5 people. Then think of someone you care enough about to hope that Jesus is making a 

difference in their life. Could be someone who is a follower of Jesus or someone who isnõt. Then read this Psalm as 

being about them. As you read it, ask God to draw your attention to one of the phrases or images in the Psalm. When 

you finish reading it, think about what phrase or image youõre being drawn to, then go back and read that part of the 

Psalm two more times silently with a pause between each time. See if God will give you an insight about God is already 

present in the personõs life. How does that affect your perception? Does it short-circuit your tendency to be 

judgmental? Then if you want, share it with the rest of your group. 

   


