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Shortly after my appointment to the position I now occupy – which was also shortly after the adoption by the Southern Baptist Convention of the resolution on Jewish evangelism, a Jewish reporter for a secular newspaper contacted me for an interview. He began, “Mr. Sibley, I understand that you are heading up an effort by Southern Baptists to convert the Jews of North America to Christianity. Is that correct?” “I suppose you could put it that way,” I responded, “but I would rather say that my responsibility is to see that the Jewish community of North America hears and understands the gospel.”
	He continued, “Can you tell me the size of your staff?” At the time, I did not even have an office assistant, so I laughed and responded, “Sir, you are speaking to the entire staff at present.” Expressing incredulity, he continued, “Then, you must have a very large budget. There are reports that the denomination has earmarked $500,000 to this effort. Is that correct?” When I told him that my budget consisted of my salary, a relatively small amount for office expenses and a travel budget, he was speechless. How could I possibly hope to accomplish my aims?
	I then explained that we believe (even if we do not practice it!) that every Christian is responsible for sharing his or her faith. My responsibility is to motivate and equip Southern Baptists to share the gospel with the Jewish people. Seen from that perspective there are potentially millions of Baptist missionaries to the Jewish people (Grant it, Lord!).
	Gospel proclamation is not primarily the responsibility of evangelists and missionaries, but of ordinary believers. Evangelists and missionaries are extremely important to the overall effort, but a part even of their responsibility is to equip other believers in communicating the wonderful significance of the death and resurrection of the Messiah (Cf., e.g. Ephesians 4:11-12). Much has been said about “unleashing the laity,” but it needs to become a reality in terms of Jewish evangelism.
	My responsibility is not exactly the same as a street evangelist, or a congregational planter. All have their place in the work of the Kingdom. Neither do all organizations that are involved in Jewish evangelism have the same purpose or methods. Materials and methods will vary according to the purpose of the different organizations. Almost all who have been involved in Jewish evangelism over the past two centuries have expressed a sense of being torn by two great needs: The need to take the gospel to the Jewish people, and the need to take Jewish evangelism to the Church.
	So, let me explain how I understand that we have presented Jewish ministry to the Church in the past, and how we should be presenting Jewish ministry to the Church. In general, the older books on Jewish evangelism tried to answer two basic questions: 1) “Who are the Jewish people?” and 2) “How should we present the gospel?” So, they would first describe the Jewish people according to traditional Judaism (whether Orthodox, Conservative or Reform). Then they would discuss the importance of using culturally sensitive terminology in our gospel witness. Finally, they would urge the importance of Messianic prophecy.
	In evaluating that model, I found some major problems. If something like 93% of the Jewish population in North America seldom, if ever, attends synagogue, perhaps we need to give a better description of who the Jewish people really are, rather than the idealized textbook picture we had been presenting. Secondly, granting that cultural sensitivity is important, most Jewish Americans do not believe in a personal messiah, so simply presenting a case for Yeshua being the Messiah seemed to me to lack a great deal.
	In Isaiah 40:1-2, the Prophet records God*s message to all who would proclaim salvation to Israel:

“Comfort, 0 comfort My people,” says your God. “Speak kindly to Jerusalem; and call out to her, that her warfare has ended, that her iniquity has been removed, that she has received of the LORD*s hand double for all her sins.”

The English word, “kindly,” actually translates two Hebrew words, ‘al 1ev, “upon the heart.” Our message is to be to the hearts of the people. Of course, it carries factual and intellectual content, but it is to be relevant. I believe it is also to be directed to the conscience. Therefore, we must deliver the bad news of sin and its consequences before the unsaved see the relevance of the Messiah. Furthermore, I believe it is helpful to use the Hebrew Scriptures in gospel proclamation.
	Beyond these criticisms of the traditional methods of teaching Christians about Jewish evangelism, there is a more basic problem. I believe we make a big mistake when we answer the “Who” and “How” questions without answering the “Why” question.
	Furthermore, our motivation for the study of Judaism and our witness to the Jewish people must be based squarely on the truths and on the text of the Bible. Well over a century ago, in 1889, Dr. Adolph Saphir, said, “The interest in Jewish missions will soon decay unless grounded on the Word of God.”* I could not concur more enthusiastically. The only adequate motivation must come from the Bible.
	Does anyone believe we have done a good job of presenting the biblical rationale for Jewish evangelism? We can usually count on the fingers of one hand the number of significant commentators, theologians, or missiologists, who understand the importance of Jewish evangelism. If we are not able to persuade the leaders of the Church, what hope do we have of persuading the laity? If we are unable to persuade the laity of the importance of Jewish evangelism, it will remain the rather esoteric domain of a few “professionals.”
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