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Setting the Captives Free
18th June, 2006
Chris Bryan
I thought that perhaps I should start this message by giving one of those warnings you see on TV sometimes – this message is suited to a mature audience, has some content which may offend and includes some shocking statistics!

Perhaps at some stage in your life you considered a career in medicine (and I know some of you here actually did it).  For the rest of us it’s not too late.  Way back in about 750BC Isaiah announced vacancies for medical doctors, psychologists, eye surgeons and even prison rehabilitation specialists. You might like to look up Isaiah ch 61 which Anne read, with me, and this is what it says in the Living Bible…(read). 
A picture of a man anointed by the Spirit of God, to preach and minister to the poor, the brokenhearted, the captives and the prisoners.  The poor are probably literally poor, but the word also has overtones of piety as well.  The brokenhearted are those who mourn and grieve and we note that they are also referred to in the Beatitudes in Matt 5.  The captives and the prisoners are likely to be the Exiles.    

The statement may refer to Isaiah in a limited sense, but this is clearly a prophetic word about the Messiah, 750 years before He was born.  Jesus applied these verses to himself in the synagogue in Nazaraeth – “the Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is upon me”.  And so as Jesus applied these words to himself, so can we – after all he asked us to pick up where he left off.  Significantly in v2, Isaiah also talks about being sent to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour, a reference from Lev 25 to The Year of Jubilee and going forward this  corresponds to the Day of Salvation and the Year of Redemption (not so much a calendar year but a period when salvation would be proclaimed). 
 The Year of Jubilee occurred every 50 years when slaves were freed, debts were canceled and ancestral property returned to the original family – a beautiful image of redemption.  But while Isaiah was predicting the liberation of Israel from future Babylonian captivity, Jesus (in Luke 4, in the synagogue) was proclaiming liberation from sin and all its consequences (sickness, poverty, mental illness, famines, genocide, discrimination, family violence…). And of course liberation from the Law, and not just every 50 years!  He was talking directly to us.  Jesus started His ministry talking about outreach and concluded His earthly ministry on exactly the same note, as described in Mark 16 v15…..(read) except he added a couple of new dimensions – driving out demons and speaking in tongues.
All those jobs, those exciting career opportunities in healing, rehabilitation and preaching and spreading the Good News are still open! 
So how well are we doing at Kingdom building as Jesus described it?  Any reputable organization and its members for that matter, need to pause from time to time and assess progress to date, something like a performance review, I guess.  In very general terms we see the church in the developed world shrinking.  For example:

· the Presbyterian church in NZ has lost over a 1/3rd of its membership in the last 30 years; 
· arguably the reduction in church affiliated people in NZ overall may have reached a plateau in recent yrs and these days about 15% of NZ’ers attend a weekly church service; 
· the stats also tell us that if you are white, educated and professional you are far less likely to be seen in a church than if you are something else.  
However churches in the developing world are growing rapidly.  More Christians are attending church on any given Sunday in the developing world, primarily in Africa than in the rest of the Western world combined. And in Asia and Nth Africa, Christianity is growing fast, but Islam is growing faster.  I noted on a recent trip, in Kenya, Zimbabwe and to a lesser extent in Tansania, evidence of the wonderful Christian foundations laid down by the early missionaries; churches established by strongly evangelical missions which apply the principles of fundamental Christianity.  Churches focused on the horizon and not on the harbour.  
Since 1965 the Christian population in Africa has risen from around a quarter of the continental total to about 46%.  Stunning growth for so short a time.  The annual net increase of new converts is estimated at 23,000 people every day.  You might be interested to know that the average Anglican is a young black woman, with 2 or more children, living on under $2 a day.  She is literate or semi-literate and someone in her immediate family, perhaps herself suffers from HIV/Aids.  
There are somewhere between 30 and 150m Chinese Christians in both official and house churches (pop 1.3b) compared with 1.5m in 1970.  There are 10,000 new converts everyday!  It’s the fastest Christian expansion of any country in the world.  Isn’t that fantastic!  According to the Bible Soc in NZ, the Amity Printing Press in Nanjing has printed over 47m bibles for internal distribution, since it started 15 yrs ago.  A new press will shortly allow them to print 1m bibles a month.  Its warehouse is empty.  There are vast communities of people coming to faith, churches in their 1000’s and the Bible is the second most widely published book in China (after the “Selected Works of Mao Zedong”).  
Even in Nepal, one of the most Godless places I have been, the church is growing in spite of restrictions by the Govt – bibles have been secretly delivered to Army personal and dropped off in the jungle for Maoists to pick up.  From a few 1000, 20 years ago, there are now an estimated 1m Christians in this Hindu state.  The church is growing in Bhutan, Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia……..the list goes on.
So why are people turning to Christianity in such numbers in Africa, Asia, Latin America?  Why are these churches growing at such a phenomenal rate?  A recent trip to Africa most certainly does not make me an expert on these things, but I can make a few observations; perhaps its something we should all discuss and debate at some point. I’d be really interested in what others think.
My feeling is:

· that these new Christians are taking God’s promises at face value, 
· they are accepting Jesus as Lord, and walking by faith depending on God for their daily needs (because they don’t have much by way of possessions to rely on).  
· they have a greater consciousness of sin whereas in the West, we have a tendency to rationalize sin and simply redefine morality to make us feel better.  
· they are willing to suffer in the service to God and accept hardship. 

· they are passionate and evangelical and the more they share the Gospel with friends and family, the faster the church grows. 
· they don’t have buildings to worship in (or maintain), in fact invariably they meet under the tree in the village square.  
· there is little emphasis on denominations; in fact, in China, the church describes itself as post-denominational. 
The Bible teaches us that we are all part of the same body and that Christ is the head; therefore we should, and we must, help each other.  Isn’t it interesting that China is now sending missionaries to Europe.  Perhaps we might suggest that Africa should think about sending missionaries to NZ?  
Church growth in the poorest parts of the world is certainly not related to economic wealth – in fact there is an inverse relationship.  Africa is the poorest continent in the world and the economies of its countries have until recently grown at an average 0.7% per year (they are growing a little faster now because of the China factor).  As I noted in a recent article in The Record, life expectancy in Sub Saharan Africa is 31 yrs lower than the average age in developed countries (78yrs).  
In lesser developed nations around the world, 27000 children die every day from poverty related causes, malaria and other diseases – that’s 18 every minute.  In 22 minutes, about the length of my message, we have lost the equivalent of the population of Muritai school; children who are innocent victims, who are our next generation and who are dying needlessly.  As I speak and you listen, 37m people in East Africa suffer from critical hunger, a polite way of saying they are starving.  
When we were in Kenya we took 2 truck loads of maize meal out to one of the Maasai villages, 2 hours west of Nairobi – the need is much greater further west, but rebel activity makes it too dangerous to travel.  It took us about 3 hours to distribute and we calculated it would feed this community of 600 people for a month.  It was an absolute drop in the ocean.
Jeffrey Sachs, author of this book …..”The End of Poverty”, is the Director of the Millennium Project and has devised strategies to meet the Millennium Development goals, to reduce extreme poverty, disease and hunger by 2015.  While most govts have signed up to these goals few including NZ, have committed to spending the .7% of GNP on aid and development assistance, necessary to achieve them.  Jeffrey Sachs believes it is possible to eliminate poverty by 2025, if the wealthy nations agree to invest collectively a further $US 140b/yr for the next 10 yrs.  In effect a partial transfer of wealth.

The’re big numbers but if you break it down we need to spend about $110 for each person in various low income countries per year, and if you break it down even further the challenge to reduce and eliminate poverty ends up on yours and my lap! 
At the end of the day, I believe it will be the Christians that make the difference, that will change the world, because if we take up the great commission:

· we will not only see people saved and born again, 
· we will see lives changed, 
· broken communities healed, 
· malaria eliminated, 
· HIV patients given access to Anti retroviral drugs, 
· young girls in Muslim countries given equal opportunity to education, 
· children adequately housed, fed, cared for.  
As Jesus taught His disciples to pray, we will see His Kingdom come here on earth. And we won’t just see this in Africa or East Timor; we will see it in Moera, Wainuiomata, in Eastbourne.  We will do it because we know the Power of the Resurrection, because we have experienced the fellowship of sharing in His suffering, and because we know and understand the gentle leading of the Holy Spirit.
When Isaiah advertised those jobs in Ch 61, he forgot to mention that no applicant would be turned away.  The harvest is huge, but the workers few.

Let me finish by reading to you something – is it a statement or a prayer or both? You can decide………. 

Warrior’s Creed

I am a part of the fellowship of the unashamed. I have Holy Spirit Power. The die has been cast. I have stepped over the line. The decision has been made. I am a disciple of His. I won’t look back, let up, slow down, back away or be still.

My past is redeemed. My present makes sense. My future is secure. I’m finished and done with low living, sight walking, small planning, smooth knees, colourless dreams, tamed visions, mundane talking, cheap living.

I no longer need pre-eminence, position promotions or popularity. I don’t have to be recognised, praised, regarded or rewarded. I now live by faith, lean on His presence, walk by patience, lift by prayer, labour by power.

My face is set. My gait is fast. My mission is clear. My goal is Heaven. My road narrow. My way rough. My Companions few. My guide reliable. I cannot be bought, compromised, detoured, lured away, turned back, deluded or delayed.

With God’s help I will not flinch in the face of sacrifice, hesitate in the presence of the adversary, negotiate at the table of the enemy, ponder at the pool of popularity or meander in the maze of mediocrity.

I won’t give up, shut up, let up until I have stayed up, stored up, prayed up, paid up, preached up for the cause of Christ.

I am a disciple of Jesus. I must go till He comes, give till I drop, work till He stops me, preach till all know. And when He comes He will have no problem recognising me. 

My Banner will be clear.

This was written by a missionary in Africa hours before being executed for his faith in Jesus Christ. – 20th Century.

