
Bridges or BarriersBridges or Barriers

Ole is the pastor of the local Norwegian Lutheran Church, 
and Pastor Sven is the minister of the Swedish Covenant 
Church, which is just across the road.

One day they join forces and are seen pounding a sign into 
the ground, which says:

DA END ISS NEAR!
TURN YERSELF AROUNT NOW

BAFOR IT ISS TOO LATE!

As a car speeds past them, the driver leans out his window 
and yells, "Leave people alone, you Skandihoovian religious 
nuts!"

From the curve they heard screeching tires and a big splash.

Shakin' his head, Rev. Ole says "Dat's da terd one dis 
mornin'.

"Yaa," Pastor Sven agrees, then asks, "Do ya tink maybe da 
sign should yust say, 'Bridge Out?'" 

Bridges are something that we encounter everyday and 
most of us don't ever think about them

We drive over or under them throughout our day

We see them pictured on billboards and signboards
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They are in the movies and tv shows we like to watch

Everywhere we go there are bridges

Some are picturesque

Some are old

Some are famous

Some are new

There are old world designs

There are differing building materials

There are short bridges

And long bridges

There are primitive bridges

Rickety bridges

And bridges that you wondered what were they 
thinking

And there are bridges that I really would like to see

<Glass Bridge>

It really doesn't matter what kind of bridge it is they are all 
pretty amazing pieces of engineering
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And they are all created with one purpose

To connect two points over an otherwise 
impassible obstacle

Bridges are important to build not just in the world keeping 
people and traffic moving

But they are also important to build with the people 
we meet every day.

Everyone of us has the opportunity to build a bridge or a 
barrier with everyone we encounter everyday

It is a decision we are faced with each and every day 
with every person we meet

The problem is often the decision is made on an 
instinctive basis

We do it without thinking about it

Sometimes it is body language

We send messages all the time to people without 
realizing we are doing so

Sometimes it is the way we speak

Our tone of voice says a lot

There are a lot of ways we can build a bridge or a barrier 
and not realize we are doing so
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And we also have to work through the barriers that 
have been built before us

So it isn't always a simple thing to do

We all know that the words we use when 
talking with people can create an instant 
barrier because of how the person feels 
about it

You say Christian or Church and you have an 
instant barrier to overcome before you can 
start building a bridge

Now it does need to be said that not all barriers are 
unhealthy

We all feel better at night after making sure the door 
is locked

A fence around our yard allows for a sense of boundary 
and you can still talk with your neighbor over

Fences have a gate where you can let people in or 
keep them out

Boundaries in our lives are healthy

But you can take the barriers a little to far and 
start making walls

And pretty soon your shutting everyone out
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We as Christians are called to build bridges with people

And it is something we have not been doing very well
for the most part

we being the global we

And God is deeply interested and invested in connecting 
with people

As we discovered two weeks ago

And everywhere Jesus went He connected and 
communicated with people

He broke down the barriers and built bridges

And  everywhere Jesus went people followed

The whole reason Jesus came was to connect with us

His name is Emmanuel – God with us 
Matthew 1:23, Isaiah 7:14

Not God out there somewhere

But God with us

Connected to us

Walking and talking with us

Journeying together through life
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And when you look at the church today a lot of what we do 
can be summed up in Jesus' words 

“Now Jesus turned to address his disciples, along with“Now Jesus turned to address his disciples, along with
the crowd that had gathered with them. “The religionthe crowd that had gathered with them. “The religion

scholars and Pharisees are competent teachers in God’sscholars and Pharisees are competent teachers in God’s
Law. You won’t go wrong in following their teachings onLaw. You won’t go wrong in following their teachings on
Moses. But be careful about following them. They talk aMoses. But be careful about following them. They talk a

good line, but they don’t live it. They don’t take it intogood line, but they don’t live it. They don’t take it into
their hearts and live it out in their behavior. It’s all spit-their hearts and live it out in their behavior. It’s all spit-

and-polish veneer.and-polish veneer.

“Instead of giving you God’s Law as food and drink by“Instead of giving you God’s Law as food and drink by
which you can banquet on God, they package it inwhich you can banquet on God, they package it in

bundles of rules, loading you down like pack animals.”bundles of rules, loading you down like pack animals.”

Matthew 23:1-4 MSG

Now this may not be your personal approach to the people
you meet but it is something we are all faced with

Because the people we are relating to have all met 
people who did this

And any time you want to build a bridge you have 
to first remove a barrier

This last couple weeks I have been thinking this through 
as I was working with a man I have been trying to build a 
bridge with and have been encountering some barriers

And so I have been prayerfully thinking about how
we go about building barriers instead of bridges 
despite our best efforts
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one of the first things we need to remove from our lives
in order to build a bridge is the mindsets we have

And we all have them

The way we relate to the world is because of a 
mindset we have

And the way the world relates to us is 
because of a mindset or a way of looking 
and thinking about people

Today's Christians are often viewed by the world 
as anti-intellectuals, as people who have neglected 
their minds in order to become "spiritual." But 
with this mentality, we are unable to address the 
critical issues of our day, and so our culture begins 
to look elsewhere for answers: to the secular 
humanists, for example.

It is how the world sees us

People who have given up logical thought for blind
faith

So we need to be careful about the way we think about the
people we encounter 

And what we think about the way they live or the 
choices they make

Often we build barriers by declaring our opinions 
on what is right or wrong without ever listening to 
them
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As Christians we are very free at times to declare 
what is wrong with society

Pick your hot button issue

Same sex marriage
Abortion
Marijuana
Other religions

We are often quick to judge and unwilling 
to listen

And we build a wall

Or we add a row of brick to the one 
already there

It is ok to have an opinion

And it is ok to speak for what is right

It is the way we do it that matters

Jesus was never shy about speaking what 
was right and wrong

But He never built walls

He always listened and approached 
people where they were at

while it is important to be able to give reasons for 
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our faith, Christians need to listen and understand 
other views if they want to gain a hearing for their 
own beliefs. 
 A good example of this is seen in Jesus’ 
conversation with the Samaritan woman at the well
of Sychar in John 4, where he listens to her and 
then shows himself as the fulfilment of her hopes 
and longings. 

Similarly the apostle Paul engaged theologically 
with the Athenians in Acts 17 when he referred to a
temple to the Unknown God, whom he then 
proclaimed to them as Jesus Christ.

Listening to and actually hearing people is vitally 
important if we want to build bridges where we can 
communicate.

If contemporary Christians are to communicate the 
Gospel effectively across religious barriers they must put 
themselves in the place of the other people and understand
what they think and feel about Christianity.

A story is told of a young female Christian student 
in a short dress handing out tracts and speaking to 
people about her faith. 

She approached an old bearded Muslim man, told 
him that he was a sinner, and that Jesus was the 
Son of God who died for his sins, and that he must 
repent and believe in Jesus on order to be saved.

She may have been well intentioned, but her 
method of evangelism was more likely to offend 
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and be rejected, when a little awareness of gender 
and age differences, of modesty, and of theological
misunderstandings would have been more 
appropriate. 

Having respect for where people are at is 
more important than declaring what you 
believe

The mindset of people and the way they see us are 
powerful things to overcome

Many non-Christians (particularly those from India
and Pakistan) see their faith as part of their own 
culture, and often see Christianity as the “white 
man’s religion”, 
assuming that all white people are Christians.  
Thus their negative experiences of colonialism and
the secular values of modern society, which most 
Christians would reject, are seen as Christian.

Muslims often see their own history through the 
lens of the Crusades, which are seen as the first of 
many examples of European Christian struggles 
against Islam, and thus see modern wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan as Christian “crusades” against 
their faith.

Jews, who sometimes had an important place under
Muslim rule, bear the memory of much Christian 
persecution, dating back to the Spanish Inquisition 
of the 15th century.

In order to build a bridge and overcome barriers we need 
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to see the person as of utmost importance and not only 
valuing what we are trying to share

Everywhere Jesus went He communicated the 
persons value first

And then declared the truth

He built the bridge so that He could then communicate 
with them 

And so we need to be willing to set aside or change
our mindsets

And work on connecting with people and 
communicating value

Jesus said to love your neighbor not 
convert your neighbor

Second we need to come to know and hang around with
Non-Christians

We have lost touch with our society because we 
have cloistered ourselves together with people we 
can be comfortable with and largely ignored the 
outside world

The best time to get people saved is 
working with someone who has just given 
their life to Christ 

They haven't lost all their Non-
Christian friends yet
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The Christian church has for decades worked to separate 
itself from society

We have even gone as far as building Christians 
only cities and towns

We read the scripture
“Therefore, come out from among “Therefore, come out from among unbelievers, andunbelievers, and
separate yourselves from them, says the Lord.  Don’tseparate yourselves from them, says the Lord.  Don’t

touch their filthy things, and I will welcome you.”touch their filthy things, and I will welcome you.”
2Corintians 6:17 NLT2Corintians 6:17 NLT

and we took it literally

And as a result we have lost connection with the 
very people we are called to reach

And we have no common ground to reach 
them on

Which means we need to work harder at being a 
part of their lives to come to understand them and 
the struggles they may be facing so that we can 
reach them 

A better scripture which says the same thing but has the 
intended heart behind it is the prayer of Jesus

“I have given Your Word to My followers. The world“I have given Your Word to My followers. The world
hated them because they do not belong to the world,hated them because they do not belong to the world,

even as I do not belong to the world.  I do not ask You toeven as I do not belong to the world.  I do not ask You to
take them out of the world. I ask You to keep them fromtake them out of the world. I ask You to keep them from
the devil.  My followers do not belong to the world justthe devil.  My followers do not belong to the world just
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as I do not belong to the world. Make them holy foras I do not belong to the world. Make them holy for
Yourself by the truth. Your Word is truth. Yourself by the truth. Your Word is truth. 

“As You sent Me into the world so I have sent them into“As You sent Me into the world so I have sent them into
the world also.”  the world also.”  John 17:14-18 NLV

Or to paraphrase “In the world, but not of the world”

The message versions says “They are no more They are no more 
defined by the world Than I am defined by the defined by the world Than I am defined by the 
world.”world.”

Our lives were meant to be lived by different values than 
the world has

We are not the same and we are not to live the 
same

And not because of the rules we follow but 
because of the life of God in us and the fact
we value what He values

But we meant to live out those values for the world
to see

Jesus also said “"Let your light shine before men "Let your light shine before men 
in such a way that they may see your good works,in such a way that they may see your good works,
and glorify your Father who is in heaven.” and glorify your Father who is in heaven.” 
Matthew 5:16 NASB

So we need to be around those who don't believe as we do 
so that we can come to understand and connect with them 
and then build a bridge to share Jesus with them 

Because we cannot connect with people we have 
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no understanding of

So we need to be careful with mindsets

Both our  own but also the people we are relating 
to

And we need to be around those who don't believe as we 
do and not segregating ourselves from them 

And third and I am almost done 

we need to be careful with the language we use to 
share

We have a lot of words  that we use that mean nothing at 
all to the world around us

If I was to stand and talk with you and say that 
your span tests failed because of poor signal 
created by an extremely low excitation output you 
would be completely lost

And the fact that your levers are out of 
alignment and  binding on each other is of 
no help to you at all

If I was speaking with another scale technician it 
would be completely understood and they would 
know what was needed to correct the issues

Likewise the world does not understand what sin is 
anymore and as a result has no concept of needing 
salvation
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There is no understanding of being saved by grace

Every subculture develops its own terms and language

Its human nature just like my scale language

What is important is to speak the language 
of the people to communicate what you 
need to say

Given 20 min I could take you through your
scale and say the exact same thing a 
different way and you would completely 
understand what was wrong with your 
device and what was needed to be done to 
fix it

Because I would use language you 
understood

Jesus did the same thing when He related with people

Everything He said was with language people 
related to and understood

And was very different from what the religious 
leaders did

And so He connected to and related with 
the world around Him

The language we use is extremely important to building 
bridges
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The words we use to express our thoughts or 
feelings can present one of the biggest barriers to 
effective communication. Sometimes the words we
use have a different meaning to those listening than
they do to us. At other times, we assume the person
we are talking to will understand concepts they 
have not yet learned about.

Elder Paul H. Dunn tells the story of a mother who 
repeatedly warns her young son not to go beyond 
the corner of their street. Finally, after he has again
gone beyond the set limits, she asks him, “Didn’t 
you hear me tell you not to go beyond the corner?”
Her son looks up at her puzzled. “What’s a 
corner?”

And what is of more importance than not using words and 
phrases the world doesn't understand 

is to not use empty phrases

And Christians are notorious for using them

What is an empty phrase?

It is something you say without understanding 
what it means

Which means you cannot explain it

People come around us and they have actually asked 
“what is with all the religious talk?”
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We have high sounding words and phrases we 
throw around which we feel are important but we 
have no understanding of

Phrases like – saved by grace
the glory of God
Glory in the highest
Ask Jesus into your heart
I will pray for you 
God will never give you more than you can 
handle
Worship in Spirit and truth

Like “I'll pray for you” – can be heard as I'm not 
interested or can't deal with the situation you are talking 
about so I will end the conversation and move on

As Christians we don't understand what worship is let 
alone how to do it in Spirit and truth

We cannot communicate when we speak with words or 
ideas the other might not understand.

If we cannot communicate the value of and help 
people properly understand what is meant by the 
words we use then they are just empty phrases and 
they build barriers not bridges

Now if it is something God has brought you through that 
you understand and comfortably explain then you can use 
the words and phrases because they are not empty.

I talk about the grace of God in my testimony 
because I can define it and the reason it is so 
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important in our lives

These are just three simple things we can do to help build 
bridges with the people we encounter every day

The ways we build barriers could be an entire 
series

What we need to focus on as Christians and allow God to 
speak to us is are we building bridges or barriers

We need to be careful of the mindsets we have
and aware of the ones others have

And we need to spend time with people to learn 
how to connect with them 

And we need to be careful of the words we use 
especially the empty phrases

Because God is completely invested in reaching people

And we are called to be His instrument to take Him
to people

We need to ask ourselves are we building bridges or 
barriers
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