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Don’t Hurt Your Witness!

“To some who were confident of their own right-
eousness, and looked down on everybody else,
Jesus told this parable…” (Luke 18:9).

Once upon a time, somewhere in sub-
urban America (also known as the
burbs) two Christians lived next door

to each other. Peter believed himself to be
spiritually superior to Paul. Peter looked
down on Paul on the basis of his own dili-
gent obedience to a more exacting set of
rules and regulations. 

One Saturday summer afternoon, after 
finishing a long day of gardening and main-
tenance, Paul popped open a beer and
walked over his front lawn to admire the
newly trimmed grass and the freshly planted
flower beds. Peter, his next door neighbor,
happened to be in his own front yard. 

When Peter looked at Paul’s front yard he
didn’t see beautiful flowers and a lush green
lawn. He saw Paul, beer can in hand, “hurt-
ing his witness.” Peter briskly walked over to
“lovingly admonish” Paul. 

Peter: “Paul, you call yourself a Christian.
But here you are in your front yard, drinking
a beer. What if others, who are not Chris-
tians, see you? What will they think? Don’t
you think you are hurting your witness?”

Paul had received “admonishment” from
Peter before. So, with a hint of a smile, Paul
responded: “Are you suggesting that I enjoy
this beer inside my house, behind closed
doors, so no one can see me? Is expressing my
freedom in Christ ‘hurting my witness’”?

Peter: “Paul, I don’t want to argue with
you. I’ve told you before where I, my church
and denomination stand on alcohol. Noth-
ing good ever comes from alcohol. You may
think you are not being hurt by alcohol, but
you are kidding yourself if you think that
way. And, what about others who see your
example? Don’t you care about the kind of
negative example you are setting for them?
Alcohol is the appearance of evil. There are
many unbelievers in our neighborhood who

see us leave for church with our families
every Sunday morning. Well, I should add
at least that’s what my family and I do—my
wife and I have noticed that many Sundays
when we leave for church and then we come
back, your car hasn’t even moved! 

“And, in addition to the Sundays when
you just decide to sleep in, it’s obvious there
are many other Sundays when you head to
the golf course instead of church. If I have
noticed you can bet other neighbors have,
too! Our neighbors know that you at least
profess to be a Christian. But now they see
you out here with a beer can in your hand!
If you must drink alcohol, do it in private.” 

Paul: “How private does it have to be? Can
I tell my wife? What about my children—is
it wrong if they see me drinking a beer?
Peter, let’s talk about ‘hurting our witness.’
First of all, what ‘witness’ exactly am I hurt-
ing? Am I hurting the gospel of Jesus
Christ—the gospel of our Lord and Savior
who, for his first miracle, created huge quan-
tities of wine? Or am I ‘hurting the witness’
of legalistic religious innovations that some
churches have added to the gospel, which
have little if anything to do with the gospel? 

“Let me tell you something about ‘hurting
our witness.’ It’s possible that my being 
honest—rather than doing one thing in pub-
lic and another in private—it’s just possible
that some of our neighbors who are fed up
with religious hyporcisy might see a bit of
Jesus in me when they see me being a nor-
mal guy. That’s my hope. As I see it, there are
far more people who are fed up with all of
the religious stuff that misguided zealots  try
to cram down their throats, and as a result
are turned off of anything and everything
that they see as Christian. Maybe it’s time for
people to realize that Christianity doesn’t
turn you into a judgmental prude who con-
demns other people—I see that as a product
of religion.

“Hurting our witness to what? Our witness
to a Christ-centered life, or our witness to a
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“hurting his
witness.”



life of performance-based religion, a
witness to a life enslaved to human-
ly imposed restrictions? If that’s our
witness, you better believe I want to
hurt it! Peter, I hope that a few peo-
ple in this neighborhood whom
you have ‘evangelized’ with your
religion will see Christ shining
through me. By the way, if you are
so concerned about what I am
drinking, are you judging me by
what you can see externally? How
do you know I haven’t put Diet
Coke in this beer can?  

“And one more thing, if going to
church turns me and others into
the kind of narrowed-minded rule-
enforcing self-appointed religious
critic that you seem to be, if that’s
the witness the kind of church you
go to produces, then I for one need
less of that kind of influence.” 

The next morning both Paul and
Peter pulled out of their driveways
at about the same time and, to-
gether with their families, headed
to church. 

Two men went up to the temple to
pray… (Luke 18: 10). After lunch
with his family, Paul enjoyed a
round of golf with a close Anglican
friend and his Lutheran brother-in-
law. After 18 holes all three men 
enjoyed a beer at the “19th hole.”
Paul had told his brother-in-law
and friend about his front yard con-
frontation with Peter the previous
day. Paul’s Lutheran brother-in-law
gave Paul a card that featured a
family saying, passed down through
many Lutheran generations, written
in German with an English transla-
tion: “In heaven there is no beer, that’s
why we drink it here.”

Consider Peter and Paul. Which
man do you believe most “hurt the
witness” of our Lord and Savior
Jesus Christ? ❑

—Greg Albrecht

Note: This parable is based on an ac-
tual experience related to the author by
“Paul.” Our prayer is that Jesus will get
though to “Peter”—and offer him a
“witness” protection program, so that
his legalistic identity by which others
have known him can be transformed
into a new life in Christ.

commentary

Galatians exposes the futility of trying to
earn God’s favor. Galatians tells us about true
freedom in Christ that liberates us from living
with guilt.

• Is freedom in Christ a license for sin?

• Is salvation achieved by a combination of
what Christ did for us plus what we do?

Legalism is a spiritual virus—one of Christianity's greatest enemies.

• Do you think God's love for you depends on what you do?

• Do lists of do's and don'ts cloud your relationship with God?

• Are you living a life of spiritual poverty—too much form and too little substance? 

• Are you enslaved by religious tradition and teaching?
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