Fact & Fiction on Predestination #7

“Predestination and Evangelism”

selected Scriptures

William Carey was perhaps the least likely candidate imaginable for the title many now bestow on him: “Father of Modern Missions.” He was an undereducated and poor shoemaker, sometime schoolteacher, and preacher who struggled to be ordained. Further, Carey was born in an age when many people were utterly indifferent, even hostile, to the notion of missions.

In late 1786, when a Baptist association meeting sought topics for discussion, Carey proposed his growing passion: “Whether the command given to the apostles to teach all nations was not binding on all succeeding ministers to the end of the world.”

“Young man, sit down, sit down!” was the reported response of one minister. “You are an enthusiast. When God pleases to convert the heathen, he’ll do it without consulting you or me.”

Thankfully, Carey did not sit down and shut up, but persevered and established a thriving mission in India. His example prompted others to do the same, so that the 1800s became known as the “Great Missions Century.”
 

History is replete with examples of people who took the issue of predestination to one extreme or another, causing evangelism to suffer as a result. Those who emphasized God’s sovereignty and neglected human responsibility concluded that those predestined to believe would come to Christ whether Christians proclaimed the good news or not. Those who emphasized the responsibility of humanity and ignored God’s sovereign choosing adopted every means of manipulation imaginable to coerce individuals into trusting Christ. Now we have entire denominations unwittingly proclaiming, “God helps those who help themselves.”
 As previously mentioned, both extremes are wrong.

J. I. Packer writes in his book, Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God,
There is abroad today a widespread suspicion that a robust faith in the absolute sovereignty of God is bound to undermine any adequate sense of human responsibility. Such a faith is thought to be dangerous to spiritual health, because it breeds a habit of complacent inertia. In particular, it is thought to paralyze evangelism by robbing one both of the motive to evangelize and of the message to evangelize with. The supposition seems to be that you cannot evangelize effectively unless you are prepared to pretend while you are doing it that the doctrine of divine sovereignty is not true. I shall try to make it evident that this is nonsense.
 [It should be noted that Packer was an outspoken Calvinist!]

Divine sovereignty in election is not a deterrent to human responsibility in evangelism. Quite the opposite is true!
 As we have seen over the past several weeks, God’s sovereignty is a reality, and man’s responsibility is a reality too.
 If we have trouble wrapping our heads around these concepts, we should heed Packer’s words:

We ought not, in any case, to be surprised when we find mysteries of this sort in God’s Word. For the Creator is incomprehensible to his creatures. A God whom we could understand exhaustively, and whose revelation of himself confronted us with no mysteries whatsoever, would be a God in man’s image and therefore an imaginary God, not the God of the Bible at all.

This morning I want to see how the biblical doctrine of predestination impacts evangelism. Briefly put, if God has predetermined who will be saved, why bother sharing the gospel as though evangelism were up to us?

The Principle of Opportunity

The first consideration in this question is the principle of opportunity. Paul writes in Romans 10:9-15,

That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. As the Scripture says, “Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame.” For there is no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on him, for, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”

How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!”

Verses 9-13 reveal what is necessary for salvation: faith that trusts God to save and declares that Jesus Christ is Lord. To bolster his argument, Paul quotes more than once from the Old Testament to demonstrate that salvation has always been by God’s grace through faith.

Verses 14-15, though, turn to what is necessary before verses 9-13 can become a reality. Before someone can put their trust in Jesus, they must first hear about Jesus. The principle of opportunity states that a person must be made aware of his or her need to be saved. And God has sovereignly chosen to use us—believers in Jesus—to make others aware. He could have done it differently, and arguably more efficiently, but in His sovereignty God chose to use us.

I like how the King James Version renders 1 Corinthians 1:21, “It pleased God by the foolishness of preaching to save them that believe.” That ought to make all preachers humble! How foolish it must seem to invest the salvation of souls into human preaching!

Don’t get too caught up in the word “preaching,” either. That word carries the connotation of a pulpit, formal speech, with years of education and experience. The term translated “preaching” is simply the word, “proclaiming.” As someone said, “Evangelism is just one beggar telling another beggar where to find food.”
 You don’t need a Bible college or seminary education to do that!
Whatever we may believe about predestination, the fact remains that evangelism is necessary, because no one can be saved without the gospel.
 As we will see later in this message, we have been commanded to proclaim the gospel to the whole world.

While we must always remember that it is our responsibility to proclaim salvation, we must never forget that it is God who saves. If we regarded it as our job, not simply to present Christ, but actually to produce converts—to evangelize, not only faithfully, but also successfully—our approach to evangelism would become pragmatic and calculating.
 This is where many have fallen into the trap of marketing the Gospel, using worldly means and methods to coerce sinners to accept Christ. Remember, we plant the seeds, but God makes them grow. Paul’s responsibility was to obey the commission; God’s responsibility was to save sinners.
 Leave the results to Him, and don’t measure success by the results.

The Practice of Obedience

The second element of this subject is the practice of obedience. The first words of Packer’s book state, “Always and everywhere the servants of Christ are under orders to evangelize.”

“Where are these orders?” someone might ask. Turn to the end of all four gospels and the beginning of the book of Acts. Jesus said in Matthew 28:19-20, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.” In Mark 16:15 He commands, “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation.” Luke 24:47-48 states, “…repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things.” In John 20:21 Jesus tells His disciples, “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” And in Acts 1:8 the Lord says, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

This is Christ’s command, not merely to the apostles, but to the whole Church. Evangelism is the inalienable responsibility of every Christian community, and every Christian person. We are all under orders to devote ourselves to spreading the good news.

Another small but powerful book on the subject of evangelism was written by John Stott, entitled, Our Guilty Silence. In it he writes,

What impels the Christian to be active in witness? The basic motive is plain obedience. Every Christian is a servant of Christ. He has been ‘bought with a price’ [1Co 6:20, 7:23] and is now attached to his master by the bonds of a grateful obedience. ‘The love of Christ controls us.’ It has us in its grip. Indeed, since our new life is due entirely to Christ’s death, His love hems us in and ‘leaves us no choice’ but to live for Him [2Co 5:14-15 (RSV and NEB)]. In seeking to live for Christ we are concerned to do His will and keep His commandments, all of them. We are not at liberty to pick and choose. Nor do we wish to. So we do not overlook His last commandment, to ‘go…and make disciples’ [Matt. 28:19].

Our first motivation, then, is simple obedience to the command of Christ. He goes on to write,

If loving obedience to God and His Christ is the first evangelistic incentive, loving concern for men is the second. To love my neighbour is to seek and to serve his highest good. Man’s highest good is more than the basic necessities of food, clothing and shelter. It is not even health of body and mind or harmonious integration into society. It concerns his relationship with God, in whose image and likeness he has been made. It is because man is fundamentally a spiritual being that he cannot live by bread alone. He has a deeper hunger than baker’s bread can satisfy. If we know this, and if we also know the gospel which can introduce him to ‘the true bread from heaven’ [John 6:32], we cannot claim to love him if we leave him alone to starve. ‘If a brother or sister is ill-clad and in lack of daily food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled”, without giving them the things needed for the body, what does it profit?’ [James 2:15-16] This question is even more searching when ‘the things needed’ are not for the body but for the soul. To say this is not to forget that man is one person, a body-soul, or to imply that his physical needs may be ignored. It is rather an assertion that the neglect of my neighbour’s spiritual needs, on whatever pretext, is incompatible with the claim to love him. Such neglect is criminal irresponsibility. To suppress the good news in silence is to incur guilt.

Sharing the good news of Christ to those who don’t know Him is not only a great privilege; it is a command to be obeyed. Evangelism is not an option for the Christian or the Church. Proclaiming the gospel of Jesus is the first and foremost reason why we are still here on earth. I believe it will be one of the main criteria on which our lives will be measured at the Judgment Seat of Christ. 

So if we are not actively sharing the gospel with those we know who don’t know the Lord, and if we are not supporting those who are going to places we can’t go, then we are disobeying our Lord’s command. And there is always a cost for disobedience.

The Price of Omission

We conclude this morning with the price of omission. What happens when we do not obey the Great Commission? Simply put, if the gospel is the “good news” it claims to be, and if it has been entrusted to us, we incur guilt if we do not pass it on. Like those Samaritan lepers who found the enemy camp was abandoned, we need to acknowledge our guilt and say: ‘We are doing wrong. This is a day of good news, yet we are holding our tongues!’ [2 Kings 7:9 (Jerusalem Bible)]

Turn to Ezekiel 33:1-9,

The word of the Lord came to me: “Son of man, speak to your countrymen and say to them: ‘When I bring the sword against a land, and the people of the land choose one of their men and make him their watchman, and he sees the sword coming against the land and blows the trumpet to warn the people, then if anyone hears the trumpet but does not take warning and the sword comes and takes his life, his blood will be on his own head. Since he heard the sound of the trumpet but did not take warning, his blood will be on his own head. If he had taken warning, he would have saved himself. But if the watchman sees the sword coming and does not blow the trumpet to warn the people and the sword comes and takes the life of one of them, that man will be taken away because of his sin, but I will hold the watchman accountable for his blood.’ 

“Son of man, I have made you a watchman for the house of Israel; so hear the word I speak and give them warning from me. When I say to the wicked, ‘O wicked man, you will surely die,’ and you do not speak out to dissuade him from his ways, that wicked man will die for his sin, and I will hold you accountable for his blood. But if you do warn the wicked man to turn from his ways and he does not do so, he will die for his sin, but you will have saved yourself.” 

Those are strong words! A watchman who does not warn the people of impending doom will have their blood on his hands. He will have to stand before God and give account for his disobedience. I am not suggesting that such a person will be cast into Hell, but I am saying that I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes!

Notice God does not hold the watchman accountable for what the warned person does with the warning. If he warns someone and that person does not take the necessary action to avert disaster, it’s on that person. The watchman is not held accountable for that. But if no warning is given…look out!

For those who may dismiss this as Old Testament and thus not applicable to us (and, please, don’t even try that argument with me), I direct your attention to Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 9:16, “Yet when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!”
Jesus taught several parables about a master giving his servants resources to invest and work. To those who were faithful in managing their goods, the master gave them commendation and reward. To those who were disobedient to the master’s orders, the fate was not good! We have all been commanded to do our part in fulfilling Christ’s Great Commission. The price of omission is high.

The theme of this message is predestination and evangelism. Many of you may have never thought of the relationship between these concepts, but others have really struggled with them. Chuck Swindoll shares his experience early in his ministry.

As an intern under the tutelage of Ray Stedman at Peninsula Bible Church, I served alongside a fellow intern. If the man cleared his throat, it was because God led him to clear his throat. If he spit, God led him to spit. If he belched, God led him to belch. And if he sinned, somehow God was even in that!

I, on the other hand, was more comfortable with the Wesleyan emphasis on human free will. Living honorably and obediently was all about what I do. So I ran on the spiritual treadmill like a dutiful Christian, certain that I could become more and more spirit minded by my efforts…. 

Eventually my dear friend balanced out, and Ray helped me dig deeper into the Scriptures to find the right perspective. He got my attention by asking a surprising question. “Chuck, what are you so afraid of? Why are you so afraid of the doctrine of God’s sovereignty?”

I blinked, looked out the window, down at my feet, and then back into Ray’s eyes. “I’m afraid I’ll lose my zeal for the lost. I’m afraid that if I really do believe this, I’ll become passive as a minister, that I’ll leave everything to God to sort out the elect, and I will do nothing.”

Ray said, “You need to remember Spurgeon, the sovereign-grace Baptist, who said, ‘If God had painted a stripe down the back of the elect, I’d spend my days walking up and down the streets of London lifting up shirttails. But because He said, “Whosoever wills may come,” I preach the gospel to everyone. And I rely on Him to lead those to faith who are His.’ ”

That was a great help. The longer I serve God in ministry, the more comfort I find in the doctrine of God’s sovereign choosing. Rather than making me passive, confidence in God’s complete control has freed me to proclaim the good news with even more zeal and greater freedom. And I am less burdened with whether I am “successful” or not. My responsibility is to be faithful; He’s responsible for the results.

To God be the glory!

In the final analysis, we are to order our lives by the light of God’s Word, not by our guesses about his plan. Moses laid down this principle when he had finished teaching Israel the law in Deuteronomy 29:29, “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things that are revealed belong to us…that we may do all the words of this law.” The things that God is pleased to keep to Himself (the number and identity of the saved, for instance, or when and how salvation works) have no bearing on any our duty. They are not relevant in any way for the interpreting of any part of God’s law. Now, the command to evangelize is a part of God’s law. It belongs to God’s revealed will for his people. It could not, then, in principle be affected in the slightest degree by anything that we might believe about God’s sovereignty in predestination.

Let’s do our job and let God do His.
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