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WHAT’S THE USE EVANGELIZING IF GOD PREDESTINES?

Evangelism Explosion Series, Part 6

Sermon preached at Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church on August 31, 2008

by Dr. Lawrence C. Roff

Joel 2:32
Series Review

“Cultivate an outreach mentality”



Have you got it yet?


Can you pass the 3 am test?



If someone asked you at 3 am, “What’s the focus of your church right now,” what would you say?

I sincerely hope your immediate answer would be, “cultivating an outreach mentality.”



Not starting a bunch of outreach programs.



Although they will be one of the results.



Like last Monday’s neighborhood Labor Day picnic.


No, we want this to be deeper and more permanent.



We want outreach to become what we all think about … and pray about.



To become so much a part of us, that it’s front and center in everything we do.



So that it becomes the air we breathe … 






- and the glasses through which we see everything … 






- and the primary factor in every decision we make.

During the month of August, I preached through the five parts of the E E gospel presentation.




Grace - heaven is a free gift; it is not earned or deserved.




Man - is a sinner, and cannot save himself.




God - is loving (He doesn’t want to punish us), but also just (He must punish sin)




Christ - who He is (the infinite God/man) and what He did (died on the cross and rose from the dead






to pay for our sins and purchase a place in heaven for us)




Faith - what it is not (mere head knowledge or temporal faith); what it is (trusting Christ alone for salvation)



That was the introductory phase.


Next week, we officially begin the revitalization of our “Evangelism Explosion” ministry.



During the adult Sunday School hour, we’ll all learn how to share gospel with someone.



Next Sunday, Rev. Larry Piedt will be here from Coral Ridge to do a model demonstration of an E E visit.



He will also preach during our morning worship service.

Today, we’re completing this introductory phase.



We are a Reformed church.



Our understanding of God’s sovereignty in salvation doesn’t in any way inhibit our evangelistic zeal.



Quite the opposite, it energizes it!
Introduction

Sit down, young man!  If God wants to save the heathen, He will do it without your help or mine!


That rebuke has become one of the most famous quotes from the history of Christian missions.



It was spoken in 1785 by a senior English Baptist minister, John Collett Ryland, at a local ministerial meeting.



Twenty-four year-old William Carey had just proposed that they consider ways to reach out to the world’s unreached.


That remark reflects a common misunderstanding of the doctrine of predestination still found today.



If God predestines, then why should we bother to evangelize?


If God has already chosen those He will save, then there’s no reason for us to go.


We should just sit back and wait for Him to save them.

And that becomes a major argument used by those who reject the doctrine of predestination.



“If we teach that to people,” they argue, “it will destroy missions.”



“No one will see the need to go.”


“Missions giving will dry up.”


But history proves them wrong.



Belief in predestination doesn’t destroy missions.



It does just the opposite.



It energizes it!


Some of the strongest advocates of missions have been men who preached what we call “the doctrines of grace.”



The Great Awakening evangelist, George Whitefield.



The 19th century Reformed Baptist preacher, Charles Spurgeon.



Modern day pastor/author, John Piper, whose book on missions (Let the Nations Be Glad) is already a classic.

This was also true of William Carey, who is universally recognized as “The Father of Modern Missions.”



He did not allow that rebuke in 1785 to stop him.



He went home from that meeting and started to write about the challenge of world missions.



In 1792, he completed what became a sort of “Magna Charta” for modern missions.




“An Enquiry into the Obligation of Christians to use Means for the Conversion of the Heathen.”

On May 31 of that same year, 1792, he preached a sermon based on Isaiah 54:2-3.
Enlarge the place of your tent, and let the curtains of your habitations be stretched out;

Do not hold back; lengthen your cords and strengthen your stakes.

For you will spread abroad to the right and to the left,

And your offspring will possess the nations and will people the desolate cities.


He argued that God’s sovereignty did not negate man’s responsibility.



It did exactly the opposite; it emboldened it.



The two points of his sermon became another of the most famous missions quotes in history.



“Expect great things from God; attempt great things for God.”


And he was obedient to that challenge from God.



A few months later, in 1793, he set sail for India, along with his reluctant wife and four children.


He spent the rest of his life as a missionary in India.



Others followed him later, with the Baptist Missionary Society he and others had founded.
Carey never abandoned his conviction that a sovereign God predestines His elect from before the foundation of the earth.



And he never abandoned his conviction that we are commissioned by that same God to take the gospel to all the earth.



He never viewed those as contradictory statements; that we have to choose one or the other.



He was confident both were true, and fit together perfectly in God’s plan.


People tend to do that today, though, don’t they?


Either God chooses the sinner … or the sinner chooses God.



They can’t both be true.



But they are!

I love it when someone who rejects the doctrine of predestination brings up Joel 2:32.



They quote it as if it were the final, indisputable proof that they are right.



Everyone who calls on the name of the LORD shall be saved.


There it is, as plain as day, they say.  Whoever calls on the Lord; it’s the sinner who must choose God.


I can’t help but smile as they say that.



Because all I have to do is ask them to read the rest of the verse.



Yes, whoever calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.



And those who are saved will be those whom the Lord has called.

This passage in Joel was delivered by the prophet at a time when God’s people had drifted away from Him.



A recent locust plague was a picture of what would happen to them if they didn’t repent.



With deeply moving words, God was calling on them to return to Him (2:12-13).

Yet even now, declares the LORD, return to Me with all your heart,

with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning;

and rend your hearts and not your garments.

Return to the LORD, your God, for He is gracious and merciful,

slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and He relents over disaster.


Joel went on to prophesy that a day would come when God would pour out His Holy Spirit “on all flesh.”


That day came, according to Peter in Acts 2, on Pentecost.



God did as He had promised.



Complete with the signs and wonders that confirmed Jesus was the promised Savior.


And Peter also applied this very gospel promise to the people listening to these tongues-speaking apostles that day.



Peter quoted this verse from Joel 2.



Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.



And three thousand of them did.

This morning, we’ll look briefly at both phrases from that verse.



First, it is the sinner who must call upon the name of the Lord,




- and our evangelistic efforts must tell him that.



Second, it is God who enables the sinner to call upon the name of the Lord,




- and our evangelistic efforts are based on that assurance.



Both are true.


And then we’ll look at
 how this knowledge will make us better evangelists.
1.  You must call on the name of the Lord 


Everyone who calls on the name of the LORD will be saved  (Joel 2:32a)
This is the message that we have in evangelism.


It’s a message about our problem – we need to be saved.



It’s a message of what to do to be saved – we need to call on the name of the Lord.



And it’s a message with a promise – we will be saved.


It’s a message that everyone needs to hear.



Romans 3:23 tells us that all have sinned.



John 14:6 tells us that there is no other way to be saved.


And in the Great Commission (Matt. 28:18-20), Jesus tells us that we need to proclaim that message to all the nations

It’s impossible to miss the New Testament message that this is what we’re to do.



We have a responsibility to evangelize.



We dare not sit back and expect God to do what He has told us to do.



In fact, Paul said, “Woe is me if I do not preach the gospel” (1 Cor. 9:16).


What does it mean to call on the name of the Lord?



That’s what we’ve covered during the last five weeks in our review of the E E outline.



And specifically, it’s what we considered last week, concerning faith.



It means to recognize our helplessness and condemnation, and to place our trust in Christ alone.


It means that we call on Him to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves.



That we forsake any idea about offering to God our best efforts.



That we put our trust in Jesus, depending on His payment for our sins as our substitute at Calvary.



And that we believe He will not only forgive us, but create a new heart within us, one that loves and honors Him.

To evangelize is to tell someone what their problem is and what God offers them freely as a solution to their problem.



It means that we will clearly explain the facts about the seriousness of their sin.



We will describe for them the sufficiency of what Christ has done on the cross.



And we will winsomely urge them to call upon Him to be their Savior.


In his book, Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God, J. I. Packer offers an excellent definition of our task in evangelism.



He does it with a slight revision of an otherwise excellent 1918 Anglican statement about evangelism.

To evangelize is so to present Jesus Christ to sinful men in order that,

through the power of the Holy Spirit, they may come to put their trust in God through Him,

to accept Him as their Savior, and serve Him as their King in the fellowship of His church.


It’s our responsibility to present Christ.



It’s God’s responsibility to open their hearts.

In fact, that’s exactly what we read last week concerning Lydia, the first convert in Europe.



It’s recorded in Acts 16, as Paul was in Philippi on his second missionary journey.



Paul did his part, telling Lydia about Christ.



And God did His part, as Luke tells us in Acts 16:14.




The Lord opened her heart to pay attention to what was said by Paul.


That’s just one of many examples in Scripture where we see these two sides of the coin.



What I want to impress on you right now is that we have a duty to present the Gospel.



We are to present the whole story – grace, man, God, Christ, and faith.



And we’re to do so with an earnest invitation to those who hear to reach out and call on the Lord.

Here’s the point.



Believing in the sovereignty of God does not override the command He has left us to evangelize.



The Bible not only calls all men everywhere to repent and believe the Gospel.



It also calls all Christians everywhere to share the Gospel.


Paul uses several words to describe our role.



We’re “stewards” (1 Cor. 4:1) who have been entrusted with a treasure to share.



We’re “heralds” (2 Tim. 1:11) who have been commissioned to deliver a message.



We’re “ambassadors” (2 Cor. 5:20) who have been authorized to speak on behalf of our sovereign.

In all of these, a sovereign God is at work.



But that doesn’t excuse us from our duties.



He acts through us.



And our assignment is clear.

So where does the sovereignty of God fit in with the evangelizing that we’re sent out to do?
2.  You can only do that if He has called you 


Those who escape … shall be those whom the LORD calls  (Joel 2:32b)
Look again at this passage in Joel.


The only way people can be saved is if they call on the name of the Lord.



And they won’t know how to call on His name unless someone tells them, as Paul says in Romans 10:14.



But they won’t be able to call on His name unless the Lord calls them, unless He changes their hearts.


Do you see how perfectly these two Biblical truths fit together?



They aren’t contradictory; they’re complementary.



Neither is enough by itself.



Men must call on Him, but they can only do that if He calls them.


That’s what Joel 2:32 tells us.



Whoever calls on the name of the LORD will be saved.



And those who are saved will be those whom the LORD calls.



As we read in 1 John 4:19, we love Him because He first loved us.
Paul was very much at home with this wonderful combination of facts.



He knew it from personal experience.



It was the Lord who took the initiative to come to him on the Damascus Road.



And when God spoke to him, Paul reached out to embrace Christ as his saving Lord.


Paul speaks about these truths regularly in his letters.



In Romans 9, Paul tells us that Jacob was saved not because of anything he did, but because God chose him.


In Ephesians 1, Paul tells us our salvation is dated not from the day we believed, but from God’s eternal decree.


And in Ephesians 2, Paul tells us that it was when we were dead in our sins that God made us alive.
But this is not a uniquely Pauline idea.



Jesus said it even more clearly in the Gospel of John.



No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him (John 6:44).



All that the Father gives Me will come to Me, and whoever comes to Me I will never cast out (John 6:37).


In Peter’s Pentecost sermon, the apostle puts divine sovereignty and human responsibility together in the same sentence.


Jesus was delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God (Acts 2:23a).


But that same act was the result of their having crucified and killed Him by the hands of lawless men (Acts 2:23b).



Both truths were at work simultaneously in the same event.


We even have that sense about Judas’ betrayal.



He clearly made his own decision to commit that traitorous act, and was held accountable for it.



But he also did so in the sovereign plan of God, carrying out the part foreordained for him.



Once again, here are divine sovereignty and human responsibility both operating in the same event.
This truth of God’s sovereign work in our salvation is a necessary, as well as a wonderful concept.


Because we’re born already dead and enslaved to sin, it’s impossible for us to call on the name of the Lord.


As 1 Corinthians 2:14 tells us, the natural person is not able to understand spiritual things.



And as we’ve already seen, Jesus told us no one has the ability to come to Him unless the Father draws them.


Pastor Al Martin illustrates this with a description of waking in your tent on a camping trip.



Even before you open your eyes, you are responding to the sound and smell of bacon frying in the campsite next to yours.



But if you had died during the night, that bacon would have absolutely no effect on you.



In exactly that way, sinners are totally unresponsive to the Gospel until God brings them to life.


J. C. Ryle, the 19th century evangelical Anglican bishop, illustrates it with the picture of a deep well.



Imagine that you have fallen down into the bottom of this 200 foot deep cylindrical well.



Even if someone drops you a rope, it will do you no good, because you died in the fall.



So with the gospel, merely offering it does no good unless God makes the fallen sinner alive.

One of my favorite hymns gives eloquent expression to this divine work that has enable us to come to Christ.



We do indeed make a decision to place our trust in Christ.



But later we can look back and realize that it was His work that enabled us to do that.



We didn’t see it at the time, but now we recognize it.

I sought the Lord, and afterward I knew He moved my soul to seek Him, seeking me;

It was not I that found, O Savior true; no, I was found of Thee.

Thou didst reach forth Thy hand and mine enfold; I walked and sank not on the storm-vexed sea;

‘twas not so much that I on Thee took hold, as Thou, dear Lord, on me.

I find, I walk, I love, but O the whole of love is but my answer, Lord, to Thee;

For Thou wert long before-hand with my soul, always Thou lovedst me.

It is in believing both of these truths – evangelism AND the sovereignty of God – that we avoid opposite errors.



Believing only in our responsibility to evangelize, apart from the sovereignty of God,





- will lead to manipulative methods and distortions of the message,





- whatever it takes to get someone to make a decision;




- and we see that happening all the time today, don’t we?




When that happens, evangelism almost becomes a form of brain-washing!



Believing only in the sovereignty of God, apart from our responsibility to evangelize,





- will lead to laziness and disobedience to the Great Commission,





- the attitude of Carey’s pastor, “God will save the heathen without your help or mine;”





- and we also see that happening all the time today, don’t we?




When that happens, people have found a convenient excuse to avoid evangelizing.
No, the doctrine of God’s sovereignty does not excuse us from carrying out our responsibility to bring men and women to Christ.



There are many different ways of doing that.



But it is a privilege, not just a duty, which belongs to every believer.


And neither is this doctrine an excuse for those who do not come to faith.



They cannot blame God for their failure to call on the name of the Lord.


J. C. Ryle said, 

Everywhere in Scripture it is a leading principle that man can lose his own soul,

that if he is lost at last, it will be his own fault,

and his blood will be on his own head.  (Old Paths, p. 468)

What is a person actually doing when he or she calls on the name of the Lord?



That person is turning



And at the same time that person is turning to Christ.



These are the two sides of what the Bible calls “conversion.”


But where do repentance and faith come from?


How can a dead sinner possible make a decision to turn from the sin he loves toward the Savior he hates?



Acts 11:18 says God has granted repentance to the Gentiles – it comes from His sovereign hand.


And Ephesians 2:8 says faith is a gift of God – it, too, comes from His saving hand.


Do you see the significance of those two verses?


You can’t be saved without exercising repentance and faith.



You’ll never express repentance unless God gives you the ability.



And you’ll never express faith unless God gives you the ability.
Spurgeon was asked one time if he could reconcile these two truths to each other.



“I wouldn’t try,” he replied.



“ I never reconcile friends.”



And friends they are, two complementary truths that should be inseparable in our thinking and acting.

If we do keep them both in view – and in balance – how will that improve our work as evangelists?
3.  You will do that best by believing both of these truths


Blow the trumpet in Zion  (Joel 2:1, 15)

God revealed both of these truths to Joel.


The people of his day needed to call on the name of the Lord to be saved from the wrath to come.



And the only way they could do it was if God called them, and gave them the ability to do so.



And so God told him to do the work of an evangelist: “Blow a trumpet in Zion, sound an alarm” (2:15).


I have already mentioned how history confirms this.



Among the most effective evangelists of every age have been those who believed both of these truths.



Not only Whitefield, and Spurgeon, and Piper.



But also the “father” of Evangelism Explosion itself, Jim Kennedy.

This is how J. I. Packer concludes his excellent little book, Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God.



He tells us that believing these two truths gives us our only hope of success in evangelism.


Who would ever really believe that it was their own art of persuasion that led a sinner to turn to Christ?



Who actually thinks they made a decision for Christ completely independent of His work in their heart?


Our prayers betray us.



When we’re on our knees, we know we’re not in control of things.



When we’re pleading with Him for the salvation of a loved one, we know He must change their heart.



When we come to Christ, we don’t pat ourselves on the back for having at last allowed Jesus to save us!


Even Charles Wesley, though he opposed Whitefield’s Calvinism, 


actually professed it unwittingly in his autobiographical hymn, “And Can It Be?”
Long my imprisoned spirit lay fast bound in sin and natrure’s night;

Thine eye diffused a quick’ning ray; I woke, the dungeon flamed with light;

My chains fell off, my heart was free; I rose, went forth, and followed Thee.

Amazing love!  How can it be that Thou, my God, shouldst die for me?

It’s high time we faced the twin truths, and rejoiced in them.



It’s high time we sing with understanding those great words from Josiah Conder’s hymn.

‘Tis not that I did choose Thee, for, Lord, that could not be;

This heart would still refuse Thee, hadst Thou not chosen me.

Thou from the sin that stained me hast cleansed and set me free;

Of old Thou hast ordained me, that I should live to Thee.

‘Twas sov’reign mercy called me and taught my op’ning mind;

The world had else enthralled me, to heav’nly glories blind.

My heart owns none before Thee, for Thy rich grace I thirst;

This knowing, if I love Thee, Thou must have loved me first.

It will make us humble.

It will make us bold.

It will make us patient.

It will make us prayerful.

It will make us worshipful.

Conclusion
a
