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Missions & Conversion

Let us pray together.

Heavenly Father, we want to thank You for this d&ather, thank You that You are with us now. We
pray that You will teach us from Your Word and loySpirit and that You will renew our
understanding, our hearts, our love for You, andaesire to serve You. We pray in Jesus’ name.
Amen.

| checked the expression used for speaking in tes\guActs 10. Indeed, Luke uses more or less
precisely the same words when he is talking abdwutentile believers speaking in tongues and
glorifying God in Acts 10 in the home of Corneliusvhen they respond to Peter’s proclamation of the
Gospel—as he uses in Acts 2 to describe what happeamthe day of Pentecost. And the whole point of
the account is that nobody is able to forbid wétebaptism, precisely because the Holy Spirit has
come on the new Gentile converts in precisely #reesway as He came on the apostles on the day of
Pentecost. The whole point of the way Luke dessnibleat took place is to demonstrate in the clearest
possible manner that God has redeemed the Gentée®ctly the same way as He has called His
apostles to Himself.

Now we were talking about Timothy in the last sesslooking at what | have called God’s infinite
variety of means by which He saves people. Anddidrawn your attention to the fact that Timothy
comes from the city of Lystra in southern Turkdye Roman province of Asia Minor. It is a city in
which Paul was almost stoned to death on hisriissionary journey there, after the crowd had wante
to offer sacrifices to him and Barnabas as if tiveye gods. Then some Jews came along and incited
people into a riot, and they were almost stonedketth. In fact, Paul is dragged out unconscious and
then revived. And we are told of no conversionthmaccount in Acts 14 that describes this, butrwhe
Paul is back there later, in the beginning of Adiswe read that there is a church there in thyeofit
Lystra. And Timothy is a member of that church andell spoken of. So Paul calls him to go along
with him and to be trained on the job as an as#istathe apostle and a preacher of God’s Word. So,
Paul refers to Timothy as his true son in the fdthwhich he clearly means that Timothy was
converted through Paul’'s ministry. And it must h&seen presumably on that first occasion.

In talking about Timothy, and this is where we wiitk up from where we left off last time, he has a
history as well. Timothy’s spiritual journey doest fegin on that first missionary journey of thesite
Paul to the city of Lystra. It had clearly stargstlier, even if he was converted that time wheun Ras
proclaiming the Gospel there in Lystra. We are tnldcts 16:1 that Timothy was raised in Lystragby
Greek father and a Jewish mother. And in 2 Timdifsyand 2 Timothy 3:15, Paul tells us that
Timothy’s mother Eunice and his grandmother Loisengelievers and that they had taught Timothy the
Scriptures from his infancy. That is the contex®ifiimothy 3:15 and following, in which Paul makes
his well-known statement about all Scripture beBayl-breathed, inspired, and able to make us wise fo
salvation through faith in Jesus Christ. That es¢bntext in which Paul makes that statement; he is
talking about how Timothy had been instructed m Striptures from infancy. God had been at work in
Timothy’s mind and heart from his earliest childddbrough the instruction he received from his
mother and grandmother, their teaching, their reg@adf Scripture, their love, their prayers, andrthe
godly example. And when Paul comes to Lystra talpim the Gospel, the Holy Spirit brings the work
that He has been doing for many years in Timothgart to fruition. Timothy’s soul, we might say, or
Timothy’s person, is white to harvest when Paulag in the city of Lystra.
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Of course many of the believers that you and | kaosvlike this. Someone may make a commitment to
Christ in response to a sermon at an evangelistgting or during a one on one conversation. Bweif
probe into their history, we will very often dis@that there has been somebody like Lois and Eunic
in the person’s life. They go back for many, maegng, and have been praying for the person, seeking
to communicate the truth to him as they have thgodpnity, and trying to live a godly example befor
him. That is again why it is so helpful to ask atyeople’s history. Paul gladly acknowledges thheo
people were used in Timothy’s life, though he d@ggrd him as his own son in the faith. So do ask
about people’s history.

Now what | want to do in this session is look #dimore at God'’s infinite variety of means. Every
individual God has created is different. Thererayéwo people precisely the same in the world. God
loves diversity. You are not carbon copies of eaitier, even those of you who come from the same
family most certainly are not. My wife and | havede sons, and as we looked at them when they were
little, and even today in their mid-twenties, wengler how they could possibly have the same parents,
though we are quite sure that they do. They atetsdly different from each other in appearance, in
personality, and in all sorts of ways. This is etreie of identical twins. They may look the samat, b
when you get to know them, they are very diffefeortn each other. God loves diversity. And because
of that uniqueness of each individual, every indiivl’s story of salvation is different, because God
respects that uniqueness. He delights in it, shdters it as He draws people to Himself. And so, in
addition to the uniqueness of the individual initlperson, everybody’s own history is also diffaren
The history and the means by which God draws som&mhlimself is different—just as different as
those persons are from each other. So every Glrisis a different story to tell of the various neea
God used to draw him or her to Himself.

Edith Schaeffer uses an image in her book, helbagoaphy of her life and Frances Schaeffer’s lifie,
the tapestry—that God is weaving a tapestry ifittes of people. And she speaks of God’s portrait
gallery. God has these infinite numbers of posraftall these different people who are comingriow
Christ and coming to be transformed into the lilssnef Christ. One day, all of us are going to be
perfectly like Christ, but we are all still going be completely different from each other. Godgtes

in diversity, and every portrait hanging in theddiom of heaven is a different portrait and hasehos
unique features.

Now what | want to do is look at several examptesif Scripture of some of the means God uses to
draw people to Himself. We will start with the exalenof Naaman the Syrian. His story is recorded for
us in 2 Kings 5. Naaman was the commanding offaééhe army of the Syrians. He is a man who has
been successful in war and is in high standing fighking. Now what adds particular interest to the
story of Naaman'’s conversion is that the Syriarglaraelites were enemies at the time, at the momen
in history, as they were at many other momenteir thistory and right up even until the preseft, o
course. Naaman had been the leader of the Symay iartheir victory against Israel. So he is thader

of the enemy army; that is how we should think altmon. We might put it this way and say God has
used Naaman as His means of judging His covenami@éor their lack of faithfulness to the Lord.

Now what were the means that God used to calloimswho is referred as a great man, as highly
regarded, as a valiant soldier? The first is treuNlaaman has leprosy, a wretched, wretched disease
And as we think about that trouble, that afflictioiNaaman’s life, we need to think about somehef t
challenges with people coming to know God. Scripteaches us, the apostle Paul says in 1 Corigthian
1:26, that not many who are wise by human standarfiigential, or of noble birth, are called into

God'’s kingdom. And the fundamental reason for thékecause that wisdom, power, influence, and
being born in a family with a high social status caake a person proud. And pride is the fundamental
enemy of the Gospel, of coming to know God. Gosteshe proud and gives grace to the humble. The
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Scripture teaches us over and over again that idethe heart of human sin and rebellion against
God. Fame, fortune, power, money, wisdom, and grlalitcan cause us to be so proud that we will not
bow before God and acknowledge our need of His wodur lives. But Naaman, despite his
reputation, his greatness, his social status, asiutcess, suffers from leprosy, and such arctdft

can bring humility and an open heart even to thghtyi And this appears to be what happened in
Naaman'’s case. His leprosy humbles him sufficiesdlyhat he is prepared to seek help, and thaitis n
something the wise, mighty, nobly born, and powettueasily. You know people like that yourself and
how hard it is for them to enter the kingdom of GAd Jesus says about the rich young ruler, with me
this is impossible.

Now the second means that God uses in the lifeaaihn is a young witness. We do not know how old
she is, but she is just a child, or maybe a vegngaeenager. But during the war between Israel and
Syria, a young Israeli girl is taken captive, aindiod’s providence, she becomes a servant in the
household of Naaman. She is a servant to NaamafgsWe are not told much about her. We will get
to meet her one day. She is clearly a child ohfahnd it is fascinating because, if you read the
background in the book of Kings and Chronicless thia time of great apostasy in Israel, of vegagr
apostasy, where there are few believers. God saBjah, the 7,000, or something like that, hawé n
bowed their knee to Baal. That is not very manypteo a nation. It is a tiny minority. And she is
clearly one of these. Despite being a captive asld\ae in the home of the commander for her pesple’
enemies, of course that is her position, she takg®n her master, and she pleads with Naamarfts wi
to have Naaman go to visit the prophet Elisha deothat he might be healed. She is clearly a pav§o
strong faith, for we are told explicitly by ChristLuke 4:27 that even though there were many kper
Israel at that time, not one of them was healeds Was the only leper healed by God at that monment
history. And it is fascinating, because she hadeen accustomed, in other words, to seeing leprosy
healed. This is not an everyday occurrence, evémavjreat prophet like Elisha around. But shet¢rus
in the power of God for her master, and she hafidance that God will answer the prayers of His
prophet Elisha, and God responds to her faith. dxye of course, we can find out whether Naaman’s
wife and other people in that household becamewe&is through this child as well. So this young
witness is the second means that God uses.

Third, we have the powerlessness of the king @afelsiNaaman, at the urging of his wife, gets
permission from his master, the king of Syria, ¢atg Israel to be healed. And in this section ind&
there is a very amusing description of Naaman’s toshe king of Israel. His assumption is tha th
Syrians are trying to start another war with himskeynding a leper to him to be healed, because tvben
reads the letter from Naaman’s king, we are toltbne his robes and said, “Am | God? Can | kill and
bring back to life? Why does this fellow send sormeeto me to be cured of his leprosy? He is trying t
pick a quarrel with me.” That is his response. Naaearns that there is no human being, not even a
king, who is able to meet his need. Not even thg kif the people of God can help him. Only God is
the one who can help us in our deepest troublesNaaman learns that as he is confronted with the
powerlessness of the king of Israel.

Fourth, God uses Elisha, of course, His prophéthg&lhears of the despair of the king of Israel and
sends a message to him that Naaman should conma fohhealing. Now, when Naaman arrives at
Elisha’s house, Elisha knows that this man, in otdée saved, must be humbled even further, aad th
explains what happens next. Instead of invitingrNa@ into his home and coming out to honor
Naaman, who is, after all, the mighty man and éaeling commander of the victorious armies of
Israel’'s enemies, Elisha just sends a messengéelbng Naaman to go and wash in the river Jordan.
And Naaman leaves in fury. He is just outragedhiy tequest, because what it does is sting both his
personal pride—he does not feel like he has beated with honor and the respect due to him by
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Elisha—and also it stings his nationalism. “Thenme @lenty of better rivers in Syria than the Jordan
River. Why should | do this here?” And it is an asmg story to read, and we are all like this wiib t
kind of comments we make about our own nation mgarison with others, but that is what is
happening here. It stings his pride in himself higdpride in his nationality. And Naaman’s servaares
also used by God in this account (and we will find one day whether they were saved too), because
they plead with their master: “Do not take offeriBkis is such a little thing you are being askeddo
Just go do it.” So they plead with him to humblmbelf. And they say to him very clever words. They
say to him, “If the prophet had asked you to deeapthing, you would have done it gladly.” So what
they are really doing is challenging him to humil@self. That is what they are actually doing.

And finally, there is the power of God. Naaman gmewash himself in the river, and God, of course,
heals him after he immerses himself seven timélsardordan river. His leprosy is taken away and his
wasted flesh is restored, because leprosy, of epatarts eating away at your flesh. And just esoime
of the miracles of Jesus in the Gospels, his fiesbstored and he is made whole.

It is an extraordinary miracle, and, as | saids the only one like this done in those days. Theas no
leper in Israel healed; God does not have thatcpdat pity on His people who suffered with leprosy
Naaman returned to the prophet to thank him arer difn a gift, which Elisha refuses. That is an
instructive word, too, for those of you who ardghie ministry. There are times when it is important
refuse gifts. That is why Paul refused to be sujgabioy those to whom he proclaimed the Gospel. He
was supported by churches already started, butldvwnot run the risk of making people think tha t
Gospel could be bought for money or that he wasglbis work for money. It is a challenging thing to
think about the inappropriateness of acceptindtdrgim somebody just newly converted, in terms of
what it communicates. And of course Naaman retunast importantly, to praise God. “Now | know
that there is no God in all the world except iraé&dr’ He comes to worship the one true God. And you
and | will meet him one day in the kingdom, andaae ask him what happened next. We have this
story of what brought you to faith, but what hapgemwhen you went home to your family and to other
people around you, and what was it like to servd faghfully in such a pagan nation? And he has to
deal with one of those issues, because he hasliagioand lead his master, the king, into the tertgpl
worship this pagan god. It is a wonderful story aredsee some of the means God uses in this man’s
life.

Our next example is the widow of Zarephath. Henysi®in 1 Kings 17 during the days of Elijah. Now,
this is another non-Israelite, of course, comingatth. And just as with the story of Naaman, Jasses
this story to teach His neighbors from NazarethgrgHe grew up) that God cares not only for His own
people Israel, but also for the people of othelonat That is the point. In Luke 4:14-30, Jesususe
these two stories, and if you read that accouhuke 4, the effect of Jesus saying this, that Goes

for people from other nations, is that they wankitobhim. That is their response. That is why thegnt

to kill Jesus at the end of that time; it is thetament about Naaman and the widow of Zarephath tha
makes them so furious that they want to put himidath. That teaches us something about the difficul
of reaching out beyond our own national and cultoboaindaries.

As we look at this story, the widow of Zarephatres in a town that is under the rule of Sidon,tg ci
state way to the north of Israel on the coast eMediterranean, known then as the Great Sea,lasd c
to the kingdom of Tyre. Tyre and Sidon, like Symare enemies of Israel throughout most of Israel’s
history, and so we have another account of someivdybelongs to a nation that is an enemy of the
people of God. And Tyre and Sidon are representedand over again in the Old Testament as
examples of the greatest kind of wickedness arse falief.
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What are some of the means God uses in this wortite?sThe first is a famine. The story takes place
during the reign of Ahab, one of the particularligked kings in the history of Israel. And Ahab’s

gueen, Jezebel, is from Sidon. That is where sfrens, and she is even more wicked than her husband
leading him into even greater sin. She is the onhe,with Ahab, has Naboth and his sons put to death
because they will not sell Ahab their vineyard. e many of God’s prophets put to death and has
brought to Israel the worship of Baal. That istihge in which this story takes place, and that heve

this woman is from, the same place as Jezebeb&tduse of the great wickedness of Ahab and Jezebel
and their leading the people into such apostasysamdsod pronounces through Elijah, in 1 Kingsl17:
that there will be no rain in the next few yearsept at the prophet’s word. And there is a sevanarie

as a consequence of this judgment of God on Isfheke is a severe famine not only on Israel kaa al

on the surrounding countries. And it is in this esience of judgment, hardship, and famine that
salvation comes to the widow of Zarephath.

Now the second thing that we should notice abaaistbry is the character of this woman. She is.kind
She is an unbeliever and a member of a pagan natbishe is kind. When Elijah comes to her and
asks for food, she only has enough food for onenteesl for herself and her son, but she shareght w
him anyway. Here is this pagan sharing the little kas with Elijah, somebody who belongs to an
enemy nation. But that is what she does.

Human beings bear the image of God, and God’s inmatie life of unbelievers is one of the primary
means that He uses to draw people to Himself. Idenbaleft Himself without a testimony in the heart
and life of unbelievers, and one of the primaryaaref His testimony is the fact that people areerad
the image of God. And that is what is happening lretthis story. Those of you who become pastors or
are involved in any position of leadership in theih will find that many of the people who are
becoming believers right now who come to our chesdbhecause they are concerned for their children.
They have a sense of responsibility as people nmatie image of God. Lots of young couples start
going to church when they expect their first bdyts of couples, when they have teenagers who are
facing pressures from the culture such as drugsasel all kinds of other problems, will come to
church for help simply because of that sense giaesibility toward their children. They know they d
not have adequate means in themselves to helpcthiiren cope with the pressures of the culture in
which we live, and so they look to the church felph But it is that sense of responsibility thainis

them because they are made in God’s image. Tiandss means of speaking to their hearts and
drawing them to Himself.

God made people in His image, and He uses thatdraa@ne of the primary means to testify to people
about the truth of who they are and who God is@Gbd who made them. Everything that is beautiful in
any human life comes from God and leads back to. Aitmat is why it is so important for you, when you
meet unbelievers, to not just seek out their sohtaynto convict them of sin, but to start by rec@ing
what is glorious about them as a person made imthge of God. And we will talk more about this
later. But this is one of the primary means Godusdouch people. So this kindness of this woroan t
Elijah is one of the bridges God uses to spealeto h

Third, we see the provision of God. The widow malke<£lijah a small cake of bread from the tiny
store of flour and oil that she has left. But Giodilis great mercy, provides for her, for her famand
for Elijah so that her jar of flour never runs amtd her jug of oil does not run dry. And Jesus tedl

that there were many widows who starved to deathistime in Israel. But God provides for this
particular widow of this nation whose people aremares of His people, a nation from whom Jezebel
comes, and whose name is synonymous with wicked@egkfeeds this widow. So she and her family
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see God at work through the prophet Elijah, and @G®$ His loving provision for her needs as Hescall
her step by step to faith in Himself.

Now a fourth element of this story of God’'s meanthie tragedy that strikes her household. This
widow’s son becomes sick and dies. Now she not basyno husband, but no son, and she is
overwhelmed with grief and bitterness of soul, aedwords to Elijah are remarkable. She says, “What
do you have against me, man of God? Did you comentond me of my sin and kill my son?” That is
fascinating, because if you have experienced dgfighu have had a member of your own family who
has died, you will know that one of the first respes to tragedy like that is a sense of guilt. Amo
everyone will say, “l wish | had done this; why waot kinder, why did not | spend more time with
them, and why did | get mad with them just a cougildays before they died? If | had known this was
going to happen!” One is reminded of one’s sin.eRacface with death, we become acutely conscious
of our sin, and that is what happens with this wonTdis tragedy brings to the surface her own sehse
guilt before God. It is both the element of tragédglf, which reminds us of the fragility of ountman

life, but also this fragility of human life in tHace of death makes us acutely aware of our sia.Haly
Spirit, as Jesus said He would, is convicting Hesioand righteousness and judgment. That is vghat
happening in this story.

But it is as much a cry of bitterness as it is @swy for help. It is a longing that the sorrohe t
brokenness, and the tragedy of this world woultideded. It is an appropriate response. This is not
what God intended for the human race originallyisTdreadful tragedy of the loss of a child is a
consequence of the Fall, a consequence of sinsArsthe cries out, and we should notice biblically,
cry of sorrow in the face of tragedy is far moregding to God than passive resignation. That ig1duH
response to suffering. That is an Islamic respooseffering: it is the will of Allah; there is nuihg you
can do about it. That has been the pagan resporsséféring throughout history, but it is not almal
response.

That is why Job’s comforters and the Pharisees@i@iticized. Christ Himself, the Son of God, weep
in grief and anger at the grave of Lazarus. AnddHgod. That is the appropriate response. Scripture
forbids us to heal people’s wounds lightly. Do gotto people who are suffering and say, “It igriglht,
just calm down.” That is a completely inappropriegsponse biblically. When my wife had her colon
cancer two and a half years ago and had her chenapyy which was so awful it almost killed her, |
had a couple of people coming to me and saying tielp inappropriate things. A couple of pastors
came to me and said completely inappropriate thitWgll, God is going to do something wonderful
through this, you know. Even if your wife dies, yaie just going to do great, Jerram.” Well, thatos
the way Scripture encourages us to speak to pedfilen Jesus sees people who are hurting, He is
filled with compassion. Tragedy, sickness, andlilea¢ a consequence of the Fall, and Christ catoe in
the world to deal with them. One day He is goingvipe away all of our tears, but you see teardtae
appropriate response. Anguish is the approprisgorese. Passive resignation is not. To say evagythi
is fine is not what it means to be Reformed. Eveng is not fine, and that is not what Scriptureamse
when Paul says God works things for our good. @fs® God is powerful enough to bring our growth
as believers out of trouble, but that is not beedhs trouble is unreal or just something to besipasor
resigned about. God hates it; that is why Christldin the cross. That is why Jesus weeps over the
death of His friend even though He is going togdisn from the dead in a few moments. That is why
He is filled with anguish at Lazarus’ grave. Thatihy He is angry. The Greek words could not be
stronger, and that is the appropriate responsd.i3 mehy Scripture tells you to weep with those who
weep. Do not go to them and say it is fine. Itas fiine when a child dies; it is not fine when
somebody’s wife or husband is dreadfully ill. Inist fine at all. It is awful. And you are calleallie

men and women of sorrows acquainted with grief, efeable to comfort people in their afflictions,
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not with pretending things are all right, but bglig having compassion on people and being mertaful
them and helpful. All of us have said words to peagho are suffering that we should be deeply
ashamed of. Do not ever do it again. Scriptureifisrins to heal people’s wounds lightly, to say ‘aea
peace,” when there is no peace. The apostle Pguiirsd Corinthians 15:19, “If only for this lifeav
have hope in Christ, we are of all people mostet@itied.” Sorrow is the right response to tragemfy;
course it is. That is the biblical response todrhg And the widow’s sorrow helps to open her heart
the truth, power, and hope that God brings.

Number five is the prayer of Elijah. Elijah is dgemoved by this woman’s sorrow, and he cries aut i
his own grief and perplexity to the Lord. “Oh Lordy God, have You brought tragedy also upon this
widow | am staying with by causing her son to di¥®u see, it is a tragedy. The prophet says it is a
tragedy; of course it is a tragedy. Just as wigugat the grave of Lazarus, the Father heargyhaf ¢
Elijah, and the boy is raised to life. Death issmemy. That is what the Scripture says: it is #s¢ |
enemy. Death is not a friend. Of course it is eatiego and be with the Lord. | told you that stofymy
friend who had fragile bone disease. It was sodftéavhen he was dying. It was terrible as he got
pneumonia, and | would visit him in the hospitatidne was coughing himself to death. Every time he
would cough, he would break another rib somewhedele in even greater agony. And he said to me,
“I long to die.” Not because death is a friend, betause Christ has conquered death, and he knew he
would be going to be with the Lord and would besfoé this awful body which was such a burden to
him. And as he died in such agony, we plannedursral service, and he said, “l want it to be bke
wedding.” And it was. We filled the church with Wers and sang hymns of rejoicing. Now of course at
the same time there is terrible grief, and he ktteat;, for his wife and children who were going tss
him dreadfully. But that is the way death is foe Bhristian; it is a combination of joy and griBut

here in this case God answers Elijah’s prayer.thadhild is raised from the dead and given badkgo
mother. And her response is to say, “Now | know fleau are a man of God and that the word of the
Lord in your mouth is the truth.” She comes toHfat a consequence of all this. Now again, onengay
can ask her what happened next. What was it liked¢cas a believer in a pagan nation like Sidon? B
we see God doing His work in her life.

That brings us to another story from the Old Testat;nand | want to look at the example of Manasseh.
It is a completely different kind of account. Masals's story is recorded for us in 2 Chronicles 33 2
Kings 21. Manasseh, of course, is a rebellious aod,his story is an extraordinarily sobering stbty
became king at the age of 12 years old and ruléd exitraordinary wickedness. The list of his sms i
shocking by anybody’s standard. He is the worsy kinose life is recorded in the Old Testament. He
built altars to Baal and many other false godewadr the land of Israel and even within the tengble

the Lord. He built them even in the temple. He pcad sorcery and divination, consulted mediums and
evil spirits, engaged in witchcraft, and sacrifidesl own sons to idols. It is said that he shethsoh
innocent blood that he filled Jerusalem with inmadgdood from end to end. In addition to his own
indulgence of every conceivable kind of wickednegs are told that he led the whole nation into the
worship of other gods and into every kind of detbk practice. And 2 Chronicles 33 summarizes the
consequence: “...so that they did more evil thaméteons the Lord had destroyed before the
Israelites.” That is the consequence of Manasgelgs. His kingdom becomes worse than the
kingdoms of the Canaanites who God had destroydtkeitand when they first came in. And if you see
anything about the archaeology of those peoplaskpow what their life was like. It was just filled

with every kind of idolatry, detestable practicedammorality that you can imagine. Yet we read tha
Manasseh eventually comes to repentance and Tdith teaches us not to give up on people!

What does God use to bring him to his knees? Hiestises the wages of sin. Because God exists, and
because He is a moral God, we are living in a usg/¢hat has a moral order. God’s own character
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defines for the whole human race what is good &id.rThere is a moral structure to this univejsst

as there is a physical structure. If you try toalaréhe physical laws of the universe, you expegdhe
consequences. It is precisely the same if you biteaknoral laws of this universe: you experienee th
consequences. That is true for everyone, believ@uabeliever. When we do good, there are good
consequences, not always completely because wanlevéallen world. But there are good
conseqguences. You get a clear conscience; youthavaoral respect of other people. These are the
direct effects of an act of kindness to somebodyeed, or of faithfully loving your wife. If you aran
unbeliever and you love your wife like my parermtedd each other, it creates great happiness for you
and for your children. Of course it does. Thahis way God made the universe—that this should be so
And when we do evil, there are awful consequertbesigh not fully and immediately, because of the
fallenness of the world. But there is a sense afaanness and a hardened conscience. The directseff
are the criticism and judgment of others, andh&dase of the king, of course, the fear and tefror
others living under the reign of somebody so wicked brutal as Manasseh. These are direct effécts o
his acts of brutality. Just imagine the effecth@other children of his sacrificing his childrenidols,
murdering his own children. You can imagine thedkri consequences there must have been in
Manasseh’s kingdom surrounding him all the time niiest have still had a tender conscience at the age
of 12, perhaps, but it would have borne a growinglen of guilt and become increasingly hardened as
the years went by. The lives of other people aluad him were damaged and destroyed by his cruelty.
He lost respect from anybody whose opinion he \alid®body could have possibly respected him as a
person because of the way he lived. Over time aaivysor with integrity and righteousness must have
been replaced by people who were flatterers andlatiety corrupt. That is what happens when you
have a wicked ruler like this. You get surroundgdlatterers and people corrupt and greedy for powe
That would have been what happened to ManasseWodlkel see the terror of the people whenever he
appeared in public. Can you imagine? The firstgh&nthe wages of sin in Manasseh’s own life.

Second, we see the judgment of God. Now God judggrrtly through the wages of sin. That is what
Paul teaches us in Romans 1. He says, “The wraBodfis being revealed now against all ungodliness
and unrighteousness of men, who suppress theitrtitieir wickedness and who serve other gods.” And
Paul says that judgment is made known by God hgnaople over to the wages of sin, to the effetts o
their sin. Three times Paul says that in Romari&ad hands them over to the consequences of their
sin,” and that is what it means to live in a mamiverse. When we do wrong we experience the
judgment of God and the consequences of our sininBaddition, in Manasseh’s case, there are direct
judgments of God also. God intervenes in Manasddé's judge him, and in Manasseh’s case this
comes on him through the cruelty of the king of k& Manasseh is imprisoned. He is taken captive t
Babylon by the king of Assyria, led like a bull i hook through his nose and bronze chains and
shackles on his legs and arms, and treated lilkenemal. That is how he is taken captive. And this
Assyrian commander who takes Manasseh prisonatis®od’s means of punishing Manasseh and
God’s means of humbling him. God’s judgment cam li@dness, just as the discipline of a willful

child is a kindness by the parents. And througs jiimlgment God humbles Manasseh.

Third, there must have been the prayers of Manasgelly parents. His father is Hezekiah and his
mother isHephzibah. And we know that Hezekiah was a develi¢wer. Of course he was a sinner.
There are not any other kind of people around #uamers, but he is described in 2 Chronicles 29:2 a
one who did what was right in the eyes of the Lqudt as his father David had done. He is descréased
a devout believer. He was a reformer, a king wilcaleeformation of the nation and led the peoptkba
to the worship of God. And he died at the relagiyegdung age of 54, leaving his 12-year-old sonhan t
throne. And we have to assume from the way Hezakidbscribed in Scripture that he must have
prayed for his son Manasseh, tried to teach himaxship the one true God, and tried to live as an
example before him. And when Manasseh was finaliplhled in Babylon, he must have remembered
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his father and perhaps his mother’s instructionfavally turned back to God. God one day answered
their prayers. They died, of course, and had na mdore their death what was going to happen. But
ultimately their prayers were answered.

And finally, the fourth means, of course, is thehfalness of God. Manasseh’s parents, presumably,
prayed for him, but none of us as covenant pamws a perfect job in praying for our children,
teaching them the truth, living as an example leetbem, or seeking to lead them to love Christtand
serve Him. If God’s promises depended on our pgde@s parents, none of our children would be
saved. The covenant depends on the faithfulne&®dffundamentally. He calls us to do our part, to
pray, to live, and to teach our children. But nohes does those things as adequately as we shbield.
are not perfect parents, any of us. But God isigus¢ and He was gracious in the case of Manasseh.
We read this account of Manasseh in Babylon wheris humbled, comes to faith, and tries to settrigh
some of the things that he had gone wrong.

Now, this story of Manasseh ought to be an encamagt to every parent, particularly to parents who
have children, or some of you have brothers andrsisvho have turned away from God and have
become involved in all sorts of sin. The story aidMsseh should be an encouragement to you. God is
able to reach even the most dreadfully sinful peopl

Let me finish this session by telling you a littié about my own conversion and what God used in my
life. This is another different kind of example, ialin gives us some other examples of God’s means. |
will share my own testimony with you quickly, andill mention a series of things.

First, | had parents who were loving parents. Miepts were not evangelical believers, but they were
wonderful parents who, as | have said to you betwad one of the best marriages | have ever sewh. A
they have always been to me a model of self-saumgfilove, of gentleness, of cherishing, honoremy
respecting each other, and of kindness and catédarchildren. And | will tell you that when | wé

off to college in the sixties, Britain then wasdikmerica is today. And my parents’ example and
teaching, even though they were not Christians, kivas of like a rock that held me from getting into
many of the traps and problems that most of myéi$egot into. It makes an enormous difference if yo
have parents who have shown you what sexual fydsli&and what sexual purity is, and who have taught
that and many other wonderful things as well. Améve spoken about the fact that they were
tremendously poor. My parents lived in real povergally severe poverty like most of you have never
seen. We lived in a little corrugated iron and aste shack, basically, with one cold tap and taildtin
the garden in the yard. That is how | was raised.rBy parents were extraordinarily kind people who
were always sharing with other people, always habf# and giving to others. They had an enormous
impact on me in terms of restraining me. God uked tife and example to restrain me from all kinds
of things | could have gotten into.

A second thing that God used was C. S. Lewis aRd R. Tolkein. My father used to read aloud to us
every night, right up until I went off to collegéhat is something | would commend to all of you who
are parents or who are going to be parents. Ancgesairthe books he read to us were C. S. Lewis’
Narnia stories and TolkeinBhe Lord of the Ring#\nd | did not know, and he did not know, of cayrs
that they were Christians, but they wrote wondestaties, and those books give such a wonderful
account of the truth. The Christian message ig bglow the surface of both of those series of saak
the time. And they created in me a longing for stbrimg. C. S. Lewis in his account of his own
conversionSurprised By Jaytalks about how great literature was God'’s prymaeans of drawing him
to Himself, of creating in him a longing for a leettvorld. It created a longing for a lost parades&gst
Garden of Eden, and a longing for a future homepévadise where things would be set right. And tha
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was one of the effects that those stories had orarmnging for something different. In revealing a
echo of truth, they created a longing for trutima. That was the second thing that God used.

| do not know quite how to put a third means Goeldus may just tell you what happened. | worked for
a year between high school and college as a gardehieh was my father’s profession. That is what h
did most of his life. He took care of people’s yaraihich at that point was appallingly badly paid.
mean, it was not enough to live on. But that istwithd every vacation all the way through, fromemnh

| was about 11 years old, Christmas, Easter, sumenerfor a year before | went to university. And
during that year when | was laboring | had lotsime to think, and | thought about all the question
about life that | wanted to have answered. Thege weestions particularly about the meaning of a
person’s life, the problem of evil and sufferingdavhether there is any basis for distinguishing
between good and evil. And | went to university &g that my questions would be answered. | was
going to a place of learning; surely they wouldvesisthese basic questions. | love literature, and G
had used literature to put in my heart a longinglie answers to the questions that all good titieea
raises about our human existence, suffering, and gad evil. And | went off to university
tremendously idealistic, expecting my questionsida@ll be answered by my professors. And when |
got there | studied literature. | discovered thattanly did they have no answers at all to my goast

but they thought it was stupid even asking therd, they just dismissed them as unimportant. Though
they were teaching these wonderful books, theyyéal not have the slightest understanding of what
they were really talking about: the basic questimnsuman existence that all good literature adsbes

And very quickly, in the first couple of monthsexft arrived at university, | became just filledtkva
sense of futility, feeling life was completely ab$@and that there were no answers to the questions
was asking at all. And | very quickly came to aipos of total despair, just really deep despaind/at
the time | was watching movies that were giving g@me message. Some of you may have seen the
film Blow Up or The Silencéy Ingmar Bergman, dVho’s Afraid of Virginia Wolf®ith Elizabeth
Taylor and Richard Burton. Those films and manyeatHike them express a sense of the total abgurdit
of human life, just like a lot of rap music andba df alternative music today. And they just made m
feel more and more miserable all the time, and hettled to eventually was a desire to kill myself
And | set everything in order one day; | went authirow myself over a cliff to actually commit side,
because | thought there was absolutely no poicairying on living. And | got out to this place leal
Alderley Edge, outside Manchester where | was atansity. | got out there, and there is this veighh
cliff, and | stood on the edge of it just readymalk straight over. It was in the middle of Janyairyvas

in the winter. And as | stood there ready to tdia final step, | had an overwhelming sense of the
beauty of creation. You could say | had a Romaespkrience. Paul speaks about God’s invisible
qualities, His eternal power and divine naturenfeierceived in the things that are made. Or infPsa
19 David sang that the heavens declared the gfoBod, the earth shows forth His handiwork. | dat n
believe in God that day, but | had such a sensleeobeauty of nature, even in the middle of wintteaf
that stopped me. | mean literally, God preventednoma walking over that cliff. And so | went badk.
thought, | have got to keep searching, | have géeep looking, and | have got to keep asking
guestions, even though there seem to be no answers.

And a couple of weeks later | met my first real iStian, who was a Canadian student studying at the
university. He had spent quite a bit of time at biAstudying under Frances Schaeffer in Switzerland
and he used to have discussions at his apartmesatonday nights. He would play tapes by Schaeffer
and have Bible studies and discussions. And thgtfust evening | went to his apartment he did a
Bible study on the first two chapters of the bodlEoclesiastes. And he started off just reading out
Ecclesiastes chapters 1 and 2, ““Meaningless, mghass, everything is meaningless,’ declares the
preacher.” And, you know, | had never read thatpgs in the Bible before. | thought of the Biblstju
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as a fairy story. | had gone to church as a cMigparents had taken us to church in the hopewvieat
would hear something useful, though they did ndielse it themselves. But | never heard the Gospel i
that particular church, or anything that would havede me think that the Bible was anything butyfair
stories. And when he read these chapters from &eskes, it just absolutely blew me away, because
this book was describing exactly what | felt. | siwthe first time that the Bible addresses tlad re
guestions of human existence. It is not fairy stoat all. And that was a very powerful moment in m
life.

The book of Ecclesiastes is still my favorite baokhe Bible, and it is a wonderful book to usespeak
to people today. | can testify to that personally] | have used it many times in preaching evasiieli
messages. But God used first that Bible study hed the life, prayers, and example of this guy,éMik
Timshack, who is a professor at a university in &knnow, and is still one of my dearest friendsd An
about a year later, | came to faith through Mikexeample, his teaching, and his taking my questions
seriously and answering them one by one. | nestbipthere, but it was about a year after my first
meeting him that | eventually came to faith, kneglon his kitchen floor one Tuesday evening.
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