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“Saving Uncle Bob”      Text – CoD Head III/IV Arts 14-16       Various Readings – Daniel 9:4-19; Philippians 1

Please turn to Acts 16, which we will come to in a moment.

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
I want to start off today by talking about Uncle Bob.  
And Uncle Bob is your and my unbelieving Uncle; Bob is just the name I have given him for the sake of illustration.  He could be Aunt Jane or neighbour Bill or fellow student Mary.  He or she is that unbeliever that we all know.
And I trust that Uncle Bob’s unbelief troubles you.  I trust that you hope and pray that Uncle Bob will come to a living and saving faith in Jesus Christ.  Yes?

Well, here is my next question: To whom do you pray that Uncle Bob might come to faith?  
And you are probably thinking to yourself, But Pastor Holtslag, that’s obvious.  I pray to God that Uncle Bob might come to faith! 

And of course, I’m glad to hear that, very glad!  But when you think about it, praying to God that Uncle Bob might come to faith assumes one very important thing – and that is that God can bring Uncle Bob to faith.  
Now, again, you might be thinking to yourself, Pastor Holtslag, where are you going with this?  Of course God can bring Uncle Bob to faith.  God is God!  
Well, here we come to the very heart of the subject that is before us this afternoon.  You see, if, as many Christians believe, Uncle Bob has a will that is entirely free and able to accept or reject the gospel apart from the desire or activity of God, then there is no point praying to God that He might bring Uncle Bob to faith.  
At best, you might ask God to allow Uncle Bob to hear the gospel.  But you cannot ask God to save Uncle Bob because He cannot actually make Uncle Bob believe.
Now, we could easily get bogged down in this type of logical argument here.  And the truth is that many Christians have similar arguments which they raise against the Reformed faith.  So let’s instead climb into the Word of God.  
And we take as our starting point a record of one person coming to faith that is recorded in Acts 16.  We looked at this passage not that long ago in our Acts series and we referred to it in this morning’s sermon.  

· But we do so again so that we have a real reference point with which to review other biblical data on this matter.  
· And it is also the most simple account of conversion that uses typical biblical language to describe what goes on.  
It is the story of the Philippian jailer in Acts 16:16-34.  You will remember that Paul was arrested and thrown into jail, and that an earthquake occurred in the night that opened all the doors and released the prisoners from their chains leaving them free to escape.  But they don’t.  However, the jailer assumes that they have all escaped and is about to take his life when Paul calls out to him not to do so because they are all still there.  
And so, from v29 we read, “The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before Paul and Silas.  He then brought them out and asked, "Sirs, what must I do to be saved?"”  And then follow the key words for us today.  “They replied, "Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved-- you and your household."  Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his house.  At that hour of the night the jailer took them and washed their wounds; then immediately he and all his family were baptized.  The jailer brought them into his house and set a meal before them; he was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God-- he and his whole family.”
And so, if someone were to ask you, What must I do to be saved? how would you answer?  “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved.”  
It’s a simple process - What must you do?  You must believe.  And if you believe, you will be saved.  The order is – you believe and then you are saved.  

And this is the consistent language of the Bible.  Listen to these other quotes:

· Romans 10:9, “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.”  
· John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  
· And John 5:24 is typical of the way Jesus speaks in the Gospels, “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes Him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life.” 
· 1 Corinthians 1:21, “God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe.”  
· Romans 1:16, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.”  
And there are many other passages which use the same language.  
The gospel of Jesus Christ is preached, a person hears it and believes, and they are saved.  It is the consistent way that the Bible describes salvation.  
And this is not just some theory or some academic exercise we are discussing.  This is the message of the Bible to you today if you do not yet know salvation.  
You can forget about everything else that we discuss today but do not forget this: Like the Philippian jailer, you are a sinner who deserves the fires of hell.  But Jesus came to earth and died on the cross for the forgiveness of sins.  Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved.  
Let me say it again, Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved.
And a large part of me wants to stop there and say, Amen.  Let’s leave it at that.  Let’s just end there.  Let’s keep it that simple.  And probably some of you boys and girls (and maybe a few adults also?) would be quite happy if I did!  But we cannot.  
You see, in terms of the theology of salvation, all of these verses are why many Christians place salvation in the hands of the individual.  
All God can do is to cause the gospel to be preached; that’s as far as He can go.  Then it is up to you to believe – that’s your part; that’s your contribution.  
And God does not and God cannot compel you to believe.  Your salvation depends on your choice to believe.  
And you can see why they conclude that – we have just quoted numerous Bible texts that say believe in Jesus and you will be saved!
So this is why we have to step back and ask one more question.  And that question is Is that all that the Bible has to say on this matter?  Does the Bible tell us anything else about this process of salvation that might lead us to say that salvation, ultimately, depends not on man but on God.  
In other words, does the Bible give us a compelling reason to pray to God that He might bring Uncle Bob to salvation?
And brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, the answer is Yes, it does.  And we don’t need to go too far away from our text in Acts 16 to see this.  
1. Look for example, at Acts 16:11.  This is another conversion story that occurs just before that of the Philippian jailer.   When Paul first arrived in Philippi, they went down to the river on the Sabbath Day and spoke with the women there.  And in v14, “One of those listening was a woman named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thyatira, who was a worshiper of God.”  And note the next words, “The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul's message.”  And immediately after this, she says, “If you consider me a believer in the Lord … come and stay at my house.”  
a. Lydia believed in the Lord Jesus.  Lydia had heard the gospel preached and responded with belief.  But v14 tells us that “The Lord opened her heart to respond.”  
i. So, at the very least, with just this verse, we see that the Lord is somehow busy with Lydia before she believes; He does something to Lydia that enables her to respond to the gospel by believing – He opens her heart.  
2. Now, again, to see a bit more about what is going on here, let’s stay in Acts and turn back a few pages to Acts 14:48 – another passage we have considered in this sermon series already.  There, once again, we see a conversion account.  Gentiles hear the gospel and believe.  But what does it say?  “When the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and honoured the word of the Lord; and all who were appointed for eternal life believed.”  
a. And from these words we can only conclude that this being appointed for eternal life comes before belief.  
i. Now, our Christian friends who disagree with us on this matter have a different way of understanding the basis of this appointment than we do.  But we have already looked at that in some detail in an earlier sermon and so we will not rehearse that again now.  
ii. Our main point here is that the belief of the individual is not an entirely independent act that has nothing to do with God.  
And so, from just the account of Lydia and these Gentiles, we already see that salvation is not just about the preaching of the gospel and the response of belief.  There are other things at work in the preaching of the gospel and the response of belief.  
Well, the reality is that what we must say next builds on what has been said in previous sermons.  So we are going to use the rest of our time to briefly review what we saw last time in John 3 and Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus, before turning to a few more Bible passages.  

1. In John 3, Jesus peered right into Nicodemus’ heart and saw a man who did not have saving faith.  And do you recall what Jesus said to Nicodemus?  “No one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is (What?) born again.”  And in answer to Nicodemus’ objection that neither he nor anyone could birth themselves, Jesus told him that this being born again is the work of (who?) the Holy Spirit.  
a. And here, people of God, we are coming close to the crux of this whole discussion.  What we are talking about here is what is known as regeneration – being born again.  
i. And Jesus’ plain words in John 3 are that the work of regeneration is not the work of the individual but the work of the Spirit of God.  Listen to His words again, “No one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit … the Spirit gives birth to spirit.”  
2. So now we have established that in this matter of becoming a Christian there are two things that are unbreakably connected: 
a. The first we have up till now called belief.  But a more accurate term would be conversion – the moment that an unbeliever becomes a believer by way of repentance and faith.  He or she hears the gospel and recognizes that he or she is a sinner and believes in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of his or her sins.  OK?  That’s conversion.  
b. But we see also that the Bible talks about regeneration – being born again by the Holy Spirit.  
And both of these things are a necessary part of what it means to become a Christian.  So this brings us to the critical question – which comes first?  Conversion or regeneration?
Well, we have already seen in a past sermon on Ephesians 2 what the Bible says about how man is dead in his transgressions and sins and therefore completely unable to do anything towards his salvation without God first raising him to life.  And this ‘being raised to life’ is just another way that the Bible describes being born again.
1. But turn with me now to 1 John 4.  
a. Here John is continuing to build on what he said in ch. 3 of his Gospel.  His concern here is those who say they love God but who hate their brothers in Christ.  And John’s point is that this is simply impossible for those who truly love God.  
i. So look what he says in v7, “Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God.  Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God.”  
A. So what would you say is the origin or the beginning point in this verse?  Is it not being born of God?  
1) You are born of God and so you know God and so you love God and others.  But it begins with being born of God.  
ii. And this theme continues in v10 where the emphasis is not on our love for God but God’s love for us.  Again, it begins with God – that is the overwhelming emphasis of Scripture.  
iii. And you see this same emphasis in v19, “We love because He first loved us.”  
iv. But then, 1 John 5:1 removes any doubt and is probably the key text in this critical discussion about which one of regeneration or conversion comes first.  It says there, “Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God.”  
A. Note that what it does not say is that everyone who believes in Christ will be or is then or then becomes born of God.  
B. No, those who are born of God are those who then believe in Jesus Christ.  
1) Regeneration comes before conversion – it has to.  
2) We are born again by the Spirit of God, we are spiritually raised from the dead, and then are we able to respond to the gospel with repentance and faith.  
a) Regeneration comes before conversion.
2. Now, there is still a danger in mistakenly thinking that God does the born again part and we do the believing part, so we have a kind of 50-50 partnership in this whole matter.  And to see that that is not so, we need to turn to Ephesians 2:8 very briefly.  It’s that incredible verse that speaks about our salvation in Christ: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-- and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God--  not by works, so that no one can boast.”  
a. So what do we read here then?  Salvation is by grace – it is undeserved.  
b. And how does that salvation come to us?  By faith.  
i. Faith is the pipe, if you will, that receives this salvation.  
c. And then we read, “And this not of yourselves, it is the gift of God.”  
i. So, what is not of yourselves but the gift of God?  
A. And there are complicated arguments about the gender of the Greek nouns that folk use to try and answer this one way or the other, but the English helps us here well enough.  
1) First of all, a gracious salvation can only be a gift or it would not be gracious.  
2) Paul’s precise point is to keep believers from mistakenly thinking that faith is their work.  No! says Paul.  It too is God’s gift.  
a) Your works, what you do, does not even contribute .0001% to your salvation.  
i) It is all of Me, says God!.  It is all by the work of my Son Jesus, says God!  It is all by the power of my Spirit, says God!  Just believe it!  
ii. Perhaps this illustration will help: The story goes that there was once a man who was late getting to a revival meeting that a traveling evangelist was preaching at.  And when he got there, to his dismay, he found the workman pulling down the tent.  Frantic that he had missed his chance at salvation, he decided to ask one of the workman what he could do to be saved.  The workman, who was a believer, replied, “You can’t do anything.  It’s too late.”  Horrified, the man said, “What do you mean?  How can it be too late?  There must be something I can do?”  But the workman said, “The work has already been done on the cross by Jesus.  There is nothing you need to do but believe it.”
Do you see the grace of God’s grace believer?  Do you see the extent of His mercy?  Do you see how much gratitude you owe Him?  Its all of Him!   
That’s why John said, “We love because He first loved us.”  
If we truly understand the extent of God’s love to us in Christ Jesus, we will gladly keep God’s commandments and love husband or wife or child or parent or neighbour or person who jumps into our queue or cuts us off on the road.  “We love because He first loved us.”
But lastly, do you see what this means about Uncle Bob?  We began by asking whether or not there was any point praying to God that Uncle Bob might be saved.  And I trust you agree from what we have seen that we have every reason to pray to God in this way.  
But let’s see this, as we finish, from God’s word.  Turn with me please to Colossians 1.  In v3, as Paul often does in his epistles, he gives thanks to God for those he is writing to.  And note what he says, “We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus.”  
Congregation, if God cannot bring people to faith in Christ, if the faith of these Colossians was something that they themselves had produced and exercised, then why does Paul thank God for it?  
So do pray to God for Uncle Bob.  Pray in faith, believing that God does work the grace of salvation in the hearts of men.  After all, He has done it in you!  
And He will do it in others using your sharing of the gospel, which the Spirit of God joins Himself to when he does the work of regeneration and conversion.
And may it be that when you have said to Uncle Bob, ‘Believe in the Lord Jesus and you shall be saved,” that you know the unparalleled joy of hearing him say, if not immediately, one day, “I believe in the Lord Jesus.”  Amen.

