God's Desire for All Men
Text: 1 Timothy 2:4
Readings: 
	1 Timothy 1:18-2:7 

This morning we heard a sermon from 2Timothy 4. In that sermon, John stressed the need for ministers particularly, but also for all of us, to proclaim boldly the truth of God's word. And one of the reasons for that charge, as Paul gives it to Timothy in the text, is the apostle's realisation that the time would come when people would not endure sound doctrine but would follow ideas of their own choosing and turn aside to myths. They will turn their ears away from the truth, says Paul. It's a very telling statement, particularly for our day and age when there are so many ideas around that masquerade as truth. Paul has no hesitation in affirming that there is such a thing as objective truth and objective error. Truth is out there alright, but if we are not careful we can miss it entirely. 
What I want to do this evening is follow on from that theme by directing your attention to another letter written by the apostle to Timothy and specifically, the 4th verse of the second chapter. Paul writes [read]. Once again, Paul says that the truth is out there. It is real, not just some sort of subjective product of our minds. Furthermore, God wants us to grasp this truth in such a way that it radically effects our lives. That's what the Greek word for "knowledge" here means. This is not the sort of knowledge we have when we hear of something and file it away in file 13 never to think of it or be bothered with it again. This is the sort of knowledge that once gained, we are never the same again. 
Still further, Paul says that God desires all men to be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth. It's a staggering statement if you think about it: God desires all men to be saved. Paul uses a word that means to will or wish. Or to put it another way, this is the purpose of God in relation to the world. But I'm sure you have some questions about that. The Bible teaches that not all men are going to be saved. There are some who do not want to know the truth about God and who die in unbelief. And these people, according to Jesus in Matthew 25, will be judged eternally precisely because they did not want to know and serve Jesus as Lord and Saviour. So what are we to understand here. Is it that the purpose of God is somehow being frustrated? Is his plan being overturned because he wants something that he does not end up achieving - like a person who is saving up for a holiday but can't quite make it because of a change in circumstances at the last minute? 
Well, I'm sure that you all realise that the answer is no. The sovereign God of the heavens of the earth saves those whom he wills to save and passes by others - again according to his sovereign will. The eternal purpose and plan of God cannot be frustrated by the devil or by the stubborn heart of sinful man. But still we are left with this statement: God desires all men to be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth. What does it mean? Well, let's have a look first at the context of the statement. Paul says to Timothy in verses 1 and 2 and prayers should be made on behalf of all men, for kings and for all who are in authority. We'll come back to that statement in a moment, but for now, let's not that Paul is urging Timothy to pray for all men without distinction. It is not that some people or classes of people should be prayed for and others left out. It is not that Timothy should pray only for folk in the cities of Asia Minor because that's where he lived and served as a pastor and therefore he could afford to leave out the Jews and the Greeks. It was not that he should confine his prayer to people of lower socio-economic class because those were the people who seemed to be willing to become Christians and enter the congregation. No, there is one God, says Paul in verse 5, and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, and Jesus gave himself as a ransom for all. 
So in reality what we have here is another expression of that most famous of gospel texts in John 3:16. God loves the world. Every race, every human culture, every class of people, every age group. The entire world is loved by God and whoever believes in the mediator, the Son of God can and will be saved. There are no distinctions, no exceptions, no special privileges for some. The love of God is free and universal. And we can say just as emphatically with the apostle Paul that God desires all men to be saved and come to a knowledge of the truth. All men - you mean the people I know and work alongside? The person who lives next door - yes - the heart of God is big enough to embrace that person too. The Saviour Jesus Christ is the only mediator between God and that person. There is no other way of salvation for that person other than the man Christ Jesus. And we don't know those whom God has eternal chosen to pass by. That's not our business in fact. What we have to keep in mind is God's heart, his desire for all to be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth. 
Now let me say that if we have this consciousness as a deep awareness, there will be a certain flow on effect. So let's put ourselves to the test, brothers and sisters, and ask ourselves the questions. And let me say that I'm putting these questions to myself. I am not singling anyone out here. I myself have been convicted by this text in recent days. The first question is this: Are we praying for all men? We can say in the abstract that God desires that all men be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth, and a wonderful doctrine that is, but if that is so, are we praying for all men? Do we have on our hearts those whom God has on his? And again, I don't think we have to do as some do - grab the telephone book and pray though it: Lord I pray that this person called Mr. C. Citizen, living in 62 Hillsborough Road would be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth. Next prayer: Lord, I pray that Mrs. D. Citizen, living at some other place, would be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth. Paul is speaking of all people, without any distinctions and exceptions. And we have to know enough about these people and their specific needs to be able to offer entreaties - that's prayer that asks that special needs would be met by God - prayers in general - a word that means all expressions of worshipful prayer to the Lord - petitions - again we are speaking of specific requests here - and thanksgivings - reasons to praise God on behalf of that person and what the Lord is doing in his or her life. 
So it is not mindless or repetitious prayer that is being spoken of here. It's the prayer of knowledge and awareness. Ah, but in order to pray those prayers, we have to know who we are dealing with and we have to have them enough on our hearts to be able to pray effectively. And so the question becomes: Are we merely looking out for ourselves as Christians - are we an inward looking church - or do we have a heart for those who are outside the church but for whom Christ is the only Saviour and Lord? 
Paul mentions kings and all who are in authority. The civil rulers Mrs. Shipley, Mr. Peters, the coalition government and the opposition parties. What about the judges of our land, the police force, the local council? What we hear of the intrigue and infighting in government leaves much to be desired. But wasn't it much worse in Paul's day with the emperor Nero on the throne? Paul says we should pray for all men, no exceptions, and if the government is secure then that means the church will escape hardship and we can get on with the task of bringing the good news to all levels of our society. 
I ask the question again: Are we an inward looking congregation or do we have on our hearts what God has on his? God desires that all men would be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth. Do we desire that? Our prayers are a good indicator. 
A second question: Are we witnessing to all men? Paul makes a very interesting statement here in verse 7 [read]. Paul says: I was appointed as an apostle. But as he said that, he knew that this may raise some eyebrows among his readers, because, of course, Paul was not chosen by Jesus at the same time as the other apostles. When they were busy receiving training from Jesus, Paul was still studying hard how to be the most conservative and zealous Pharisee in town. No, Paul's commission to be an apostle came later and when it did, it was something unique. Paul was chosen by God to be a teacher and a preacher to the Gentiles. And that particular calling was confirmed by the church when they laid hands on him in Jerusalem and commissioned him to his various missionary journeys. 
But the point that I want to stress for our purposes is that Paul had on his heart this awareness of the need to take the truth of the gospel to others. People cannot be converted without prayer and the work of the Holy Spirit and that's why he doesn't hesitate to speak of prayer on behalf of all men. But neither can people be converted without someone to speak to them about the good news - someone to function as an ambassador for Jesus Christ. And all that hard footslogging that Paul did, wandering from city to city and then all the follow-up work - visiting when he could, sending others when he couldn't. Upholding the new congregations in prayer - teaching and challenging - all this work was crucial as God the Saviour worked out his desire to save people all over the world and bring them to a knowledge of the truth. 
Let me say in this connection, that it is a great encouragement to me that our churches are looking outward more and more and that the world is becoming a much smaller place through communications. We can have news off the mission field virtually as it happens and it's great that we can pass on this information easily and cheaply. It's the kind of thing that the apostle Paul would have marvelled at and I'm sure keen to use in the service of the gospel. But here is a challenge. If this information and the world's needs are coming into our living rooms and we can pray about them more effectively in our devotions, what are we doing as a congregation to reach out with that same gospel. Will some of you young people become missionaries? Will we be ambassadors for Christ - telling people of the good news - or are we content with the way things are? Remember, there is only one mediator between God and man and we know who he is. We Christians should be zealous with what the Lord has given us and that means looking outwards as well as inwards. 
But a third question is this: Do we have a heart for the growth of the church? I raise this question because sometimes it seems to me as if whenever we speak of evangelism, witnessing, looking out, taking the gospel to others, the church and the growth of the congregation seems to be so far down the list in our thinking that it's running the risk of dropping off the bottom altogether. But for Paul, this could never be the case. Let me show this to you. Straight after he speaks of God's desire to save all men, he speaks of the need for the men in each congregation to pray and of the need for women not to teach with authority. Mundane, boring, perhaps, the kind of things that congregations debate about - very in house business this. Then in chapter 3, he speaks of elders and deacons and their qualifications. That's even more in house and churchy. Then we get verse 15 of chapter 3 [read]. Now that's a fascinating statement. Look at how Paul describes the church [repeat]. And the church is not some sort of amorphous, invisible body that you never quite get to see. It has elders and deacons and engages in public worship. It's visible. And it is that visible, real, community church that is both the foundation of the truth and it holds it up for the world to see. 
What is God's desire? God wants all men to be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth. What is the pillar and ground of the truth? The church. So if people are going to be saved, we have to witness to them as members of a local church with a view to bringing them into a local church where they will hear more of the truth and have their children baptised into the truth and raised in it. If we want to be into evangelism, we have to be into the growth of the local church, we don't really have much choice. 
So let me ask: what is your attitude to the local church where you worship? Are you excited about it? Do you like what you learn there, and are you keen to bring others into it? If we have on our hearts what God has on his, we have to be enthusiastic about local church life because this is where those who are being saved must be brought. You can see it in the book of Acts. You can see it in the letters Paul wrote to Timothy. 
There is a sense in which we cannot look outwards without also looking inwards. As we look in and become more enthusiastic and excited about local church life, we will be in a much stronger position to welcome others in to the local church which is the pillar and ground of the truth. 
Let's strive to have on our hearts what God has on his. Amen.

