Why do the Nations Rage?

Acts 4:24-29

(A New Year’s sermon by Jerry Rankin, President of the International Mission Board, reflecting on the murder of three workers in Yemen on December 30, 2002.) 

Introduction

The telephone call came at 1:50 a.m. Monday morning.  I listened in shock as a representative of our Northern Africa and Middle East office told that a gunman had just murdered three of our workers at the Jibla Baptist Hospital in Yemen.  Hospital administrator Bill Koehn (pronounced “cane”), surgeon Martha Myers and purchasing manager Kathy Gariety had been killed instantly, and pharmacist Don Caswell had been wounded.  Within an hour our crisis contingency team began to assemble and within hours Southern Baptists, Americans and the world were reacting to this shocking tragedy.

In a press interview just two weeks earlier, I reflected on the death of a missionary with another agency, Bonnie Witherall in Lebanon, and said that it was not unlikely we would someday be touched by such tragedies, as no other mission agency has so many personnel deployed so extensively, pushing to the edge of lostness to fulfill the Great Commission.  But the shock and the grief were overwhelming when it happened.

It had been only a little more than a year since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, shook our world.  Many have said that our world changed, never to be the same again.  Our sense of security has been shattered, global relations are strained, our economy is in disarray, and we find ourselves engaged in war against an elusive global enemy that has bred fear and paranoia.  We prayed through the arrest and trial of Dayna Curry and Heather Mercer in Afghanistan and grieved through the ordeal of Martin and Gracia Burnham, held hostage by the Abu Shaafe guerrillas in the Philippines.  Southern Baptists living in Pakistan were injured when a church was bombed, and now three, who had accepted the risk and devoted their lives to sharing Christ’s love in Yemen, were murdered.  There have always been dangers accompanying a Christian witness, but it is not just Americans who are being targeted. Christian villages are being massacred in Indonesia, and believers in China and other places encounter increasing harassment and persecution.

But we must realize that the violence, turmoil and dangers that characterize our world as we enter 2003 are not without precedent.  When Jesus sent His followers out into the world and told them to disciple the nations, it was a hostile environment.  He said, “In this world you shall have tribulation.”  They faced government restrictions by rulers and religious opposition that was as determined as any modern-day terrorist to kill those who would spread the Christian message.  Jesus warned them that they would be hated and killed just as He was hated and killed.  We see this immediately as the early church sought to proclaim the gospel in the first chapters of the book of Acts.  In chapter four Peter and John had been arrested.  They had been threatened and told no longer to teach and preach in the name of Jesus, just as many of our personnel are restricted today.  These early believers were soon to be imprisoned and martyred.  Peter and John returned and reported what had happened to them to the church there in Jerusalem.  Notice the response of the believers in Acts 4:24-29.

When they encountered opposition and threats, they prayed.  In their prayer (1) they recognized the consequences of a sinful world, (2) they reflected their confidence in a sovereign God, and (3) they renewed their commitment to a saving word.

1. We must recognize the consequences of a sinful world.

We ask the unanswerable question, “Why would anyone want to kill those who were giving of their lives to serve and minister to the deprived and impoverished people of Yemen?  Why would anyone be so filled with hatred for an American medical worker that he would be devoted to the destruction of innocent lives?”  Notice the church in Acts was asking the same question.  “Why do the nations rage?  Why do the rulers and leaders of the world set their hand against Jesus Christ and His followers?”  Is the answer because of our deficiency in international relations or simply because of our laxity in security precautions?  Is it because of our inability to understand cross-cultural religious worldviews?  They all may be a part of the problem, but the answer is quite simple.  It is because of our failure to fulfill the Great Commission!  We are living in the consequences of a sinful world without Christ.  Can you imagine what a different world we would be living it, if God’s people had been faithful to proclaim the gospel to all nations?  What if Palestinians and Israelis had been introduced to the Prince of Peace, if Pakistan, Afghanistan, Libya, Iraq and the Sudan had come to know the King of kings and Lord of lords?  What a difference it would make!  But instead we have a world filled with hatred, chaos, fear, ethnic violence and warfare and people committed to the destruction of life.

A few years ago Dr. Lewis Myers, who has since retired from our IMB staff, shared a report of the trip with a prayer team to a restricted country.  He told about a conversation with their tour guide in which he asked him if he was a religious person.  The man started to reply with the government propaganda, but realizing he had been asked a personal question he said, “No, I’m not a religious person, but it’s not my fault; we have never been encouraged to be interested in religious matters.”  As Dr. Myers shared that with our staff he said that reply continued to pierce his heart with conviction—“I’m not a religious person, but it’s not my fault.”  Dr. Myer said, “I realized it’s not his fault; it is my fault.  For 2,000 years ago our Lord told us to go and make disciples of all nations.  And the reason this man, the people of his country and multitudes like him do not know the love of our heavenly Father and the salvation He provided is not because they have rejected Him or do not have any spiritual needs; it is because we have failed to be obedient to our missions task.”  So the result is the kind of world we live in today and, like these New Testament believers, we are forced to recognize the consequences of a sinful world.  Our personnel were killed, not because the gunman was a Muslim or a Yemeni, but because he did not have the life-changing experience of knowing Jesus Christ.

2.  We must reflect our confidence in a sovereign God.

Notice the nature of their prayer.  They prayed, “Lord, you made the heavens and the earth and everything in them.”  It wasn’t a suicide bomber or an isolated gunman who threatened them, but a pagan king -- Herod, a Roman governor -- Pilate, the Gentiles and Jewish religious leaders who had all conspired to crucify Christ.  But they confirmed that nothing had occurred that was contrary to God’s purpose.  In fact, God has simply used this tragedy to fulfill His pre-determined purpose of bringing redemption to a lost world.  The worst tragedy to be inflicted on society did not occur a year ago on September 11 when hijacked planes flew into the World Trade Center, or when Bill Koehn, Martha Myers and Kathy Gariety were brutally murdered, but 2,000 years ago when the sinless Son of God was betrayed and nailed to the cross.  Did God know that was going to happen?  Yes, He did, and His hand was directing and using those events for His ultimate glory and eternal purpose to provide redemption for a lost world.  

Did God know what was going to happen on September 11, 2001?  Absolutely!  He has not relinquished His sovereignty over the nations, but is using even these global events to accomplish his purpose.  Ten years ago when the barriers to the communist world began to crumble and missionaries began to pour into the former Soviet Union and church growth began to sweep through China, we recognized there was one remaining formidable barrier to global evangelization, and that was the Muslim world across Northern Africa and the Middle East.  I don’t know all that God is doing in the aftermath of that September 11 tragedy, but all across this region our personnel are reporting that people are expressing disillusionment in their Islamic faith that would be used to justify terrorist activity.  Their friends and neighbors are beginning to ask questions that reflect a search for hope and security that only Jesus can provide.  Could not God use the chaos, violence and destruction of our world as we enter a new year to create a hunger and search for hope where there is nothing but despair?  

I recently traveled in a Muslim country where more than 200 churches had been started in the last few years.  In another, three mosques had been closed in one city because of so many turning to follow Christ.  You may recall the tragic killing fields of Cambodia when the Khmer Rouge killed more than 3 million people.  Ten years ago this country was still restricted to a missionary witness but was destitute and in need of rehabilitation and social work.  We were able to enlist personnel with those skills and two years later they reported 24 house churches had emerged in the city of Phnom Penh.  After another two years they organized a Baptist convention with 40 churches.  Within five years they had multiplied to 238 churches with over 16,000 baptized believers.  God has not relinquished His throne.  He is sovereign over the nations.

What we see happening in our world today is not the result of our plans and strategies, the way we would want events to occur, but it is what the prophet Haggai declared (2:22), “I will shake the heavens and earth, I will overthrow the thrones of kingdoms and the power of nations.”  God is moving in providence and power to fulfill His purpose.  He allowed Job to suffer because He knew that He would be glorified by prospering and blessing him even more because he would be faithful through his trials.  Joseph looked upon the mistreatment he had received as a result of his brothers’ actions and reflected, “You meant evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present result” (Gen. 50:20).  In the memorial service for Bill Koehn, the pastor expressed this perspective on God’s providence.  He said, “One day a Yemeni Arab will walk up a hill in Jibla and show his young son a grave marker, and say, ‘Son, this was the man that brought Jesus to our land.’”  Crowds lined the road to the hospital in Jibla on December 30 when they heard of the death of those who had loved them, served them and now given their lives for them. That behavior demonstrated the potential of their finally understanding why these individuals had left their comfortable homes in America.  Perhaps the testimony of their death would remove the barrier to the gospel being received where seeds have been planted for so long.  When we read of social upheaval, political disruption, economic deterioration, natural disasters and tragedies, I believe God is simply creating an environment where people can no longer look to their culture, religion and traditions but only to our Lord Jesus Christ for their hope and security.  And He has called us to the kingdom for such a time as this.  We, like the early church need to (1) recognize that we are living in a sinful world and (2) reflect on the fact that we serve a sovereign God.  But also note as they prayed…

3. We must renew our commitment to a saving word.

The Christians in Acts did not pray that God would remove the threats and restore their comfort zone. They did not pray, “Lord, you want us to disciple the nations and be your witnesses. Well, if you would just bring peace and stability and assure us of safety, we could do that.”  No, they recognized the threats, the risks, the dangers, and that this was the kind of world into which God had sent them.  And they prayed, “Lord, give us boldness and confidence to preach your word.”  They knew Jesus was the answer to this world in conflict and chaos.  The events swirling around us today and filling our newscasts need to serve as a wake-up call to us.  We have the answer.  We have the solution.  God has allowed us to hear and respond to the gospel.  We have the good news of life, of hope and peace for a lost world.  That’s why Bill Koehn, Martha Myers and Kathy Gariety went to Yemen.  They recognized that the people of Yemen were among those that God so loved and for whom Jesus died.  Never mind the danger and risks; they cannot know unless we go.   We, too, must be willing to pay the price that our world might know Jesus Christ.

Do you remember praying for Dana Curry and Heather Mercer when they were being held by the Taliban in Afghanistan?  They were being brought to trial and were threatened with a possible death sentence for proselytizing.  Writing from that prison, Dayna said, “We believe one of the reasons we are here is to motivate and awaken people to pray for this nation.  I have seen more clearly in my time here what an exciting hour this is…Our Father is up to something great for this nation and we are excited to see what He will do.  We will soon see His purpose and glory in this mad situation.  May it be to glorify our Lord and reach this desperately lost nation.”  At the time, she did not know whether she would live or die, but she saw God’s providence and purpose being fulfilled, even through her own sacrifice.

What compelled Dayna Curry and Heather Mercer to take the risk of going to Afghanistan to witness and minister for Christ is what compelled Bill, Martha, Kathy, Don Caswell who was injured, and 5,487 other Southern Baptist personnel to go to the ends of the earth.  It is because of their confidence in the saving word of God.  What enabled the New Testament believers to witness in the face of threats and persecution?  It had not been many days since they had stood on that mountain in Galilee with Jesus before he ascended to the Father.  They heard the urgency and passion in His voice as He told them to go, go, go!—to the uttermost ends of the earth and make disciples of all nations.

Is God calling you to go?  Could you be the one to share Christ with a lost and suffering world, to penetrate an unreached people group for the first time, to join the accelerating harvest that is sweeping the world?  It may mean giving up your own plans, putting your vocation and vision of success on the shelf to be obedient to God’s call.  You don’t have to wait for a burning bush or Damascus Road experience; God has called us as His people to declare His salvation among the nations.  No one is exempt, but who will be obedient to that call?  Maybe you have never considered participating in a short-term volunteer mission trip as more than 30,000 Southern Baptists did last year.  It will mean using your vacation time and perhaps cashing in some savings or retirement investments, but is it not worth it to join God on mission to bring hope and light to a world in darkness?  God may be calling you to be a prayer intercessor and diligently pray for the nations until the strongholds of Satan are broken down and God’s kingdom is extended to yet another people group.  If God has blessed you with a secure job and steady income, it is not just so that you can indulge in more amenities and personal comforts and pleasures.  If He has blessed you materially, it is so that you can give more generously and sacrificially to reach the world for His glory.

Whenever I receive reports of how the gospel is being planted among unreached people groups, I often think of another doctor, our first Southern Baptist missionary to India.  Dr. Jasper McPhail was a cardiovascular surgeon in Memphis, Tennessee.  He left a very successful medical practice to go to India in 1963, and because of his expertise and credentials we were able to begin a hospital and later expand a church-planting ministry throughout that vast nation.  People would ask Dr. McPhail why he would make such a move and give up such an affluent lifestyle.  They would ask, “Don’t you realize what you are giving up; don’t you realize what you are sacrificing?”  He would reply, “I gave up my life to do God’s will when I trusted Him as my Savior.  To sacrifice means to give up something of value, and that which is of greatest value to me is God’s will and calling on my life.  How can I consider it a sacrifice to go to India for Christ, when He considered it a privilege to go to Calvary for me?”  

The lives of the three workers killed in Yemen were not taken by a gunman’s bullets, for they had already given their lives when they trusted Jesus as their Savior and followed His will in obedience to God’s call.  On September 11, 2001, a group of terrorists gave their lives that many people would die.  Are we willing to give our lives that multitudes might live?

