
"The problem with church history is that everyone in it is dead."  PRIVATE 


What do you make of this saying?  There's some truth to it.  Most Christian heroes have died, some long ago.  The Apostles were all dead by 100 A.D.  The Church Fathers, not long after.  St. Augustine "gave up the ghost" in 430; Aquinas in 1274.  No Reformer was left by 1600; no Puritan by 1750.  Edwards died in 1758; Whitefield in 1770; John Wesley in 1791.  

Arthur Pink thought Church history had come to an end with the death of Charles Spurgeon in 1894.  One man thought it was buried with B.B. Warfield in 1920.  And so, many great Christians have come and gone.  We'll not see their like again.  


But Church History does not depend on any one Christian, ministry, church, or seminary.  It depends on the Living Christ who promised "Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age".  Church History, therefore, did not end with the Puritans, Spurgeon, Warfield, Machen...or even Pink.  


"Unto Him be glory,


in the church by Christ Jesus;


Throughout all ages,


World without end.  Amen."


Thus, my lecture in Church History is on a Christian still with us; a man who deserves our respect and imitation.  His name is Francis Nigel Lee.  His finest contribution to church history took place four months ago, today.  First, an introduction to the man.  Then, his story.  


Francis Nigel Lee was born in the 1920's in South Africa.  His Scottish ancestors were "men of the Covenant"--God fearing Presbyterians.  In the late 1800's, Lee's grandfather left Scotland to make his fortune in South Africa.  It was a fatal decision.  In the wilds of Africa, he turned from the God of his fathers and chose another Lord, alcohol.  It was a terrible master, ruining his health, wasting his fortune, and losing his children.  On his deathbed, Grandfather Lee repented of his sins, and found mercy with God.  But the damage had been done.  


His son grew up rejecting God and preferring atheism.  This was highly unusual among the whites of South Africa at the time.  Among this deeply religious people, Mr. Lee was a raging infidel.  He too, would find Christ in later life.  He had a son, named Francis Nigel Lee.  He drilled him in the Atheist Creed. 


Nigel was an unusually bright boy whose passion was for politics.  He dreamed of becoming president of his country.  And, judging by his school records, might well have achieved it. In college, though, something turned his mind from political ambition.  It was...a girl.  Infatuated with her, Lee tried to "get on her good side".  There was only one problem with his plan: the young lady was a devout Christian and wanted nothing to do with an infidel! 


And so, Lee, hoping to win her favor, bought a Bible and started going to church.  This made her happy, of course, but didn't change the young man in the least. 


But summer vacation did.  Wanting to earn some money for school, Lee too an engineering job in one of South Africa's many gold mines.  The work he enjoyed and the pay was good.  The things of God seemed a distant memory.  Until a cave-in occurred.  The mine shaft collapsed on the crew, leaving them hundreds of feet underground, with no food or water...and little air.  For the first time in his life, Lee prayed.  The God he had long mocked was now needed.  He besought this God for mercy, promising to do whatever He wanted of Him.  The oxygen was nearly gone.  The men were passing out; Lee was nearing death when He heard a voice: "Come unto Me all ye who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest".  It was the voice of Christ, speaking in Scripture to this young man whose time was so short.  Lee responded to the invitation, and--right then--was converted.  


Minutes later, another voice was heard.  A new shaft had been sunk, a rescue crew was coming down, Lee and his men were saved!  When the young engineer came into the light, he remembered his vow, renounced himself, and began following Christ.  


The Lord led him into the field of scholarship.  Over several years, Francis Nigel Lee earned nine doctorates.  His varied career includes law, philosophy, and theology.  He was ordained as minister in the Dutch Reformed Church, and has served as both pastor and seminary professor.  At the moment, Dr. Lee is teaching at Queensland Presbyterian Theological Seminary in Australia.  


But all of this is background for the event in Dr. Lee's life that is the subject of our lecture in church history.  


In April, 1994, Lee was invited to expound the Lord's Prayer at a conference in the United States.  He anxiously looked forward to the trip, as it allowed him to stop in South Africa to visit his aged parents.  But, in July of that year, his father was robbed, beaten, and left for dead in his home.  A week later, he died.  


Two months later, Dr. Lee returned to South Africa to see his mother and honor his father's memory.  While visiting his mother, he was surprised to learn that his father's assailant had been caught and jailed.  Lee quickly wrote the prison, asking permission to see the man.  Word came back: "You may visit the prison, but the accused may refuse to see you".  On September 15, Lee arrived at the prison, and was granted an interview with the man who had slain his father.  In his own words:


"I was escorted to a room where four armed policeman were doing clerical work.  One minute later, the accused was brought through the door into the room--and stood there in front of me.  He was a strongly-build, medium-sized man.  He stood there, just looking at the ground.  I silently prayed to God for guidance as for what to do next.  Then I got up from my chair; addressed him politely by his full name; greeted him with a handshake; thanked him sincerely for granting me the interview; and requested him to sit down..."  


"I then said: "Mr. W---, are you getting enough to eat here?"  He replied: "Yes, thank you".  I said: "Have you peace of mind here?"  He replied: "Sir, I am very unhappy.  I have been praying to God from my cell for the last three nights, but it's as if my prayers bounce back off the ceiling and don't get through..."


Then I said: "Mr. W----, I am the only child of the old man who as left for dead behind the front door of his house in Barrydale on the 10th of July--whom you are accused of having assaulted.  I had been looking forward to spending a week with him in September, but as you can see this is not impossible".  The young man nodded; looked down; and said nothing.


I then continued: "Mr. W---, my father was not a Christian many years ago, but there came a time in his life when he turned from his sins and received Jesus as Lord and Savior.  That is why he is now in haven, and waiting for me to join him."  


"I assure you, Mr. W---, that if you make your peace with God--whether you die right now of a heart attack; or are put to death for murder; or die naturally later on--you too will go to heaven.  I also assure you that my father, whom you are accused of having murdered, will then be the first to welcome you there.  However, if you do not repent and if you die in your sins, I assure you that you will spend eternity in hell-fire and damnation--forever!"  


"Mr. W---, three men died on a little hill called Calvary.  Two were guilty robbers; but the One in the middle, the Lord Jesus, was innocent.  Robbers, as you know, include those who go around beating up old people and leaving them for dead after stealing from them.  Both of those robbers jeered at the innocent Jesus crucified between them."  


But then one of the robbers repented, turned to the other, and said: "We are being condemned justly.  For we are receiving the punishment due, for our deeds.  But this man (Jesus) has done nothing amiss!"  Then the penitent robber said to Jesus: "Lord, remember me when you come into your kingdom!"  So Jesus said to him: "Truly, I tell you, today you shall be with me in paradise".  


"Mr. W---, if you wish, I will leave this jail right now.  But if you prefer, I would be privileged to show you right now how you too can become a Christian.  Which is it to be?"  


Mr. W---, tried to look me in the eye.  He said: "Sir, would you please show me how to become a Christian?"  I then realized that the four policemen in the room had stopped working; and were straining their ears listening to us.  So I said: "Officer could you kindly get us a Bible?"


The officer went galloping out of the room, and immediately returned with a Bible--and put it in my lap with great respect.  I opened it to John 3:16, and asked Mr. W--- whether he could read.  When he so indicated, I handed him the Bible, and asked him to read it.  Loudly and clearly, he read it out, and said, "I am too big a sinner!"  But I replied: "Mr. W---, it says here "Whosoever"--and that includes you, too, if and when you put your trust in Jesus".  


The atmosphere was electric.  All in that room felt the awesome presence of God the Holy Ghost.  The silence was terrifying.  Then I said: "Mr. W---, will you come to Jesus?"  He replied: "I will".  


So, the two wicked hell-deserving sinners--Rev. Prof. Dr. Nigel Lee and his father's slayer, Mr. W---then went down on their knees in that jail together.  I put my arm around his shoulder, and prayed first.  I thanked God for our meeting, confessed all my own fresh sins to the Lord; and then asked Him to have mercy of Mr. W---, for Christ's sake.  


Mr. W---, then prayed: "Lord, I'm a miserable sinner!  Please don't let Satan destroy me!  I am sorry for all of my sins.  Forgive me for the sake of Jesus Who died for people like me".  


We then got off our knees.  I assured him, Mr. W---, if you really meant that, you are now my brother.  In that case, here is my right hand of fellowship.  I will help you in any way I can.  Here is my address in Australia.  If you write me, I promise to reply to every letter you may write for the rest of my life."  


I then shook his hand and left the jail--to the astonishment of both the grateful police and the bewildered convicts who just kept on staring at me in amazement.  


Four days later, I visited the jail again.  This time, Mr. W--- was waiting for me with a smile.  He had been reading the Bible since I last saw him, and claimed to have peace.  I urged him to speak to the other prisoners about what had happened to him; to tell the whole truth at the trial; and to work and witness for the Lord for the rest of his life (be it short or long).  He then prayed for both of us; thanked God for my visits; and boldly asked the Lord to bless me wherever I went."


...God heard his prayer.  In London, the Lord spoke powerfully through me...In America the effect was electrifying..."


What does this story teach us?  In short, this: "Love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you". 


 It will do you good.  Nothing is more cancerous than an unforgiving spirit.  Let it grow, and it will kill your spiritual life.   "But if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your heavenly Father forgive your trespasses".  Do you think Nigel Lee regrets his decision?  Do you think he wishes he hadn't seen the prisoner? that he had wished him ill?  I don't think so.  And neither will you.  No one ever regretted "loving his enemies".  


It may do your enemies good.  The young man turned to Christ in response to Dr. Lee's witness.  How do you know you're enemy won't do the same?  But you've tried to no effect.  Then try again.  Who knows when it will have its desired effect?  Only God.  "Keep on loving your enemies".


It will certainly honor God.  He "causes the sun to shine on the evil and the good; the rain to fall on the just and the unjust".  Shall He do His enemies good, and we do ours ill?  I trust not.  


May God bless Francis Nigel Lee's example to us, for Christ's sake.  Amen.  

