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GETTING THE WORD OUT
(Acts 8:1-8)

TEXT:  <Acts 8: 4> 
SUBJECT:. Evangelism/Missions.
F.C.F:  How does God get the Word out?
PROPOSITION:  Since God has entrusted the Gospel to us in our generation, 
we must get the Word out.
INTRODUCTION:


In 1949 the National Government of China was defeated by the communists.  As a result, 637 China Inland Mission missionaries were forcibly expelled from the country.  Persecution and purges of Christians began.  China was closed to all outside missionary efforts.  Yet within four years, nearly half of those expelled missionaries, 286, had been redeployed to Southeast Asia and Japan.  And the national Christians in China, even under great oppression, began to multiply until the church in China became 30-40 times larger than it had been when the missionaries left.  It only proves Tertullian’s proverb that “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church.”

B.  Tertullian could have been referring to the blood of the first martyr, the deacon Stephen.  He had testified faithfully to Christ.  And Jesus called him home, giving Stephen a confirming vision as the exalted Son of Man standing at the right hand of the throne of God.  


The result of Stephen’s death was explosive.  Getting their first taste of Christian blood, the Jewish leaders unleashed their hatred in the form of a fiery rabbi named Saul.  They gave him authority to arrest and imprison those who professed faith in Jesus as the Christ.  But, just as the communists found in China, the attempt backfired, and the scattered believers obeyed their Lord and made disciples wherever they went.  


God was very serious about his great commission, to spread the knowledge of his glory to the ends of the earth.  So, when his people seemed reluctant and slow to get the Word out, God gave them a painful nudge.  God is still serious about getting the Word about his Son out.  Since God has entrusted the Gospel to us in our generation, we must get the Word out.  

I.  GOD CAUSES EXPANSION OF THE WORD.


A.  It is very clear that God was bringing to pass this great persecution that propels the church out into the world to witness for Christ.  Jesus called Stephen home that day.  Stephen would most likely not have died had Jesus not revealed himself to Stephen in that vision.  But because Stephen saw the Son of Man standing at the right hand of the throne of God and faithfully testified to what he saw, he was condemned to death.  And, as a result, a great persecution began, a persecution that created a great dispersion of God’s people out of Jerusalem.  “1 And Saul approved of his execution.  And there arose on that day a great persecution against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles. 2 Devout men buried Stephen and made great lamentation over him. 3 But Saul was ravaging the church, and entering house after house, he dragged off men and women and committed them to prison.”

Godly men risked scorn and reprisals by reverently burying Stephen’s body and loudly lamenting over him, much as Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea had done with the crucified body of Jesus.  We learn here that the deceased body of the believer is not worthless, like so much garbage, but is to be treated with respect.  The Westminster Shorter Catechism reminds us that the bodies of deceased believers are “still united to Christ” and “do rest in their graves till the resurrection.”

B.  Why did the Apostles stay in Jerusalem, while all the other believers fled?  One reason may be the amnesty proposed by Gamaliel which they had been granted by the Sanhedrin, recorded in chapter five.  Stephen was not an Apostle and so was not protected, and neither were the other believers.  Another reason may have been that Stephen was a Hellenistic or more Greek-oriented Jew while the Apostles were more Hebraic.  Or it may have been simple courage; manning their post no matter what may come.  


C.  But put yourself in the place of these Christian refugees fleeing their homes and friends in Jerusalem.  What would they do for work?  Where would they live?  What might happen to their little ones?  And yet their overriding concern was not personal well-being, but proclaiming the Gospel:  “4 Now those who were scattered went about preaching the word.”  So we see this God-ordained pattern:  persecution leads to dispersion, which in turn leads to expansion of the church.  

D.  Now scholars debate the reason for all this, and we may never know for sure.  But Jesus had commanded the expansion of the Gospel in the Great Commission.  They were to “make disciples of all nations,” yet they didn’t seem to get much beyond the city limits of Jerusalem.  In fact, Jesus was very specific with them as we saw in Acts 1:8:  “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”  According to Luke, that’s the last thing Jesus said to them before he ascended into heaven.  They were faithful in the Jerusalem part, but hadn’t made a scratch in Judea or Samaria, let alone the ends of the earth.  I think that God gave them a nudge, as uncomfortable as it may have been, to move them out into obedience, declaring the glory of the Gospel of salvation in Christ.  

In fact, it seems that this is precisely what took place:  “1 And Saul approved of his execution.  And there arose on that day a great persecution against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria….4 Now those who were scattered went about preaching the word.”  It certainly appears that this great, painful persecution was in God’s plan as well to move his stalled people into getting the Word out.    

E.  Of all those refugees, we are given an example of sharing the Word.  Philip, another of the deacons, was faithful in witnessing in Samaria, where Jesus had visited and preached a few years before.  “5  Philip went down to the city of Samaria and proclaimed to them the Christ. 6  And the crowds with one accord paid attention to what was being said by Philip when they heard him and saw the signs that he did. 7  For unclean spirits came out of many who were possessed, crying with a loud voice, and many who were paralyzed or lame were healed. 8  So there was much joy in that city.”  God granted miraculous signs to confirm the Word that Philip was preaching. This was the first example of the Gospel crossing a national boundary, on its way to making disciples of all nations, not just the Jews.  It is possible that the Samaritans felt a natural affinity for these dispossessed, Jewish Christians.  Samaritans, too, had felt the rejection by their more purebred Jewish brothers.  Philip, a Hellenistic Jew like Stephen, had been likewise cast out by the Hebraic Jews in Jerusalem.  

But the point is that God was very serious about getting the Word out, and used the painful persecution of his people to make it so.  The result was that the Gospel spread and was welcomed by many, especially those who were rejected by others for not measuring up to their standards.  


And, of course,

II.  GOD CALLS FOR EXPANSION OF THE WORD TODAY.


A.  Here’s the point of application for us.  God has not changed his design, but still calls his church faithfully to get the Word out.  We need to be faithful in our generation.  It is true that since the days of the Apostles, much of the world has been evangelized.  The good news of salvation in Christ has been proclaimed on every continent and in every nation as we count nations.  Within those nations there are still many unreached people groups who have no clear witness in their own language.  But even worse, we must remember that the church in any land is always only one generation away from extinction.  The Gospel ministry will never be completed until Christ comes back because each succeeding generation must have the Gospel preached to it.  

My grandmother was born north of George, Iowa.  Her parents gave the land for a Presbyterian Church that was built there, Zion Presbyterian Church.  They lie buried in that cemetery.  That church was faithful in proclaiming the Gospel in their generation.  My grandmother heard the Gospel and trusted Christ.  But that church no longer exists.  The building was torn down and all that remains is the cemetery.  Its members were scattered.  If other churches did not arise, like this church, in the succeeding generations, and faithfully preach the Gospel, those generations would be lost.  God still calls for the expansion of the Word today.


B.  Now can we have the expansion without the persecution? Of course!  But please be aware that if there is no expansion, God may again use painful circumstances in order to move us to get the Word out.  


For example, if you are not currently witnessing for Christ, will God move you to share the Gospel from the sickbed where you lay dying?  Or if you do not speak up for the Gospel, will he motivate you to testify to your hope of a heavenly home when your earthly home is destroyed by storm or burned with fire or taken by the creditors?  Or will he finally budge you into witnessing to the all-sufficiency of his Son when you have lost everything else?

God’s people must be getting the Word out. 

It is God’s priority, declaring the glory of his Son to all the nations.  It is unhealthy when God’s people stagnate and refuse to reach out with the Gospel.  We might compare it to seed corn in the planter box.  That precious seed remains dead, lifeless, even useless until it is scattered all over the field, there to produce a rich harvest.  Or some have compared it to salt in a salt shaker, absolutely sterile and barren until it is spread over the food where it brings flavor and zest.  We must get the Word out there where it can do some good.  Or we must get those out there in here where they can hear the Word and respond to the Word.  


C.  God is serious about getting the Word about his Son out there.  And so must we.  


1.  At the very least we must be faithful in getting the Word out there into our homes.  Husbands and wives, moms and dads, must lead their families into learning, loving, and living the Word.  Parents must see to it that they use the Lord’s Day to their best advantage, using the whole day worshiping and enjoying God and growing strong in the Word.  Parents must model for their children an eagerness and delight in the Word, and talk about the Word of God with their children, showing specific, practical ways that they are obeying God’s Word.  


2.  And we must be faithful in getting the Word out there in our church!  Many churches are undergoing a voluntary famine of the Word of God.  The Word is seldom read in church services, nor is it the basis for the pastor’s messages.  And education in the Word has fallen onto hard times so that many churches offer virtually nothing with respect to Bible study or Sunday School for those past high school or even middle school.  Remember, the church is always only a generation away from extinction, and each new generation must become rich in the Word for itself, or the church will wither and falter.  

Earlier I mentioned my grandmother and her church which eventually disbanded.  Even though the church of her birth no longer existed, she poured herself into her new church and taught Sunday School for over 40 years.  I was one of her students.  Where do we see that kind of commitment to the Word of God today?  Jesus said, “When the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” (Luke 18:8)  Not if we fail to get the Word out in our generation.

3.  And we must be faithful in getting the Word out in our “Jerusalem,” in our local community.  Let me just remind you again, that God pushed his people out from their tight little families and circles through a great persecution, and then they got the job done.  Let me be direct.  You need to get of your secluded back deck, out of your TV room, out of your family gathering, and out into the neighborhood where the people are.  What if you would begin by spending one night a week on your front porch or front lawn and greeting the people who went by? Or what if you changed one familiar pattern in your life so that you met some new people for a change?  Some of those people are desperate for hope, but they don’t know anyone who can offer some hope.   


4. And we need to be faithful in our “all Judea and Samaria.”  Do you know that there are towns nearby that may have churches in them but in truth have very little Gospel witness? Those communities need to have a good, solid, Bible-loving, Christ-centered church like this one.  

You say, “But what can a little church like this do about something like that?”  Well, Jesus started with twelve pretty ordinary men (one of them a traitor!), and within a generation had planted churches all over the known world.  Explain to me why he cannot do it still, especially when he clearly declared that he would “build his church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it”? We need to be faithful in our “all Judea and Samaria,” and there is no better time than right now.


5.  And, of course, we need to be faithful to get the Word out to the “uttermost ends of the earth.”  If it were all up to our church, it would certainly seem hopeless.  But others are doing their part as well.  None of the missionaries that we support do we support alone.  We partner with other churches to sustain their work.  And through them we are planting churches in France and Germany, translating the Scriptures in Africa, recruiting more missionaries for the next generation, assisting Bible translators all around the world, building a school in Kenya, and preaching Christ and helping the homeless in Sioux City.  
CONCLUSION


Jesus said, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”  He moved his people with a painful push out of their comfortable lives and into the greatest adventure of all.  May God grant that we be faithful witnesses in our Jerusalem, all Judea and Samaria, and to the uttermost ends of the earth!
(
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