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SAVED FOR GOODNESS’ SAKE
(Acts 9:32-43)

TEXT:  
SUBJECT:  Goodness.
F.C.F:  Why do I have to be good?
PROPOSITION:  Since we have been saved to become good, we must be good 
and do good.
INTRODUCTION:


A.  Is it still good to be good?  I confess that I get confused from time to time because the buzz words keep changing.  Not long ago it was good to be “cool”; do you remember that?  Everything positive was cool.  That should then mean that anything that was negative or unpopular should be called “warm.”  But now, apparently, all that has changed, and it is best to be “hot.”  In fact (if you can grasp this) it is cool to be hot.  You can see my confusion.

And it always used to be that good was good.  It was good, for example, to win a game.  If you got an “A” on a test it was a good grade, and if you did that frequently, you were a good student.  But now, apparently, it is better to be “bad.”  So a really noisy car rolls by and someone exclaims, “That is a bad car.”  But they say it with a smile, like they would really like to drive a “bad” car, too, like it would be really good to drive a bad car.  So it’s good to be bad, and it’s best of all to be “b-bad to the bone.”  So help me out here—is it still good to be good?


B.  I’m teasing you a bit.  But I want to suggest that it is very good to be good.  We have been saved for goodness’ sake.  Now let’s be very clear.  We are not saved because we are good.  If we were truly good we wouldn’t really need saving.  Rather, Christ has saved us so that he would make us good.  


C.  We see the proper relation between salvation and goodness in the Christian faith in the familiar text in Ephesians 2:8-10:  “8 For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast.”  God has saved us through faith in Christ as an act of his free gift of grace because we need saving and because our works just won’t cut it.  We cannot become good enough to earn or merit our own salvation.  But God is working his salvation in us for a purpose:  (verse 10) “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.”

It doesn’t get much clearer than that.  Bad (that is evil) people are rescued and reconciled to God through Christ.  And then God as our heavenly Father sets about to make us truly good, when formerly we were bad (that is, evil).  SINCE WE HAVE BEEN SAVED TO BECOME GOOD, WE MUST BE GOOD AND DO GOOD.
I.  DO GOOD BECAUSE CHRIST IS GOOD.



A.  We learn about the importance of becoming good and doing good in our text today from Acts 9.  Luke has introduced us to Saul/Paul who will dominate the last half of Acts.  But now he leaves Saul in his hometown of Tarsus and takes us back to see what is happening with the chief of the 12 apostles, Peter.  Peter, with John, was last seen on his way back to Jerusalem after visiting the new converts in Samaria and establishing the church there.  Formerly the 12 apostles saw it as their duty to man their post in Jerusalem in the midst of persecution.  But now that a season of peace has fallen on the church, Peter begins to venture out and visit the believers in the outlying areas.  “32 Now as Peter went here and there among them all, he came down also to the saints who lived at Lydda.”  Notice that Luke calls the believers “saints” not implying that they are in some way super-Christians, but reminding us that all believers are counted as saints, sanctified, made holy, and becoming more and more holy, truly good.  


Peter in Lydda meets a pitiful man in a helpless condition.  “33  There he found a man named Aeneas, bedridden for eight years, who was paralyzed.”  We don’t know anything else about this man.  Some think that he must have been a believer, others don’t; we do not know.  But Peter demonstrates the goodness of Jesus Christ to this man.  “34  And Peter said to him, “Aeneas, Jesus Christ heals you; rise and make your bed.” And immediately he rose.”  Peter was simply imitating the goodness of the Lord as he had seen this same kindness performed by Jesus on many occasions.  He even uses the same wording as Jesus in the Gospels did in calling this man to rise and make his bed.  

B.  Now it’s clear that Peter is demonstrating here the ultimate goal of the coming of Christ:  to counteract the dreadful effects of sin and misery and to bring restoration and life in the age to come.  But let’s not overlook the simple fact that he also displays very clearly God’s intention in sending Jesus Christ.  God has sent his Son to demonstrate his aim of doing good.  The Gospel, after all, is literally good news.  When we share the message of Jesus Christ, we are reporting the best news that anyone could possibly hear.  Christian evangelists are heralds of glad tidings.  Good things have come in Christ, and the consistent demonstration of this is that God’s people do good to others in ways miraculous or quite ordinary.  God’s people go about doing good because Christ is good.  


C.  We may sometimes forget this.  We may get caught up in a “culture war,” for example, and we may think that our goal as the church of Jesus Christ is to re-capture the culture, whatever that may mean, and make bad people behave themselves.  I think the Apostles had a different agenda.  It was to proclaim Jesus Christ and make bad people his disciples.  Then Jesus would make bad people into good people.  In the “culture war” we may lose sight of the fact that godly Christian character, true goodness is pretty hard to argue against.  In the history of Christian missions, for example, as God’s people advanced into unreached areas with the Gospel, they also did good deeds like Jesus.  Their enemies and detractors found it very hard to oppose them because their sheer goodness spoke in their defense.  Good deeds announce God’s intention of doing good in Jesus Christ.  


D.  And the apostles were constantly admonishing God’s people to do good to all.  Galatians 6:9-10:  “9 And let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due season we will reap, if we do not give up. 10 So then, as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household of faith.”   Peter himself, echoing our Lord Jesus, tells of his motivation in 1 Peter 2:12:  “Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation.”

So God calls us to do good not in order to be saved, but because he has saved us for goodness’ sake.  We are called to do good because Christ is good.  
And then we find, very practically, to
II. DO GOOD TO THOSE MOST IN NEED.


A.  The next story in this account of the Apostle Peter’s work is about another miracle of healing, actually, a resurrection.  Lydda was a city about 30 miles northeast of Jerusalem.  Joppa was situated on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea about 12 or so miles northeast of Lydda.  “36 Now there was in Joppa a disciple named Tabitha, which, translated, means Dorcas. She was full of good works and acts of charity. 37  In those days she became ill and died, and when they had washed her, they laid her in an upper room. 38  Since Lydda was near Joppa, the disciples, hearing that Peter was there, sent two men to him, urging him, “Please come to us without delay.”

B.  I submit to you that Tabitha or Dorcas is really our model, not Peter.  Peter was especially called as an Apostle, equipped with authority to be a unique witness for Christ’s resurrection, and endued with miraculous powers as confirmation of his witness.  Tabitha was not an apostle but an ordinary believer like us.  Peter, according to his calling, traveled about, strengthening the church.  Tabitha stayed put and simply served Christ where she lived.  And she is described as one who demonstrated the goodness of Christ through her good deeds.  “She was full of good works and acts of charity.”  Oh, that that would be true of us!  Don’t you just long to be good and to do good works to all?  Don’t you just hunger and thirst for righteousness, to be found continually in acts of kindness, mercy, and love?  By the way, we have a class on Wednesday nights starting in October, dedicated to the mercy ministry of the church:  doing good to others to demonstrate that Jesus is truly good and his intentions in the gospel are ultimately good.  

C.  But her good deeds had come to an end.  She grew sick, enduring the suffering of illness and the final pains of death.  The Christians heard that Peter was near, and, hope-against-hope, washed her body but did not immediately bury it as was their custom.  They hurriedly sent for Peter.  “39  So Peter rose and went with them.  And when he arrived, they took him to the upper room. All the widows stood beside him weeping and showing tunics and other garments that Dorcas made while she was with them.” 

Here was the living proof of the good deeds of this woman.  For the sake of Jesus Christ, she had spent her days in good deeds making clothing for the most needy, the widows.  And they were weeping not simply because she was now dead but because her wealth of good works had seemingly come to an end.  John Calvin notes:  “Luke expresses in this place the cause for which Tabitha was raised from the dead; to wit because God pitied the poor, and did at their desire restore the woman to life.”  The poor needed her, and God gave her more time to come to their aid.  Do you ever wonder who will weep at your funeral besides your immediate family and the people to whom you owe money? Do you hope that others will miss you because of the kind deeds you did for them? Now is the time to start doing good.  


So Peter, in imitation of the Lord Jesus, comes to her side.  “39 So Peter rose and went with them. And when he arrived, they took him to the upper room. All the widows stood beside him weeping and showing tunics and other garments that Dorcas made while she was with them. 40 But Peter put them all outside, and knelt down and prayed; and turning to the body he said, “Tabitha, arise.”  In his first volume, Luke has recorded the story of Jesus raising from the dead the daughter of Jairus, a ruler in the synagogue.  There Jesus spoke to her in Aramaic and said, “Talitha koum” which means “Little girl arise.”  Peter imitates Jesus almost word for word as he would have said “Tabitha koum.”  “And she opened her eyes, and when she saw Peter she sat up. 41  And he gave her his hand and raised her up. Then calling the saints and widows, he presented her alive.” 


In both instances Peter commanded the afflicted person to “arise”:  one from paralysis, the other from death.  This is an indication of new life we are receiving and will finally receive in the resurrection power of Jesus, as someday we hear the voice of Christ calling us to arise.    


D.  And so we are called to do good, not just talk about doing good, or think warmly about doing good, or give our approval to doing good, but to do good, and especially to those who most need it, to the weak, the hurting, the vulnerable.  

III. DO GOOD TO THE GLORY OF GOD. 


A.  And the end result in each case is the same.  The word of this goodness done in the name of Jesus is reported widely and many come to put their faith in him.  This is the result of Christ healing the paralyzed man in Lydda:  “35  And all the residents of Lydda and Sharon saw him, and they turned to the Lord.”  And this is the result of those who heard about the resurrection of Tabitha:  “42 And it became known throughout all Joppa, and many believed in the Lord.”  It is not just the faith in the miraculous power.  It is the faith in the goodness of Jesus, in the demonstration of his mercy and kindness.  In one instance a man who could do nothing was enabled to do much.  And in the other, a woman who had formerly done much was restored to do more.  


B.  And don’t miss the most marvelous result of doing good to others.  Peter did good to Aeneas, and many found eternal salvation in Christ.  Dorcas did good to others, and others were attracted to Christ through her.  The ultimate good is evangelism, by which condemned sinners hear the gospel and are reconciled to God through Jesus Christ.  And this results in their praising God, glorifying God, and this is the best good of all, or perhaps we should call this “bad,” if you know what I mean.  
CONCLUSION


And let me invite you into a life of being good and doing good, in imitation of Christ who is truly good:  a life of showing his good intentions to others.  Doing good to those most in need.  Doing good because it glorifies our heavenly Father.  Don’t you long to be truly good?


Dorcas had tasted of the goodness of the Lord in her life, and spend her days doing good to others, demonstrating that the Lord is good.  People are tired of the slick, the pretenders, the hypocrites who talk about doing good, and who demand that others do good, but don’t do it themselves.  People want to know if there is any real goodness left in the world.  They want to know if there is a God and if he is truly good.  

May we, like Dorcas, be full of good works and acts of charity, that others may see our good works and glorify our Father in heaven.  

 33  There he found a man named Aeneas, bedridden for eight years, who was paralyzed. 34  And Peter said to him, “Aeneas, Jesus Christ heals you; rise and make your bed.” And immediately he rose. 35  And all the residents of Lydda and Sharon saw him, and they turned to the Lord.

    36 ¶  Now there was in Joppa a disciple named Tabitha, which, translated, means Dorcas. She was full of good works and acts of charity. 37  In those days she became ill and died, and when they had washed her, they laid her in an upper room. 38  Since Lydda was near Joppa, the disciples, hearing that Peter was there, sent two men to him, urging him, “Please come to us without delay.” 39  So Peter rose and went with them. And when he arrived, they took him to the upper room. All the widows stood beside him weeping and showing tunics and other garments that Dorcas made while she was with them. 40  But Peter put them all outside, and knelt down and prayed; and turning to the body he said, “Tabitha, arise.” And she opened her eyes, and when she saw Peter she sat up. 41  And he gave her his hand and raised her up. Then calling the saints and widows, he presented her alive. 42  And it became known throughout all Joppa, and many believed in the Lord. 43  And he stayed in Joppa for many days with one Simon, a tanner.


A.  There’s an old story about a father who left his farm to his three sons.  Before he died he told them that there was a buried treasure somewhere in the fields about eighteen inches below the surface.  So the boys began to dig all over the farm, but did not find the treasure.  Since they had the soil all turned nicely, they agreed to plant a crop.  All the while they continued to dig here and there, but in the fall they also managed to bring in a lucrative harvest.  This pattern continued year after year until the sons realized that the real treasure was in the soil itself and the rich harvest it could yield if it was worked properly.  The treasure was the soil itself.  

B.  Last time we asked the question:  What makes it worth it to follow Christ? Following Christ creates serious suffering for God’s people, the sufferings involved in taking his Gospel to others, the sufferings of disfavor, dangers, deprivations, and distress.  What makes these worth it all? And the answer Paul gave from Philippians 3 is the surpassing worth of knowing Jesus Christ as Lord.  The real treasure is in being in him, being with him, and becoming like him.  In other words, those who follow Jesus get Jesus.  


If that sentence makes no sense to you, in fact, if it does not set your heart to singing, if knowing that when you follow Jesus you get Jesus does not make you smile from the inside out and strengthen your resolve to follow him, then I think you are not yet a Christian.  This is the greatest treasure.  Reconciliation with God, everlasting life, and eternal glory are all to be found in Jesus Christ.  If you have him you have it all.  There is nothing of any lasting worth to be found apart from him.  As the Psalmist declares in Psalm 73:25, “Whom have I in heaven but you?  And there is nothing on earth that I desire besides you.”   If you are not following Christ then you do not have Christ, and so you have nothing of any worth at all.  But if you follow Christ you get Christ and you have everything.

C.  And there’s more.  There is something else that makes it in comparably worth it to follow him, no matter what it may cost.  What also makes it worth it for someone to come to Christ, to turn their back on the world, to embrace the sufferings of disfavor, dangers, deprivations, and distress?  The answer is you.  You do.  Part of the great prize people will get when they come to Christ is you.  It is the prize of Christian fellowship.  


In Mark chapter 10, Jesus has just told a rich young man that he must give up all he has in order to follow him.  The rich young man refused to do so and walked away sadly.  Peter, observing all this, asks our question for us.  “See, we have left everything and followed you.” 29  Jesus said, “Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or lands, for my sake and for the gospel, 30  who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal life. (Mark 10:28-30)  Jesus reminds him that their sacrifice is not really that great because they will receive much more than they gave up.  But notice that part of the promised reward is you:  “there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or lands, for my sake and for the gospel, 30  who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands….”

D.  If I am following Christ, and you are following Christ, then you are no small part of my prize, and I am no small part of your prize.  Of course we’re talking about the great treasure of Christian fellowship.  And we see this treasure unfolding in our story in Acts 9.  We learn first that 
I.  TRUE FELLOWSHIP IS RISKING.


“23 When many days had passed, the Jews plotted to kill him, 24  but their plot became known to Saul. They were watching the gates day and night in order to kill him, 25  but his disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall, lowering him in a basket.”  

A.  Luke gives us an unspecified time reference of “many days” here.  But, according to Paul’s account of these events in Galatians 1, three years had intervened.  Paul had traveled to Arabia for a three-year sojourn.  There, most likely, he studied the Scriptures on his own in the light of this amazing announcement that the Messiah had come in Jesus Christ.  So when he came back to Damascus, he was even more compelling in his witness to Jesus as the Son of God and Messiah.  And this brought down upon him the ire of the authorities.  He found himself once again “suffering much” for the sake of the name of Jesus.  In fact, in 2 Corinthians 11, Paul marks it as a particularly embarrassing moment of weakness when he had to be helplessly lowered down the wall in a basket to escape into the night. 


B.  And then he came to Jerusalem, and things were no better.  “26 And when he had come to Jerusalem, he attempted to join the disciples. And they were all afraid of him, for they did not believe that he was a disciple.”  Saul/Paul had a serious problem.  He was like the proverbial man without a country.  He could not go back, but he could not go forward.  And you can understand how the church in Jerusalem might have a hard time accepting him.  He had been sent to ferret out the believers and drag them back to Jerusalem in chains.  And then he disappears for three years and suddenly shows up claiming to be a Christian? Sounds like a trap.  What better way to infiltrate them than to pretend to be one of them? 

But Barnabas, whose name means “son of encouragement” takes him by the hand and leads him to the apostles:  “27  But Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles and declared to them how on the road he had seen the Lord, who spoke to him, and how at Damascus he had preached boldly in the name of Jesus.”  Others also took the risk of accepting him into their midst, and that settled it.  

C.  Christian fellowship is part of the great treasure we find in Jesus Christ:  “houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands….”   But that fellowship involves a risk.  It means opening your heart to others, to risk making them significant to you, sharing in their lives, their cares and woes.  It is the risk of committing your life to others in long-term, eternal friendship and fellowship.  It is risky because opening your heart to others is opening your heart to hurt.  People may let you down.  They may turn against you.  You may share with them something personal, and they may let it slip.  If Saul had been a spy and they let him into their hearts, he could have done a lot of damage.  The same is true if others turn out to be false brothers or false sisters.  


This may explain why some will only commit themselves to a small fraction of the life of the church.  They show up occasionally, but they rarely stick around long enough to know others and to be known by others.  It may be that they are afraid to take the risk of a real fellowship, a real commitment to the people of God.  If you are a believer in Jesus Christ, then you are part of the treasure we all receive for following Jesus.  We all need you to be that treasure. We need you to take the risk of opening your heart to us and becoming a valuable benefit to us all.  We need you to be that reward, to help us be convinced that it’s worth it to follow Jesus.   

True fellowship is risking, and…
II. TRUE FELLOWSHIP IS RECEIVING.


A.  So Saul/Paul was quickly embraced into full fellowship.  Notice the wonderful way this is described:  “28  So he went in and out among them at Jerusalem, preaching boldly in the name of the Lord.”  It was dangerous to be a Christian in Jerusalem.  You can almost see the biggest, burliest believers stationed at the door, keeping watch, challenging those who might show up, “Hey, where do you think you’re going?”  But Saul had free range.  Imagine those Christian bouncers on either side of the door, slightly scowling, searching for familiar faces.  And here comes Saul.  Their faces suddenly brighten, perhaps there is a handshake or a quick embrace: “Hey, Saul, good to see you man!”  He “went in and out among them at Jerusalem.”  True fellowship is the hearty receiving of one another.

B.  According to Paul’s report of it in Galatians 1, Peter was second in line to receive him after Barnabas, in fact, Peter opened his home to this man who had formerly consented to the execution of Peter’s friend Stephen.  “18  Then after three years I went up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas and remained with him fifteen days.”  Peter seemed particularly accommodating, but perhaps there’s a reason for it.  Remember, he was the one who had asked Jesus about what the disciples would receive seeing they had left all to follow him.  Undoubtedly Peter had lost many former friends and associates because of his radical association with Jesus.  So the promise of Christian fellowship had become particularly dear to him. Peter had found in the church “houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands….”  So Peter was quick become that brother and to offer his house to Saul:  “mi casa, su casa.”  That’s one of the great blessings of Christian fellowship, and that’s part of what makes it worth it to follow Jesus Christ.  We need to be that church to one another. 


C.  I can literally go anywhere in the world and find brothers and sisters, fathers and mothers, houses and lands in Jesus Christ.  In May I went out to Pennsylvania to pick up our son David from college.  Now you understand that I’m a basically cheap person.  If I had the back of a van to sleep in, why rent a motel room.  So when I got there, I intended to sleep in the back of the van.  But where to park? I couldn’t park on campus:  they would make me move.  I thought about a church parking lot.  I called a pastor I had met a couple of times and asked if I could park in the church parking lot.  But the police patrolled that lot, so that wouldn’t work.  Could I park in this pastor’s drive way? No, he said, you’re not sleeping in my drive way.  You can stay at my house!  “Mi casa, su casa.”  As a follower of Jesus Christ, I had houses and lands, brothers and sisters in Pennsylvania!  Christian fellowship is receiving.  And…

III. TRUE FELLOWSHIP IS RELIEVING.

A.  When we follow Jesus we receive the relief, the help of our fellow travelers.  Christ’s promise to Saul that he would “suffer much” for the sake of his name did not fail to come to pass.  As Saul proclaimed him faithfully, he found himself in an increasingly difficult situation.  “28  So he went in and out among them at Jerusalem, preaching boldly in the name of the Lord. 29  And he spoke and disputed against the Hellenists. But they were seeking to kill him.”  There had been at this point perhaps a sort of truce.  It didn’t seem like this was a time of open persecution.  But Saul’s preaching threatened to change all that.  He found particular conflict with the Hellenists.  “29  And he spoke and disputed against the Hellenists. But they were seeking to kill him.”  These were probably the same people Stephen had disputed with some three years earlier, the same who had brought trumped-up charges against him and had gotten him stoned to death.  And now they were targeting Saul.  


B.  So the believers came to his aid and helped him escape.  “30  And when the brothers learned this, they brought him down to Caesarea and sent him off to Tarsus.”  Tarsus was his home where he might find safety.  The point is that the believers offered him real help.  


A great part of this relieving today is simply in the form of emotional support and concern.  And this demonstrates the great necessity of sticking around in Sunday School and small group Bible studies where you can get to know others and share your joys and sorrows together.  Those who neglect this not only miss out on this help and relief, they rob others of the same.  They are neglecting those promises they made to support the church in its worship and work to the best of their ability.  

CONCLUSION


Last time we found that when we follow Jesus, we get Jesus.  But we also find that when we follow Jesus we get the church.  Suppose you, like Peter that day, came to Jesus and said, “I have left everything to follow you.  Now what do I get in return?”  And suppose the Lord Jesus led you to a church member just like you, and said, “You get this person as your friend, as your brother or sister in Christ, to know you and help you, to receive you and relieve you.”  


Would you then conclude that it was worth it to give up all to receive someone like you as a brother or sister in Christ?  You are no small part of the prize we all receive for forsaking all to follow Jesus.  Please, please be a great prize to others.  


“29  Jesus said, “Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or lands, for my sake and for the gospel, 30  who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal life.” 
(
____________________________________________________________________________________________


