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THE POWER OF GOD FOR SALVATION
(Acts 10:44-48)
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A.  In Romans 1:16, the Apostle Paul writes:  “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.”  By the time the Apostle Paul writes Romans, he has already been a missionary for several years.  He has shown up in Jewish synagogues and in pagan towns and cities and simply proclaimed a message to all who would hear.  He calls it “the gospel.”  It is literally the good news that God has sent his Son on a rescue mission of mercy.  The Son of God in the person of Jesus Christ has lived a worthy life acceptable to God.  And then he died on a cross in the place of sinners, taking the punishment they deserved for their rebellion against God.  And he rose from the dead, victorious over sin and death.  He offers the forgiveness of sins and reconciliation to God to all who will trust him.  And whenever Paul shares that message, some scoff and reject it and walk away.  But some others are awakened by God and believe it and put their faith in Christ.  


So, Paul says, he is not “ashamed of the Gospel” even though some in his day apparently were ashamed of it and thought that it was not enough to do the job.  Paul says he is not ashamed of it because it is the only message that God uses with power to save sinners.  Nobody can be forgiven and reconciled to God unless they hear this message. 

B.  Do you believe this? Do you believe that the Gospel is the power of God for salvation for all who believe even when your children don’t, and don’t seem interested in it?  Do you believe it when your neighbors or co-workers don’t believe and in fact seem interested in most anything other than the Gospel? Do you believe it even as you feel your own heart growing cold and careless and disinterested in the things of God? Is the Gospel enough?  Is it really the power of God for salvation?


C.  In our study of God’s Word in Acts, we’ve been exploring the story of the first Gentile church member, a Roman military officer named Cornelius.  And in the conclusion of the story of his conversion to Christ, we see something extraordinary.  God employs three miracles.  And at the same time we find God’s regular, altogether ordinary method of saving sinners:  the message of the Gospel.  So let’s look at God’s extraordinary use of his ordinary means.  First, we see that…
I. WE MUST SHARE THE GOSPEL.


A.  The work of evangelism is a divine-human partnership.  1)  God supplies the salvation.  Christ has accomplished all that is required for men to be reconciled to God.  God applies the salvation as we will see in a moment.  2)  What is left to us is sharing the message.  

We noted a couple of weeks ago that God dispatched an angel to instruct Cornelius to send for Peter.  What the angel does NOT do is share the Gospel with Cornelius.  Sharing the Gospel is a uniquely human work entrusted to the people of God.  In 1 Corinthians 4:1 Paul calls himself a “steward of the mysteries of God.”  As a steward, he did not make up the mysteries of God, the message of the Gospel.  Rather, God entrusted the message to him and called him both to guard its purity and to proclaim it to others.  So if you are a believer and you are not sharing the message of the Gospel with others then you are being a very poor steward of the message that has been entrusted to you, the message that you have believed and have embraced with all your heart.  


B.  So Peter explains, proclaims, teaches, heralds the message of Christ to these Gentiles.  And “44  While Peter was still saying these things, the Holy Spirit fell on all who heard the word.”  So as Peter fulfills the human side of this divine-human partnership, God supplies the power of the Holy Spirit.  We must share the Gospel, and… 
II. WE MUST TRUST GOD’S WORKING.


A.  God’s work is indispensable in the salvation of sinners.  As we said, God supplies the salvation in the work of Christ, and God applies the salvation through the working of the Holy Spirit.  All three persons of the Triune God are involved in the salvation of any one sinner.  God the Father sent the Son, who accomplished salvation.  The Father and Son send the Holy Spirit who effectually applies the salvation to the elect.  The Holy Spirit gives the new birth.  Sinners who are spiritually dead and unresponsive to God are awakened, resurrected, born again by the power of the Spirit.  Those who were once darkened of mind and hostile toward God are enlightened and made willing to submit to him.  Those who once loved their sin and hated holiness are given an about-face:  they now hate their sin and love holiness and purity.  And so they turn from sin and turn in faith to Jesus Christ.

B.  This new birth which Cornelius and his gathered friends experienced through the power of the Holy Spirit that day becomes the new principle of the believer.  The integrating factor in the Christian’s life, which used to be self, is now another:  Jesus Christ.  The person who was self-centered now becomes Christ-centered.  It is Jesus who becomes the love of the Christian:  his goal is to know him, to serve him, to make him known to others, to suffer the loss of all for his sake, if need be.  Christ becomes everything to the believer.  


This is a supernatural, powerful, sovereign work of the Holy Spirit every time a person comes to faith in Christ.  Yet it is effected through ordinary, weak means—sharing a message.  In fact the message itself is actually quite unwelcome and even offensive to the unbeliever.  The message declares in unflattering terms that the sinner is dead, broken, helpless, wicked, under the wrath and curse of God, impotent, unwilling, and unable, but that God has entirely of himself and by his undeserved grace made a way to be saved.  Nobody loves that message or believes and submits to that message without the intervening, miraculous work of God.  This is the ordinary pattern of God’s working salvation in all who will be saved.


C.  What is extraordinary about Cornelius’s situation is the outward, miraculous sign that accompanied salvation.  The Jews were astonished, not because of the miracle, but because of the clear message that Gentiles could be saved without becoming Jews first, that when it comes to salvation in Christ, the Gentiles are on equal footing with the Jews.  So we read in verses 45-46:  “45  And the believers from among the circumcised who had come with Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit was poured out even on the Gentiles. 46  For they were hearing them speaking in tongues and extolling God.”  The first outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the Jews at the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2 was accompanied by the sign of the Spirit, speaking in other tongues.  When the Gospel crossed a frontier in Acts 8 and Samaritans were brought into the kingdom, we similarly had the confirming sign of speaking in tongues, just as they found in Acts 2.  And now, when the Gospel crosses the final frontier, and now the Gentiles are brought into the kingdom on equal footing with the Jews, God once again gives the clear confirming sign:  the Gentiles likewise speak in other tongues.  


Peter draws the implication clearly:  “Then Peter declared, 47 “Can anyone withhold water for baptizing these people, who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?”  Peter has shared the Gospel; God has applied this saving truth to the elect, and the result is the salvation of sinners.  I think at this point Peter would heartily agree with what Paul would later write:  “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.”

There is one thing more that must be done in this partnership with God in saving sinners.  Those who respond must be brought into the fellowship of the church and must be taught and strengthened in the faith.  We must share the Gospel; we must trust God’s working; and 
III. WE MUST MAKE DISCIPLES.  


A.  Luke concludes this account:  “48  And he commanded them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked him to remain for some days.”  The purpose for their remaining with these new Gentile believers “for some days” was undoubtedly to teach them, to instruct them and build them up in the faith to which that had only been introduced.  This also is part of the ordinary pattern of God saving sinners.  


B.  And note how closely this conforms to the commission Christ set before the Apostles including Peter just before he ascended to heaven (from Matthew 28):  “18 And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19  Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20  teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”  

This is precisely what Peter has done at God’s direction.  He WENT sharing the Gospel with a view toward making disciples.  When the Gentiles responded in faith, giving clear evidence of that faith, they were BAPTIZED, brought into the formal and public affiliation with God’s people.  And then they were TAUGHT the way of Christ.  The only thing extraordinary about this event at Caesarea was the external manifestation of the inward reality of the Spirit’s saving work.  Otherwise this pattern of 1) evangelism, and then upon 2) evidence of salvation, 3) enrollment into the people of God and the school of Jesus Christ is pretty standard stuff.  This is God’s method, this divine-human partnership in which we must obediently fulfill our work and trust God to do his work.  

APPLICATION


Now an important question:  How are we to respond when it may seem that there is little interest in the things of God?  What are we to do when the culture is in serious spiritual decline?  What steps are we to take when the Holy Spirit seems to be granting little fruit on the work of the Gospel, the message he has appointed for salvation?


What do you do when your children have little appetite for the things of Christ?  What do you do when your neighbors may be nice enough, but show no interest in knowing Christ?  And what do you do when your own heart is growing dead and cold, when you feel yourself to be drifting from a close walk with Christ?  In those times of decline, do we still proclaim with the Apostle Paul:  “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek”, or do we look for something else that promises greater results?  Do we keep on obeying God and proclaiming his message to sinners, as ambassadors holding forth his offer of salvation in Christ alone to the lost, or do we try to find something more effective?  


The question answers itself:  we share the Gospel, trust God’s working, and make disciples of those who respond.  And yet, as absurd as it may seem, over the last three to four decades, much of the evangelical church in America has slowly deserted its post and tried to dress up the Gospel of Christ in ways to make it more appealing to rebellious sinners.  David Wells, distinguished professor of theology and Gordon-Conwell seminary. has been sounding this warning for about 15 years.  In a recent interview, he accused many evangelical leaders of losing their nerve and abandoning the biblical gospel.  Here’s what he said,  

“I think what we really have is a failure of nerve and a failure in the center of the evangelical world.  It’s a failure of nerve because people have a sense that Christianity, if you look at the broad picture and certainly at the Protestant side of it, is in retreat throughout the west.  Indeed…in Europe there are vast stretches that have not a single shred of Christian presence left, except, of course, the empty churches and cathedrals….The same is true in Britain.  In New Zealand next Sunday and in Australia, only between two and three percent will go to any church at all.  So this perception that Christianity is on the run before our modern, secularizing, postmodern world is an entirely correct perception.  

“But what it has produced is a failure of nerve.  Instead of trying to understand our culture with clarity, and to confront it face on with courage, what our ‘brave leaders’ have done has been to hoist a flag of surrender, and say, ‘Look, we are willing to meet you halfway.  We are willing to be much more like you, if you will kind enough to like us.’  And it’s counter-intuitive but the truth is that the more we are like culture, the less we actually will have to say to it and the less will be our appeal to it.”

We cannot “spruce up” the Gospel to make it more appealing to lost sinners.  If we tried, the Gospel would become like the beer slogan:  “Tastes great, but less saving.”  And how do you make a message more appealing to spiritually dead people, people who cannot accept it? 

Do you not trust the sovereign power of the Holy Spirit?  Cannot the same Holy Spirit through whom God created all things in six days and raised Jesus from the dead, also raise the spiritually dead and give them new hearts and new minds?  And, practically speaking, whatever you used to try to dress up the Gospel and make acceptable and appealing will only serve to distract sinners from the saving message itself.  

By way of analogy, suppose you had a group of middle-school boys who hated math.  And so, in order to try to make math more appealing to them, you hired an attractive twenty-year-old female to teach math in a two-piece swimsuit.  What you would find is that the boys would probably be more attentive in class, but they would not be thinking much about math.  


Beloved, we must be about our work, the work that God has given us.  In everyway we must be preaching, proclaiming, sharing, and explaining the message of the Gospel, and we must be trusting God to do his greater work of creating faith in the hearts of spiritually dead unbelievers.  We must not dishonor God by losing our nerve, but must redouble our efforts in every way to share the Gospel of Jesus Christ with all.


We have a class going on right now on Wednesday nights learning how to share the Gospel with others.  Many are taking part, some from other churches, and all reports are that there is great interest.  If you’re not there, why are you not there?  Are you perhaps ashamed of the Gospel?  Do you not believe it to be the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes?  Don’t you want to learn how to share the good news of salvation with your children who may not know Christ, or your neighbor, or parents, or co-workers, or fellow students?  Do you not care enough to share with them the hope of eternal life?

Or what is preventing you from getting together with one or two other couples from the church and hosting an evangelistic Bible study in your home? You could invite a neighbor to go to church with you, and then to Sunday dinner to talk about the services and answer questions.  We owe to everybody the opportunity to hear the Gospel of Jesus Christ clearly and carefully explained to them.  Jesus said something about the Gospel to “every creature.”  


I’m reading the spiritual autobiography of our speaker for this year’s Siouxland Reformation Conference, Dr. Robert Godfrey, president of Westminster Seminary California.  Dr. Godfrey grew up in California in a nominal Christian home, rarely attending church.  He was first introduced to spiritual things by a high school teammate.  As they walked home after practice, the teammate kept turning the conversation to matters of faith.  Eventually Godfrey started attending church with the teammate and his family, and then he came to Christ.  And it all started with that high school teammate talking about his faith in Christ.


I think it was because that teammate was “not ashamed of the gospel,” for he knew that “it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.”  

(

44  While Peter was still saying these things, the Holy Spirit fell on all who heard the word. 45  And the believers from among the circumcised who had come with Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit was poured out even on the Gentiles. 46  For they were hearing them speaking in tongues and extolling God. Then Peter declared, 47  “Can anyone withhold water for baptizing these people, who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” 48  And he commanded them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked him to remain for some days.
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