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HOW THE WORD GROWS
(Acts 13:42-52)

TEXT:  Acts 13:
SUBJECT:  
F.C.F:  ?
PROPOSITION:  .
INTRODUCTION:


A.  Last time I explained why I believe that this may be a great moment for the church to be the church, for all of us to throw everything we have into the cause of Christ.  From our text in Acts 13, we saw that God has called us to A GREAT MISSION, his own mission of spreading the knowledge of his glory by reconciling sinners to himself.  That great mission involves A GREAT MESSAGE, the message of God’s giving his Son, the coming of the Savior of the world, accomplished by his death and resurrection.  And now, because of what may be the impending collapse of our economy and our culture, God may be giving us A GREAT MOMENT.  We need to reach out with this great message of hope as more and more become disillusioned and realize how lost they are when their false gods of prosperity and technology fail them.  And I want to invite you and urge you to prepare and to be ready, to begin even now reaching out with this great message, the best message anyone could hear, the message of abundant and everlasting life.  I proposed that now, perhaps more than ever before in our lifetimes, many people might be eager to hear this message even as their false gods fall short and leave them disappointed, isolated, and empty.   

B.  We are in a situation not unlike that of Paul and Barnabas as they arrive at Antioch of Psidia and preach this same gospel of hope in Jesus Christ.  As we continue with this story, we find what we also can expect, how we should be prepared as we fulfill God’s calling and reach out.  How will people respond when we offer them an alternative to their futile way of life, as the church is the church and models a new and far superior way of life, given to us by the grace of God?  What kind of response can we expect?  

C.  Our text tells us that we can likely expect a response of CURIOSITY followed by CONTROVERSY and leading to the alternative reactions of CONRARINESS and COMMITMENT.  So let’s follow the story and gain an informed perspective about what we can expect when we obediently join in God’s mission and declare his saving message of Christ.  
I.  INITIAL CURIOSITY. 


A.  As we saw last time, Paul dropped a bomb on the sleepy synagogue that day.  After rehearsing their common history from Moses to David, he announced that the Messiah, the Son of God and long-awaited descendant of David had come!  He was not recognized by the Jews in Jerusalem who put him to death to fulfill the Scripture promises concerning him.  And then God raised him from the dead, demonstrating his true identity and authority to forgive sins.  Paul closed with a warning of judgment to come for all who would not believe and submit to Jesus, God’s Messiah.  


It would be an understatement to describe the response as “initial curiosity.”  The immediate result was for the hearers to beg them to speak about these things on the next Sabbath, and many of the hearers responding favorably and believing.  


The ensuing effect was that the next Sabbath the synagogue was packed out.  “42 As they went out, the people begged that these things might be told them the next Sabbath.”  And this is as we would expect.  There was intense curiosity, for Paul had declared that the very thing they had been waiting for for centuries had now come to pass.  If I could use an analogy, it would be something like me announcing this morning that I was quite sure that Jesus would come back a week from Tuesday, and then giving some pretty convincing reasons from the Bible why Christ would return on Tuesday, January 20, 2009, and that I would give more details next Sunday.  The result would undoubtedly be some curiosity, and I am quite sure it would standing room only next Sunday.  
That’s because an announcement like that, true or false, would be remarkable, astonishing! (I’m NOT making that announcement, by the way.)


B.  It was this kind of amazement that marked the entire life and ministry of Jesus.  It started with the angelic announcement of his birth, and continued through his resurrection and ascension on high.  It was this kind of amazement that also marked the early church as they believed this good news and could not shut up about it to others.  


C.  Let’s face it:  the main reason why the world is not curious about Christ is because we are not really astonished and amazed about Christ.  We talk about the resurrection of Christ with less emotion than when we speak of a small gain in the stock market or a victory for our favorite football team.  “Yeah, yeah, Christ is risen, BUT THE BEARS ARE IN THE PLAYOFFS!”  We have lost our astonishment.  We have lost our first love, and have been sidetracked and distracted by a host of concerns that are less than nothing in the eternal scale of things.  


But if we would be amazed, and live in amazement, and delight to speak of Christ as the coming Lord of all things, Savior of the world, and dear Friend of sinners, then there would be curiosity.  We would see unbelievers with great interest in Christ, for they see our great interest in Christ.  

But we would also see…
II. INCREASING CONTROVERSY.


A.  We must never forget that the mission of Jesus Christ was a declaration of war.  In military terms, the enemy had almost entirely captured and enslaved the whole world.  There was only a small remnant of resistance fighters, mostly some of the Jews like David, Isaiah, and Daniel.  They were keeping the hope alive while they were getting pounded from every side.  And then God sent his great Champion into battle.  And Jesus won the war in the most unusual way.  He did it by dying a shameful death.  He outsmarted and overcame the enemy by letting the enemy do to him what was required to reconcile us traitors to God.  Jesus suffered God’s penalty for rebels and deserters like us who had gone over to the enemy and so forfeited our lives.  Jesus traded his life for ours, and then rose in power to bring us home.  

This is a war.  This is the war of the ages, and every human being is born into it.  This is serious, sobering business.  No wonder the Gospel, whenever it is rightly proclaimed, stirs up great controversy.  “44  The next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord. 45  But when the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy and began to contradict what was spoken by Paul, reviling him.”

B.  We are not often informed about the true motives behind certain actions. Who can judge what’s in another man’s heart?  But in this instance God’s Word tells us the true motives of those who opposed this good news of great hope and joy.  It is not that they had honest objections or did not think that Paul had proved his point from God’s Word.  It was that they were jealous.  They were so infatuated with their position in the evil one’s empire, that they could not give it up and submit to the truth.  

Whenever we truly, joyfully, passionately proclaim Christ the Lord, crucified and risen from the dead, the Lord who calls all people to surrender and submit to him, we can expect this initial curiosity, quickly followed by increasing controversy.  Why?  Because the message of Christ demands a response, and not just a few small payments like the infomercials, but absolute allegiance:  repentance from dead works and living faith, love, trust, and obedience to Jesus Christ.  That kind of call cannot help but be controversial.

C.  Now once again we have to face the truth.  One of the reasons why we do not experience this kind of controversy on a regular basis is due to that fact that we are not calling others to this kind of whole-hearted allegiance and obedience to Jesus Christ.  We treat an invitation to come to Christ on the same level as an invitation to join a card club—“it may be enjoyable, you can come when you want to, and quit any time when it’s no longer what you want.”  Jesus never invited anyone on those terms.  Jesus demands all or nothing.  “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me.” (Mark 8:34) Jesus said, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.”  (Luke 9:62)  And let’s be very honest:  the main reason we are not calling others to this kind of whole-hearted allegiance and obedience to Jesus is because we are not willing to live in this whole-hearted allegiance and obedience to Jesus, the Lord of lords and King of all kings.  WE WANT THE CHURCH TO BE LIKE A CARD CLUB, on our terms, when we want it, when it meets our needs or pleases us.  


So as the church of Jesus Christ being the Church of Jesus Christ, we should expect initial curiosity, increasing controversy, and…

III. INFLEXIBLE CONTRARINESS.

A.  Paul and Barnabas turn away from these jealous unbelievers who would not submit to Christ, and proclaim him to the Gentiles who are responding in faith.  “46  And Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly, saying, “It was necessary that the word of God be spoken first to you. Since you thrust it aside and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life, behold, we are turning to the Gentiles. 47  For so the Lord has commanded us, saying,  “‘I have made you a light for the Gentiles,  that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.”’ 48  And when the Gentiles heard this, they began rejoicing and glorifying the word of the Lord, and as many as were appointed to eternal life believed. 49  And the word of the Lord was spreading throughout the whole region.”

B.  But their opposition does not quit:  “50  But the Jews incited the devout women of high standing and the leading men of the city, stirred up persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and drove them out of their district.”  Why are they so dead set against Jesus Christ? Why don’t they see the truth and believe it?  

Bible teacher Johannes Vos explains:  “(I)n the sinful human heart there is a strong prejudice against God and against the truth of God.  The ordinary evidences are sufficient to convince a neutral, unprejudiced inquirer that the Bible is the Word of God.  But the fact is that there are no neutral, unprejudiced inquirers.  The whole human race has fallen into sin; the human heart has been darkened; the “natural” man is gripped by a tremendous prejudice against accepting the Bible as God’s Word.  Apart from the special work of the Holy Spirit in men’s hearts, there would not be a single true Christian believer in the world.  There are of course unconverted people who readily assent to the statement that the Bible is God’s Word, by mere custom or tradition rather than by personal conviction.  Such people are not really convinced that the Bible is God’s Word; they merely have a hearsay or secondhand faith which reflects the true spiritual faith of other persons.” [Johannes G. Vos, G.I. Williamson, ed.  The Westminster Larger Catechism, a Commentary  (Phillipsburg, NJ:  P & R Publishing) 15.]

This is certainly true, as our text plainly tells us.  Who responded and believed?  Any who wanted to?  No, none could believe and be saved in their own power, only those elected by God for salvation, as verse 48 tells us:  “and as many as were appointed to eternal life believed.”

C.  This is what we should expect.  Many people who are in misery due to sin, when they are faced with the claims of Christ and the offer of hope and salvation, will love their sin more and will turn against Christ and his people.  Apart from the sovereign work of the Holy Spirit, giving faith to those who are “appointed to eternal life,” we should expect this kind of inflexible contrariness.  

(Martin Luther)

But we should also expect…

IV. INSPIRING COMMITMENT.  


Paul was a respected Rabbi, akin to a esteemed seminary professor.  And he gave it all up to go around getting kicked out of towns.  What made it worth it?


A.  Certainly, Paul would say faithfulness to the upward call of Christ.  Paul writes in Philippians 3:13-14:  “13  Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14  I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.”   He was there with Barnabas in Psidian Antioch suffering abuse and scorn, getting kicked out of tows and worse, because he was responding to the call of Christ.  And he continued to obey the call, so that he could say at the end of his life:  7  I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. 8  Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day, and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing.” (2 Timothy 4:7-8)

B.  But we should also remember that Paul loves sinners in their sin and did everything he could to call them to faith in Christ and build them up in that faith. Listen to the last verse:  “52  And the disciples were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit.”  What disciples?  The disciples who had not been there only a short time before; the disciples who had only recently heard the good news of Christ from Paul’s lips; the disciples who had been rescued from everlasting death in hell and reconciled to God through Jesus Christ.  And that made it worth it; and that makes it worth it today.   
APPLICATIONS

Now this should lead us to certain expectations in our day since the same gospel is being applied to the same kinds of sinners by the same Holy Spirit today.  


1.  We should expect the church to be a difficult place at times, a place where the great battles of this spiritual warfare are being fought.  We should expect, if we are faithfully declaring Christ as the absolute Lord and only Savior, that the church would face great controversy.  We should never love controversy for controversy sake.  But we should not shy away from it, either, and replace controversy with worldly compromise.  The church is the battlefield of the great war of the ages.  We should expect controversy in the church.


2.  We should expect outreach to be both a heart-warming and heart-breaking exercise.  We should expect the same kind of reactions as Paul continually faced on his missionary journeys and as the faithful church has continually faced through the ages.  We should expect mindless, intractable opposition from some, ridicule, scorn, and persecution.  But we should also expect, by God’s grace, wonderful, glorious, true miracles of conversion to faith in Jesus Christ, as the almighty and most merciful God uses us to rescue burning branches from the fire, as he has rescued us through the faithful ministry of others.  So we should all prepare and redouble our efforts at outreach to the lost, and expect this to be, at the same time, deeply heart-breaking and deeply heart-warming.  

3.  And we should expect to find this same battle and warfare in our own hearts.  The line of battle runs right through every believer’s heart.  As long as we live yet unperfected in this fallen world, there will be a part of our own will that drags its feet, resists, and at times even openly rebels.  We may call it “standing up for our rights” or say that we have “already done our part,” but most often this is a cover-up, hiding the truth that we are not really interested in following Christ in everything.  And of this we must constantly repent and humbly submit to Christ.  
CONCLUSION


As our economy falters and our unhealthy culture continues to collapse, as the false gods of the people fail them, God may grant a growing openness to the saving truth of Jesus Christ.  May we be prepared.  May we know what to expect.  May we be sacrificially obedient and faithful.  
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