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REJOICING IN HEAVEN
(Acts 16:25-34)

SUBJECT:  Evangelism
F.C.F:  How can I enter into the joy of finding lost people?
PROPOSITION: Since Christ is seeking the lost through us, we must find them
INTRODUCTION:

A.  Have you ever lost your keys, or your cell phone, or your wallet or purse?  Do you know the frustration of looking for it, of asking about it, of wracking your brain trying to remember where you misplaced it? And do you recall the great joy when suddenly it showed up? That joy can sometimes be so great that I almost like losing things, almost.  Actually I enjoy it when others lose things so I can help find them and enter into the joy of finding.  

Our Lord Jesus used this same experience to describe the joy that comes through evangelism, through sharing the Gospel.  In Luke 15 he tells of a woman who lost a coin somewhere in her house, a precious coin, perhaps an heirloom.  So she lit a lamp and swept the house and didn’t stop until the lost coin was recovered.  When she found it, she gathered all her neighbors and shared the good news that the lost coin was found, inviting them all to rejoice with her.  And then Jesus said, “Just so, I tell you, there is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” (Luke 15:10)


B.  I think you don’t have enough joy in your life.  I’m sad for you because you so seldom enter into this kind of joy that Jesus says even has the angels of God whooping it up.  Our text in Acts 16 contains a joyful story, the joy of finding a lost son of God.  God has lost something.  He calls us to help him find it back.  But this is not just some lost coin, some mere trinket or treasure.  God has lost his people.  They are scattered about, angry, unaware, deceived.  God sent his Son to seek and to save the lost.  He has already done the work of saving, fulfilling the Law’s righteous demands for us and paying the awful price for our sins.  But he is still seeking.  He calls us to be his representatives, his ambassadors of reconciliation to share the good news of amnesty, pardon, and reconciliation with God—the gift of eternal life.  

How do we best find God’s lost people? Paul and Silas were expert searchers.  They found a lost son of God in a most unusual place.  Since Jesus is seeking the lost through us, we must find them.  
I. WE MUST REJOICE IN GOD’S MERCIES.

A.  The evangelism enterprise is mainly impelled on the fuel of joy.  The great impetus and incentive to evangelism is gladness.  Joy not only motivates and propels the witness, it also interests and attracts the hearer.  Our text begins with joy, even though the word is not used.  “25 About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners were listening to them….”  Don’t forget the scene:  Paul and Silas had first been attacked with flattery through the demon-possessed slave girl, which they successfully with-stood.  And now, in the space of a few hours, they have been attacked, literally and physically.  They are inside the inner dungeon.  Their backs are bleeding from a severe beating, and their feet are in the stocks so that they cannot stand, but can only sit, not daring to lay back on their wounds.  And yet, they are worshipping God, praying and singing hymns at midnight.  


Why? Because they are rejoicing in God’s mercies to them.  We have already seen a consistent theme in Acts that the disciples respond with joy at the honor of suffering for the sake of Christ.  In Acts 5, after the apostles had been threatened and beaten, they left, “rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name.” (vs. 41)  Paul and Silas were similarly rejoicing in their dungeon cell.  And notice the result:  “the prisoners were listening to them….”  These prisoners had never seen anything like this.  They knew what it was like to feel the beating.  They had heard every swear word from other prisoners.  But they had never heard prayers and hymns.  And the jailer, likewise, had never heard this before.  He went to sleep that night to the sound of hymn singing.  And notice that the story ends on joy as well.  The jailer comes to faith in Christ, and he and his family are filled with gladness:  “And he rejoiced along with his entire household that he had believed in God.” (vs. 34)

B.  And this joy is very attractive, for deep down, people know two things:  they know they want to be happy, and they know that they are miserable.  Why do you suppose every advertisement for every product features a smiling actor?  If the product is kitty litter, the homemaker is smiling.  If it’s after shave, the man is smiling, and so is his wife.  If it’s Hamburger Helper, the whole family is smiling.  The message is:  “You want to be happy, but you’re miserable.  A bag of Tidy Cat Kitty Litter will bring you joy.”  We don’t even have a cat, and I’ve been tempted to buy a bag.  


C.  The gospel of Jesus Christ is the greatest news of all, the true cure for our deepest misery.  Let me ask you a question.  Do you really believe that?  This is to the essence of true, saving faith.  The apostles believed and they were singing hymns from a dungeon at midnight.  The jailer came to believe it, and he woke up his whole household to hear the news.  Do you really believe that the Gospel of Jesus Christ is the greatest news that anyone could possibly hear? If you don’t, then you are probably not yet a believer, because those who “would draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who diligently seek him.” (Heb. 11:6) If we did truly believe this, then we would be so overjoyed in Christ that we could not help but talk about him.   


To speak of a “joyful Christian” is probably redundant since the second fruit which the Holy Spirit produces is joy.  A “grumpy Christian” is certainly a poor witness and is probably a contradiction in terms.  


So we must rejoice in God’s mercies, and 
II. WE MUST RELY ON GOD’S WORKING.


A.  We would have to confess that this jailer certainly had a dramatic experience which no doubt grabbed his attention.  He went to sleep to the curious sounds of hymn singing.  He awoke to the rumblings of an earthquake.  In his terror, he saw that all of the doors had been opened and everyone’s bonds had been unfastened.  The stocks on Paul and Silas’ ankles popped open.  For a Roman jailer, the one aspect of his work most frightening was the penalty if one of the prisoners escaped your charge.  Whatever was to be their sentence became your sentence.  Let’s just say that this kept the warden highly motivated.  


And now ALL of the doors were open and ALL of the chains had dropped off of ALL of the prisoners.  So ALL of their sentences now became his sentence.  That explains the jailer’s intended action:  “26  and suddenly there was a great earthquake, so that the foundations of the prison were shaken. And immediately all the doors were opened, and everyone’s bonds were unfastened. 27  When the jailer woke and saw that the prison doors were open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself, supposing that the prisoners had escaped.”
Do you see how God worked in his life to bring all of these dynamics to bear, to bring him to the point where he would be willing to listen? “28  But Paul cried with a loud voice, “Do not harm yourself, for we are all here.” 29  And the jailer called for lights and rushed in, and trembling with fear he fell down before Paul and Silas. 30  Then he brought them out and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 

B.  The point is that the same God is alive today, the same Lord Jesus who gave his life to save sinners is still seeking sinners today, and he rules over all things.  He is still bringing the earthquakes of emotional upheaval, still giving the sense of need and dread to sinners.  When you and I share the Gospel with others, we will meet many people like the owners of the slave girl.  Things are going well for them, well enough that they can mask the misery that lies within.  The message of the cross of Christ may have no interest to them.  It may even be offensive to them, and they may respond with venom and spite.  But sometimes we will stumble across someone whom God has been preparing, like this jailer.  Now listen carefully:  we are not to be in the business of trying to cause earthquakes so that we artificially get people’s attention.  But, we should expect for God to send such shock waves into people’s lives, and we must be ready when they occur.  

C.  We must rely on God’s working.  The story’s told about a man who slipped and tumbled into a deep well.  And on the way down he prayed, “Lord, save me, and I will serve you the rest of my life.”  Miraculously there was water at the bottom so that he made a soft landing, and was rescued, and he then spent the rest of his life pushing people down wells.  No, we must faithfully share Christ as we seek to find God’s lost people, and let God do the preparing.  We must rely on God’s working.  


And thirdly, 

III. WE MUST RELATE GOD’S INVITATION. 


A.  The Gospel is not an earthquake.  The Gospel is not that all of the prisoners have not escaped.  The Gospel is not even the desire simply to be saved.  The Gospel is the message about Jesus, the God man, who died for sins and who rose from the dead according to the Scriptures.  

Where did this jailer get the notion that he needed to be saved?  His first question, in fact, his only recorded words in the Bible are “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”  (vs. 30)  Why didn’t he ask them why they didn’t escape? Somehow he knew his need to be saved. Ironically, this word may have come from the lips of this demon-possessed girl.  She was the reason why Paul and Silas were in jail in the first place.  She had been following them around, and the demon within her kept saying, “These men are servants of the Most High God, who proclaim to you the way of salvation.”  She was apparently a kind of celebrity in the city.  Perhaps he had heard about her.  


There was also in the Greek culture a sense that people needed salvation.  So this jailer would have been familiar, perhaps his whole life long, with the idea that he needed to be saved.  This close call, a supernatural brush with death could have brought this to the forefront.  And the general misery that all people experience due to sin gives an inward sense of need and inadequacy.  And perhaps the apostle’s hymns spoke of salvation.  We do not know.  


B.  But we do know that salvation, eternal life and reconciliation do not come apart from the Word.   

30  Then he brought them out and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 31  And they said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.”  It is impossible to believe in the Lord Jesus without some knowledge about the Lord Jesus.  So it was natural that the next thing they did was to teach him.  “32  And they spoke the word of the Lord to him (apparently on the way to his house) and to all who were in his house (apparently after they got there). 33  And he took them the same hour of the night and washed their wounds; and he was baptized at once, he and all his family.”  There is much more to say here, but let the point simply stand that salvation, faith in Christ, cannot be separated from the Word of Christ.  The Gospel asks us to believe in a Person, but it is not a person of our imagination, but the Person whom God authoritatively describes and proclaims to us in his Word.  


C.  So if we would be God’s witnesses and enter into the joy of finding his lost sons and daughters, we need to learn his message.  I have a friend who was a military chaplain.  At one point in his career, he was stationed at an embassy and accompanied the US ambassador at numerous meetings.  And he often heard he phrase, “The position of the United States government is….”  That ambassador may have had all kinds of opinions on all kinds of issues.  But when he stepped into his official role, his opinions were irrelevant.  He was to stick to the script, for he was not speaking on his own behalf.  He was representing another.  


So when we witness to others we are to share God’s Word with them.  Jesus, not we, died to save sinners.  God offers the invitation to be saved, not us.  It is to God they must be reconciled, not to us.  So we must learn the story so well that we naturally share it with others.  

CONCLUSION


Everybody deserves an opportunity to receive or to reject Jesus.  Out of our great joy in God’s mercies to us, we share the Gospel with every creature, knowing that many will reject, but in some God has been at work and is preparing them.  We share God’s Word, his message, for we are his ambassadors.  And when God finds one of his lost sons or daughters through us, we get to enter into the joy along with the “angels of God over one sinner who repents.”  

1.  I don’t know how the Lord has been working in your life, but the same invitation holds for you today.  You may say, “I’m still in my misery.  I know nothing of this joy of salvation.”  Then you need to be saved, and if you will believe in the Lord Jesus, you will be saved.  


2.  Or perhaps the Lord has been bringing painful circumstances into your life.  You’ve had some close calls.  Perhaps the close call is God’s call, his warning that now it is time to come to Christ.  If you will believe in the Lord Jesus, you will be saved.  


3.  Or perhaps you have been listening to God’s Word, like those other prisoners, and now it makes sense to you.  You used to scratch your head without understanding.  Or you used to hear this message with indifference, even boredom.  Or you used to be hostile to this truth of your sinfulness and God’s solution in Christ.  But now, you hear it, and you want it, and it is for you.  God has opened your heart to believe and understand.  You know that you are a sinner, worthy of God’s judgment, without hope.  You know that God sent Jesus to seek and save the lost like you, that he died to pay the penalty for your sins, and that he rose again to share his eternal life with you.  Then if you will believe in the Lord Jesus, you will be saved.  And you trust in Christ today.  
(
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