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THE FULL FAITH IN JESUS
(Acts 19:1-7)
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A.  A common theme in literature and entertainment is the person out of their time.  You know how this goes:  somehow a character is transported to another time and struggles with the strange customs and culture.  A recent example of this theme was displayed in the movie, Back to the Future.  Michael J. Fox played the character Marty McFly who accidentally traveled back in time and changed his personal history.  The story was a combination of his trying to correct the past on the one hand, and to travel forward to his own time on the other, to get “back to the future.”  

Many years before this, American author Mark Twain employed this device in his Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court.  Earlier still was the short story by Washington Irving, titled Rip Van Winkle, written in 1819.  In the story, Rip was a good-natured though lazy farmer and a sorely henpecked husband who lived sometime before the Revolutionary War.  One day, in order to escape his wife’s sharp tongue, he went squirrel hunting high in the Catskills Mountains.   He met a curious group of men, ghosts, he later thought, drank some of their strange drink, and fell asleep at the foot of a tree.  When he woke up, he found that his dog had abandoned him, his gun had rusted shut, and his beard was a foot long.  He had been asleep for 20 years.  He went home to a strange place filled with strange names and faces, and was thought to be a lunatic.  His one consolation was to find that he was no longer a husband, henpecked or other, for his wife was long dead.  


B.  Our Scripture from Acts introduces us to a group of 12 men who were similarly out of their time.  They were men in transition, Old Testament men living unaware that they were already in the time of the New Testament.  Let’s read our text once again from Acts 19:

    “1  And it happened that while Apollos was at Corinth, Paul passed through the inland country and came to Ephesus. There he found some disciples. 2  And he said to them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” And they said, “No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” 3  And he said, “Into what then were you baptized?” They said, “Into John’s baptism.” 4  And Paul said, “John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the one who was to come after him, that is, Jesus.” 5  On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. 6  And when Paul had laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they began speaking in tongues and prophesying. 7  There were about twelve men in all.”

These men were disciples of John the Baptizer.  John was our Lord Jesus’ forerunner who garnered a great following and then pointed them all to Jesus as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  But some of his disciples had apparently left the area before they heard of the coming of Christ.  They were believers, trusting that the Messiah was soon to come, but somehow had not heard of his coming, of his cross and resurrection,  of sins paid for in full, and the giving of the Holy Spirit.  They were incomplete believers who needed to come to a full faith in Jesus.  Luke mentions that there were about twelve men in all.  Twelve was the number of the patriarchs of Israel who formed the twelve tribes.  Jesus also selected twelve apostles to form the New Israel.  These twelve men, once they had come to a full faith in Jesus, undoubtedly formed the nucleus of the new church in this strategic city of Ephesus.

C.  There are no disciples of John anymore, waiting to hear the good news and come into a full faith in Jesus.  But I think there are perhaps many, many in our land who are something less than full followers of Jesus.  They have heard only part of the message.  They are living in a perilous place, something less than full followers of Jesus, yet bearing some resemblance, just enough give false assurance and to lead them astray.  And I wonder if you might be one of them. 


For example, there are those who have learned legalism, who need to grow into a love for Christ.  

I.  LEGALISM VS. A LOVE FOR CHRIST.


A.  Legalism has two basic definitions.  One type of legalist is the person who invents more rules than we find in the Bible, who tries to find a regulation for everything and proscribe all of life by a strict and inflexible code.  But the other form of legalism is the belief that we keep ourselves in God’s favor by obeying the rules.  Jesus met this kind of person in his day, and the Bible says he came to save them.  


B.  Here is a common pattern that we can trace through the generations.  The first generation comes to faith in Jesus Christ.  They get it right.  They know that they are sinners unable to save themselves, and that Jesus came to serve the sentence for their crimes against heaven, to pay the penalty for their sins, and to bring reconciliation and peace with God.  And this generation gladly embraces Christ, loves him affectionately, delights in worship, prayer, and obedience.  They do keep the rules, God’s laws, though not without some degree of failure.  And they do so because God has loved them in Christ and has become their dear Father whom they respect and delight in him with great longing and affection.  They love holiness because he is holy; they hate evil because he hates evil.  


And what commonly happens is that the next generation, their children, grow up in the rules.  They may feel a great obligation to keep the rules, because that’s what they were taught and that’s how they were brought up.  But what they may be lacking is the great affection for God.  They do not feel themselves to be desperate sinners, lost, deserving judgment.  They may not feel great anguish in their hopeless plight, and neither do they feel great joy in God’s salvation.  What they do feel is a nagging obligation to keep the rules.  But they have no experiential understanding of why.  They have no great affection for God as their Father, but may have a nagging sense of the need to be a good, upstanding, moral person.  

And what commonly happens with the next generation is that they only mildly feel guilty about not keeping the rules.  But they don’t want to keep them; they hate the rules and seek to escape them at all costs. Typically, the generation after this one is completely pagan and flaunts their wrongdoing.  


C.  And my question is this:  Which generation are you? Whatever your age, whichever your generation, you need to go forwards not backwards.  The good news is that Jesus has the power to break this trend of decline, to lay hold of the hardest heart and awaken it into true faith and love for God.  And isn’t it time you leave your incomplete faith, which is no true faith, and come to Christ?


Similarly, there are many who have embraced the incomplete religion of pietism.  

II.  PIETISM VS. A RELATIONSHIP WITH CHRIST.


A.  Pietism loves the traditional practices of the faith.  A pietist enjoys the warm feelings, the nostalgic sentiment of when they were a child in church, perhaps even a sense of safety from simpler times.  Remember, we described the first generation as those who come to faith in Christ, who love him affectionately and obey him gladly.  The follower of Jesus Christ loves to worship him.  He loves the Bible, loves church services and preaching, loves to sing his faith in the great hymns and Scripture choruses.  He has great affection for Christ and longs to spend time with him.  He loves the exalted tone of morning services, and the close familiarity of evening worship.  He loves to talk about Christ and learn his Word in Bible studies and Sunday school classes.   He loves to pray with others.  


Now what commonly happens is that some in the next generation have been raised in this church-going culture, and may have gained warm feelings for these Christian practices, even though they are not really involved in the church.  You will see them at Christmas and Easter services, for example, with warm smiles and starry eyes, even though they may not enter a church any other time of the year.  They may live openly sinful lives and listen to Christian hymns and songs on the radio, or tune in Billy Graham every time he’s on television.  

B.  What has happened is that the pietist has caught a culture, but has no dynamic and living relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ.  This is another brand of incomplete follower of Jesus Christ, who doesn’t really follow him at all.  And the great danger is that the feelings are deeply deceitful.  A tear in the eye and a lump in the throat can be easily induced by Hollywood and by Nashville alike and they prove nothing at all.  I want to know what you think of Christ, and have you surrendered to him as your Lord, and are you walking with him each day?  Do you have a living relationship with the risen Lord Jesus Christ, or are you simply in it for the warm feelings?  


C.  The reason why believers love hymns and worship services and preaching and prayer and Bible study is because they bring us to Christ!  It’s because we have come to know him, and love him, and have surrendered to him, and want more of him.  And you need to come to Christ today.


And today we find that there are many more who have embraced the incomplete religion of consumerism.  

III. CONSUMERISM VS. A SERVANT OF CHRIST.

A.  What has happened in our land for the last 3-4 decades is that we have been involved in an experiment, a failed experiment that has brought many ills to the church.  Remember,


First generation:  warm love and joyful obedience. 


Second generation:  keep the rules as duty OR seeking nostalgic, warm feelings.  


Third generation:  hates the rules, ridicules the feelings.


Fourth generation:  irreligious paganism.  


B.  The experiment was largely aimed at the third and fourth generations.  If these people did not attend church as believers living in warm love and joyful obedience, and if they were not attending any longer out of duty or seeking nostalgic feelings, then how do you attract them back to church?  What motive could you possibly appeal to, in order to draw them in?


Well, everybody has problems.  Everybody has longings, no matter how sinful and self-centered.  So the experiment said, “Let’s treat this group of confirmed unbelievers like the consumers they are, and let’s market our product, Christ, to them in a more attractive package that appeals to their felt needs!”  


So, do you want to feel better about yourself?  Christ brings great self-esteem!


Do you want a better marriage?  Christ is the best marriage counselor.


Do you want help raising your children? Our church has great youth programs.


Do you want to make more money?  Jesus guarantees material prosperity.


Do you need help coping with your problems, losing weight, keeping fit, attracting the opposite sex, feeling less guilty, etc., etc.?  Jesus is the answer, whatever you desire, no matter how sinful or self-centered it is, Jesus will give you whatever you want and make all your dreams come true.  He is your co-pilot, your wing man, your personal trainer, your life-coach.  He thinks you are special and he’s rooting for you, just waiting to assist you in any way you want him, absolutely tickled pink to be on your team.  
That’s consumerism, a deeply flawed, incomplete religion.  My guess is that there are probably not a lot of consumerists in this church since we have publicly repudiate this failed strategy many years ago.  But many of your friends have probably been caught up in this empty trap.  Could there be any more despairing, fruitless, and barren, black hole/bottomless pit than self? 


C.  And the full faith in Jesus is so much better.  Jesus calls us out of consumerism, and offers us the highest title anyone could possibly attain:  servant.  Servant!  Christ offers us the position of servant.  He calls us to break the cruel yoke of self, to deny self, take up our cross, and follow him, who said, “Even the Son of man did not come to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”  The Apostle Paul’s favorite name for himself was “bond servant of Jesus Christ.”  He had been a bond servant to self long enough:  he delighted to serve Another, someone truly worth serving.  And he served Jesus by serving others.    


D.  The funny thing is that this one truth, answering Christ’s call to become a servant, would also transform marriages and heal hurting homes.  It would break the spell of money and affluence, and alleviate a host of self-induced problems.  It would lead to authentic, joyful living because we would finally step up and step into the role we were designed to fulfill.  It would instill real dignity as we become truly Christ-like, imitating the One who came to serve and to give away his life for others.

CONCLUSION


You need to come to Christ—to grow up out of whatever incomplete and inadequate false religion you may have embraced.  


Out of rule keeping legalism, and into a love for Christ.


Out of emotion-seeking pietism, and into a relationship with Christ.


Out of a self-seeking consumerism, and into service to Christ.


Jesus calls to you today.  He gave his life to pay for sin.  He rose again to share his everlasting life to all who will come in faith, trusting and resting and following in his steps.  You need to come leave your incomplete and inadequate false religion, and into full faith in Jesus. ( 
Questions for Family Review/ Discussion:  

1. What were these men in Ephesus missing?    

2. Why is the number of these men (12) significant?

3. Why were these men baptized? 

4. What is legalism?  Why is legalism a problem?

5. How is love for Christ different from legalism?   

6. What is pietism? What is the real purpose for spiritual practices? 

7. Why is a relationship with Christ superior to pietism?

8. What is a consumer mentality in the church?  Where did this come from?

9. Why is becoming a servant of Christ so much better than consumerism?
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