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CHRISTMAS CONSEQUENCES
(Acts 22:22-29)

SUBJECT:  
F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  
INTRODUCTION:

A.  What would you say are some of the the great turning points of history.  What events are among the most significant in their impact on the world? Some would point to great conflicts:  wars and conquests like the Roman Empire’s world domination for over 200 years, or the more recent world wars in Europe and the South Pacific.  Others would note political movements such as the rise and fall of communism or the enshrinement of democracy in the founding of the United States of America.  And still others would list advances in technology:  the invention of the wheel or electricity or powered flight or the microprocessor computer chip.  

Yet there is, of course, a great event that far outshiness all of these.  It is what we celebrate at Christmastime:  God’s coming to earth in Jesus Christ to pay for our crimes and to reconcile us to himself as our heavenly Father.  All of the other events can only affect this life:  only God’s work in Jesus Christ has any lasting impact beyond the grave, for eternity, where it really matters forever.  


B.  Now all of these great, historical turning points are such because of their relatively lasting and influence.  Who can doubt that the wheel, electricity, or computers have forever changed our world?  Who can question the great difference it has made living among the blessings of freedom in America versus the stifling oppression of the former Soviet Union? And one shudders to think what the world would be like today had the Nazi’s prevailed during the Second World War.


  But even more, the greatest turning point of all, the coming of Christ at Christmas, has had more far-reaching and enduring implications.  The consequences of Christmas have been dramatic and astonishing.  

C.  We have been noticing these consequences, the explosive effects of the coming of Christ, as we’ve been tracing the progress of the Gospel in the book of Acts.  In our text for today, we find the same kinds of disquieting, disturbing, and disruptive effects.  Christ has come into the world to upset the status quo.  And everywhere his message goes, it foments change.  So let’s look together at some Christmas consequences. 
I. CHRISTMAS INCITES THE ENEMY’S OPPOSITION.  

A.  We should understand that Christmas has brought out the full fury of the enemy’s intense hatred.  We know how the angels sang his birth, and how the adoring shepherds marveled with joy.  We know how the magi came from the east and worshiped him.  The enemy’s response through wicked King Herod was to send soldiers to kill him.  John in the book of Revelation reminds us that when the dragon, Satan, was thwarted in his desire to destroy Christ, he went after the church.  Christmas has unleashed the wrath of the enemy against the remnant of the people of God. 

B.  One of you reminded me this week of Satan’s claim in Luke 4 when he was tempting Jesus in the wilderness.  The devil offered to give Jesus the kingdoms of this world if he would only bow down and worship him.  That was no empty proposition.  Satan said, “To you I will give all this authority and their glory, for it has been delivered to me, and I give it to whom I will.”  (vs. 6) Adam the rightful governor of the world delivered it to Satan when he rebelled in the garden.  Jesus refused the offer, but he has come to take back the world from Satan.  Christmas was an invasion, the decisive advance of the kingdom, an act of holy war to rescue the prisoners and set the captives free.  


Zechariah, the father of John the Baptizer, declared of the coming of Christ at Christmas:  “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel,  for he has visited and redeemed his people 69  and has raised up a horn of salvation for us  in the house of his servant David, 70  as he spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets from of old, 71  that we should be saved from our enemies  and from the hand of all who hate us; 72  to show the mercy promised to our fathers  and to remember his holy covenant, 73  the oath that he swore to our father Abraham, to grant us 74  that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies,  might serve him without fear, 75  in holiness and righteousness before him all our days.” (Luke 1)  He certainly understood Christmas in terms of conflict and war, God’s rescue mission behind enemy lines, taking back what had been forfeited to the enemy.  And this continual warfare is the result.


C.  Paul felt the wrath of the enemy as he sought to advance the kingdom.  He stood in Jerusalem to defend his actions.  But when he mentioned God’s concern for the despised Gentiles, the crowd would not stand for it:  “22 Up to this word they listened to him. Then they raised their voices and said, “Away with such a fellow from the earth! For he should not be allowed to live.” 23  And as they were shouting and throwing off their cloaks and flinging dust into the air, 24  the tribune ordered him to be brought into the barracks….”  Their hatred and opposition was so intense that he had to be forcibly removed for his own safety sake.  

Notice that the enemy can incite his pawns against God’s people.  Even religious leaders can be under the enemy’s domination and direction.  And notice that the enemy is highly skilled in playing on natural prejudice and hatred.  The non-believing Jews despised the Gentiles and were puffed up with pride against them.  Satan merely redirected this prejudice against Paul for his love for those afar off.  


C.  The angels on the hillside announced “peace on earth” to the shepherds.  But this peace was largely vertical, between God and his people:  “God and sinners reconciled.”  Remember, Jesus explicitly declared that he did not come to bring peace but rather conflict.  “34  “Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come to bring peace, but a sword. 35  For I have come to set a man against his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law. 36  And a person’s enemies will be those of his own household. 37  Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. 38  And whoever does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. 39  Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”  (Matthew 10:34-39) Christmas was an invasion, a cosmic military operation that would graphically provoke the enemy’s opposition.  


Reginald Heber sets this truth to verse:

The Son of God goes forth to war, a kingly crown to gain;

his blood-red banner streams afar: who follows in his train?

Who best can drink his cup of woe, triumphant over pain,

who patient bears his cross below, he follows in his train.

A noble army, men and boys, the matron and the maid,

around the Savior’s throne rejoice, in robes of light arrayed:

they climbed the steep ascent of heav’n through peril, toil, and 
pain:

O God, to us may grace be giv’n to follow in their train.  

 
Christmas incites the enemy’s opposition.
II. CHRISTMAS REVEALS THE WORLD’S CONFUSION.


A.  Christ’s coming is completely misunderstood by the world.  This, too, is part of the enemy’s strategy, if he can, to find any way to obscure or overshadow the glory of God’s remarkable love in Christ.  The Roman tribune represents the world’s confusion about Christ’s coming.  When he heard Paul speaking in cultured Greek, he allowed him to address the crowd.  But Paul then spoke to them in their native Aramaic, which the tribune would not have understood at all.  He could only judge by the violent reaction of the crowd.  His misunderstanding led to a wrong response:  he was going to beat some answers out of Paul.  “23  And as they were shouting and throwing off their cloaks and flinging dust into the air, 24  the tribune ordered him to be brought into the barracks, saying that he should be examined by flogging, to find out why they were shouting against him like this.”   He was curious as to what this was all about.  He could tell that something important, something explosive was taking place, but he could not understand it.


B.  Christ’s coming is so astonishing and joyous and life-changing to those who know him and realize the purpose of his mission that it leads to great joy and celebration.  In past generations, when Christianity held more of an influence than it does today, the whole culture was caught up in this joy of celebrating the coming of Christ.  Non-Christians still did not really understand this, but because God’s people were so gladly celebrating, they got caught up in the excitement.  It’s like the old gag where a man with a stiff neck walks down a busy, city street.  Because his neck hurts, he can only look straight up.  And others become curious as to what he seems to be staring at.  Eventually crowds of people have stopped and are also gawking upwards, and finally traffic grinds to a standstill as everyone wonders what is so fascinating in the sky.  


Of course the marketers got involved and seized upon the sentiment and celebration of Christmas as an advertising scheme.  And now most people think that the proper response to the coming of God’s Son into the world is to buy more stuff.  


C.  We who know what it’s all about must tell them.  That’s what Paul was doing that day.  He wasn’t really defending himself so much as he was declaring Christ.  We must do everything we can to explain the purpose of his coming.  Christmas is a call to evangelism, to teaching the meaning of this most astonishing miracle.  This week a pastor friend of mine asked how best to keep a positive focus at Christmas while surrounded by such crass commercialism.  We agreed that the best way was to keep pointing to Christ all year long, and use every opportunity to let others know the real consequences of Christmas.

Christmas incites the enemy’s opposition.  It reveals the world’s confusion, and… 
III. CHRISTMAS ASSURES THE LORD’S PROVISION.  


A.  Let’s just take stock of our situation.  Christ the warrior has come to take back the kingdom which our first father delivered over to Satan.  It is a military operation, a holy war, waged with the fearsome weapons of the truth spoken in love.  Paul declared that the Gospel, the message of God’s reconciling love in Christ is the true power for salvation to everyone who believes.  But in this war we face two, serious obstacles.  We have the continual hatred of the enemy, brought to a boil whenever the Christ of Christmas is truly proclaimed and worshiped.  And we have the world’s sleep, stuporous confusion, apathy, and inability to believe.  What hope do we have in the face of such impediments?

In our text we see the Lord’s wonderful provision for his servants.  Paul was about to be flogged.  The tribune wanted to get to the truth.  And two generations before Paul was ever born, God had provided for this very moment.  Somehow Paul’s grandfather, a Jew, had earned the privileged position of a Roman citizen.  This coveted prize was passed on through birth to Paul’s father, and through him, to Paul.  So as they stretched Paul out to flog him, he simply asked if it was legal to do this to a Roman citizen.  This created a crisis, for the tribune had almost perpetrated a serious crime against one of the favored set.  


B.  This raises some questions.  Earlier in chapter 17 when Paul and Silas had been arrested in Philippi, they endured a beating and spent a night in the stocks.  It was only then that they revealed that they were Roman citizens.  Why not accept the beating again here in Jerusalem?  The quick answer is that the beating in Philippi was a less serious beating with rods.  By enduring that suffering he set an example for the young church there, and by then revealing his Roman citizenship, he put the officials in Philippi on notice against further retribution against the Christians who remained there.  


The beating he almost received in Jerusalem was far worse.  Biblical scholar F.F. Bruce describes it:  “The scourge (Latin flagellum) was a fearful instrument of torture, consisting of leather thongs, weighted with rough pieces of metal or bone and attached to a stout wooden handle.  If a man did not actually die under the scourge (which frequently happened), he would certainly be crippled for life.” (p. 445)  Though Paul was willing to die for Christ and would later write in his letter to the Philippians “For me to live is Christ and to die is gain.” (1:21), he apparently reckoned that his work was not yet finished. And so he invoked his rights as a Roman citizen, and lived on to spread the good news.  

The point is that the Lord had provided for this very moment, and Paul used every advantage for the sake of Christ.  


C.  God has provided for us richly.  And now you know why you have been so lavishly gifted.  It is to use every one of his benefits to advance the kingdom.  Isn’t it nice finally to know the purpose for who you are and for everything you have?  


And this is best accomplished in the context of the church.  God has richly blessed his people with spiritual gifts, and all these gifts combined in joint operation make up the Body of Christ.  I turned 50 this year.  In some ways it was a time to take stock.  By middle-age you learn your strengths, but even more you become aware of your weaknesses.  And you realize that you’re not really going to get much better.  


How do you cover those glaring weaknesses?  The answer is the church, the Body of Christ!  All of us have weaknesses, fatal, deal-breaking deficiencies.  All of have these limitations and failings so that none of us can do it on our own.  The Lord has provided all of these gifts so that only together are we complete, and only together can we accomplish the work.  


Some of you are highly gifted in welcoming, befriending, inviting, and helping.  You love people, and you love meeting them and making friends with them.  I envy you (hopefully with a godly envy).  I need you in the body of Christ because I am so deficient in those areas.  You may say, “I could never preach a sermon.”  And you may be right.  But without you inviting, befriending, and welcoming, there wouldn’t be anybody to hear those sermons.    

CONCLUSION


God has wonderfully provided his people with differing gifts so that together we could be the body of Christ.


We face a daunting task.  Christmas has unleashed the enemy’s white-hot fury, and he will do anything he can to stop the story from being told.  
The world looks on with a blank stare.  It knows something big has happened, but it just cannot understand this good news.  


And the Lord has richly provided all that we need.  The body of Christ to gather the elect, and his almighty Holy Spirit to awaken the sleepers and set the captives free through faith in Jesus.   


No more let sins and sorrows grow

Nor thorns infest the ground

He comes to make his blessings flow


Far as the curse is found.
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