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(Acts 23:12-22)
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A.  We pray for God’s protection every Sunday.  In the Lord’s Prayer we ask God to “deliver us from evil.”  We are recognizing our vulnerability and our great danger from evil, and humbly acknowledging that without God’s protection, we are in serious trouble.  Have you thought about your need for God’s protection lately?  

We really need to do so.  If the world were merely neutral ground, a relatively safe place, or if we were able to somehow live in a bubble of security, then we might not need to be so concerned about God’s protection.  But the Bible presents the world, not as some playground offering only an occasional bumped elbow or skinned knee.  This world is a war zone with the ageless, spiritual battle being waged all around us, even inside us.  A mere moment of relaxing our guard may open us to serious threat.  In a hymn we all know very well and have sung numerous times we are reminded of the “many dangers, toils, and snares” of this world.  


B.  God promises to protect his people.  We have seen this promise reiterated to the Apostle Paul as he faced serious troubles in Jerusalem:  mob violence and beating, false charges and arrest, and now a conspiracy to kill him that reached to the very top of the Jewish establishment.  And just before the threat became most urgent, the Lord Jesus appeared to Paul in the night with these words of assurance.  “Take courage, for as you have testified to the facts about me in Jerusalem, so you must testify also in Rome.” (23:11)

C.  The substance of that promise, God’s protection, was not only for the Apostle, but fully extends to all his people.  We must think carefully about God’s protection that we might always be full of faith, living in complete confidence in our God.  Since God is trustworthy, we must trust him fully.
I.  GOD’S PROTECTION IS FOR HIS PURPOSES.


A.  Here’s some good news:  God’s protection is for his purposes, not for ours.  When God promises to protect his people, he is protecting his own interests.  And nobody messes with God’s plans.  


B.  This is abundantly clear when it comes to God’s promise to Paul.  God’s protection was specifically applied to the work God was doing.  Paul was his appointed servant to accomplish God’s work, and so all of the protection of almighty God was with him.  “Take courage, for as you have testified to the facts about me in Jerusalem, so you must testify also in Rome.”  This wasn’t so much about Paul fulfilling his dreams, but about Paul being used to accomplish God’s plan.  

As you may recall, Paul originally had no desire to testify to Jesus as God’s messiah in Rome or in any other place for that matter.  In truth, Paul was going in precisely the opposite direction.  Paul was actively persecuting Christ; he was doing every thing in his power, with tremendous zeal and fierce hatred, vigorously persecuting the church.  Testifying for Christ was truly the last thing on his mind.  And then he met Jesus, and God turned him around completely.  


And now God was with him.  Paul was no longer struggling against God.  Paul had formerly been completely co-opted in the enemy camp, hating Christ, doing whatever the evil one commanded in seeking to destroy the Gospel witness.  But Paul was fighting God.  And now, when Jesus met him on the road, Paul’s desires and dreams were transformed.  His life was no longer precious to him, only to know Christ and to make him known.  

C.  God’s protection is extended to you as you are engaged in fulfilling God’s purposes.  Your calling and my calling are not the same as Paul’s, to testify for Christ in Rome.  But every Christian has a calling, a calling that God has given us and which the enemy hates and seeks to destroy.  What we must remember is that our calling before God is never neutral.  It is lived out in the midst of this war zone, and we will only accomplish it under enemy fire.

1.  Some of us are called to the family as parents, children, grandparents, aunts and uncles, nephews and nieces.  Our calling before God is to support, nurture, care for, and encourage the Christian growth and discipleship of our family members.  God calls to accomplish these vital works. Satan will always oppose them and throw up every obstacle.  God pledges his help.

2.  Similarly, we are called to work hard, to become prosperous so that we can support our families and give to God’s work.  God calls us to do this.  He will help and protect us.


3.  God calls us to witness to our neighbors.  That sounds so scary, doesn’t it?  The vast majority of professing Christians have never witnessed to anybody, never invited a non-Christian to church.  God calls us to this holy work, and he will support and strengthen us as we do.


4.  God calls us to serve him in and through our local church, with all energy and zeal.  He will permit no false humility which says, “Oh, I could never do that.”  If God calls you to it, he will help you do it.  


So God’s protection is for his purposes.  Nobody can stop God from doing what he will.  That means (and I want to say this carefully) when God is using you to do his will, you are as almighty as he is, for it is God at work in you to do that will, and all his power is with you to accomplish it.  

II. GOD’S PROTECTION IS ESSENTIAL.  

A.  God’s protection is required, absolutely necessary, vital, and indispensable.  In this spiritual war, on our own, we are no match for the enemy.  Just go back to the garden and see how our first parents fared against the evil one on their own.  They killed our whole race.  So we need God’s protection.  


B.  Here’s what the enemy is able to do.  He can inspire absolute allegiance in his unwitting slaves.  Look with me at our text, Acts 23:12-15:  “12 When it was day, the Jews made a plot and bound themselves by an oath neither to eat nor drink till they had killed Paul. 13  There were more than forty who made this conspiracy. 14  They went to the chief priests and elders and said, “We have strictly bound ourselves by an oath to taste no food till we have killed Paul. 15  Now therefore you, along with the council, give notice to the tribune to bring him down to you, as though you were going to determine his case more exactly. And we are ready to kill him before he comes near.”  

Wow!  Here is a group of zealots just as devoted to the destruction of the church as Paul had formerly been.  Over forty conspirators had pledged their comfort and their very lives to killing Paul.  Do you know anybody who will go to these lengths to crush you?  I do.  At this very moment, Satan seeks to destroy you.  He seeks to corrupt you, to lead you astray, to neutralize your effectiveness and witness for the kingdom, and, if all else fails, to kill you.   Please beware that you and I live every day under a death threat.  


C.  Peter did not take this threat seriously.  He was quite confident of himself and his abilities.  And Jesus reminded him of the death threat against him (from Luke 24):  “31  “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, 32  but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen your brothers.”   Do you know how Peter responded?  “33  Peter said to him, “Lord, I am ready to go with you both to prison and to death.”  “No problem, Lord, got it covered.  I can handle it.”  His self-confidence became his downfall.  

How about you? Are you daily aware of the dangers? Are you on your knees like Jesus, pleading for protection for yourself and your fellow believers, for me?  


God’s protection is for his purposes.  God’s protection is essential.  And thirdly,
III. GOD’S PROTECTION USES ORDINARY MEANS.


A.   Here’s what may be surprising.  God’s protection most often comes in very ordinary ways.  In 2 Kings 1, wicked king Ahaziah sends a company of fifty soldiers to arrest the prophet Elijah, the man of God.  Elijah responds, “If I am a man of God, let fire come down from heaven and consume you and your fifty.”  And Gods protects his servant by miraculously causing the fire to fall and to incinerate the soldiers.  But notice the ordinary way that God protects his servant, Paul.


1.  First, we have seen all along how God’s people, the church, have come to his aid time and again.  They have hidden him, they have supported him financially, they have offered hospitality and prayer, and have spoken up in his defense.  God has called us as his people to support one another in the cause of the Gospel.  It is a delight to see this church shine in supporting missions, in showing care for the needy, in offering fervent prayer for the sick, the bereaved, and the lonely who are being oppressed by the evil one.  God has called us as his people to be used as his shield against the assaults of the enemy in their various forms.  Is there someone who comes to mind right now whom God can use you to help, support, or protect?  This is God’s plan.

2.  From our text for today, we see how God ordinarily uses family to support and protect us from the evil one.  This evening, we will consider the other side of the coin, how family members can sometimes be used by the evil one to attack our faith or to cool our zeal for Christ.  But in our text, God uses one of Paul’s family members to expose the plot and to protect the apostle.  


Did you know Paul had a sister and that his nephew was specifically mentioned in the Bible?  In Philippians 3:8, Paul states that for the sake of Christ, he has “suffered the loss of all things.”  Many take this to mean that his family disowned him and disinherited him.  Paul most likely lived with the knowledge that his family members were enemies of the cross.  And yet here is a nephew, probably sent from Tarsus to Jerusalem for his education, now siding with Paul, perhaps even converted to Christ. 


And God often uses family members to come to the aid of his servants in accomplishing his purposes.  My parents took me to church each Sunday where they taught me to worship God, where I first heard the Gospel and the call to become a pastor.  My grandparents and my mother’s cousin were instrumental in fostering my faith.  I knew they were praying for me and encouraging me to walk with Christ.  May I ask how God is using you to impact your family?  He has appointed you to help and support his work through your family members.  1 Timothy 5:8 says, “If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for members of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.”  There Paul is talking about physical support.  But is spiritual assistance any less vital?

3.  And even the government is given to serve the cause of Christ.  “18  So he took him and brought him to the tribune and said, “Paul the prisoner called me and asked me to bring this young man to you, as he has something to say to you.” 19  The tribune took him by the hand, and going aside asked him privately, “What is it that you have to tell me?” 20  And he said, “The Jews have agreed to ask you to bring Paul down to the council tomorrow, as though they were going to inquire somewhat more closely about him. 21  But do not be persuaded by them, for more than forty of their men are lying in ambush for him, who have bound themselves by an oath neither to eat nor drink till they have killed him. And now they are ready, waiting for your consent.” 22  So the tribune dismissed the young man, charging him, “Tell no one that you have informed me of these things.”

That’s truly remarkable!  The religious, Jewish leaders are complicit in the conspiracy to murder an apostle of Christ.  But the officially pagan, Roman leader comes to his aid because he is interested in justice.  This is no place to go into a full treatise on the purpose of the state, of government, but Paul had previously written in Romans 13 that God has established every human government to commend those who do good and to carry out God’s wrath on those who do evil.  God created human government, the state, and he ordinarily uses the state to protect citizens from evil and harm.  We should be supporting and praying for our government representatives as they do their work.  

God promises to protect his people, and he usually does so through ordinary means:  the church, the home, and the state.  We need to recognize God’s care for us through them and respond with gratitude. 
CONCLUSION


I apologize for telling this old story, but it makes the point.  A man was trapped in his home, surrounded by the rising flood waters.  A man in rowboat came by and offered a ride, but the man refused.  “God will protect me,” he said.  But the waters kept rising, so he went up to the second floor.  Another man in a powerboat came by and offered a lift.  But the man refused, “God will protect me,” he said.  The waters kept rising, and the man was forced up on his roof.  This time a helicopter flew over dangling a rope ladder.  “Climb up,” he shouted over the loudspeaker, but the man waved him off.  “God will protect me,” he said.  The flood kept rising, the man was swept away and drowned.  

The man said to the Lord, “I thought you would protect me?”  The Lord replied, “Well, I sent you a rowboat, a powerboat, and a helicopter.”  

We should be careful not to overlook the common.  God will protect his people in this dangerous world.  And he ordinarily does so through his church, through the home, and through the state.  


And we need to respond in faith—reaching out, fulfilling God’s calling to us, truing in his unfailing care, and serving his purposes as a part of that care, in the church, the home, and even in the state as God calls us.
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