Sunday, September 24, 2006 – The Gideon’s International Sunday
Sharing the gospel in spite of turmoil
Acts 17:1-15
13 When the Jews in Thessalonica learned that Paul was preaching the word of God at Berea, they went there too, agitating the crowds and stirring them up.

Acts 17:13
--------------
I’m very sure that the Apostle Paul is speaking from personal experience when he admonishes his readers in his letter to the church in Ephesus to make the most of every opportunity. 
Ephesians 5:15-16 (NIV)

15 Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, 16 making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil.
Paul knew all about open doors and closed doors. He knew that not every door would open for him and he also knew that an open door today may be a closed door tomorrow.
What we are observing as we follow Paul from Philippi to Thessalonica to Berea and on to Athens is that Paul is also very aware of slamming doors behind him. He knows what it’s like to be escorted out of a city, forced out, chased out, pushed out. Such experiences only heightened his alertness to opportunities and their lifespan.

Folks, before we even get into our text for today, I want to emphasize the truth that opportunities have life spans. They do not hang around forever waiting on us. They come and go and often never return, much like the churning of time.

We had a plaque in our home when I was growing up that said, “Only one life, twill soon be past. Only what’s done for Christ will last.” The saying is attributed to C.T. Studd, English missionary to China, India and Africa. It highlights the overarching truth that our lives have bookends. We have a beginning and our physical lives here on earth have an ending. All our opportunities for productive and God-honoring living are presented to us within those bookends. Will we make the most of them?
(Paul’s Second Missionary Journey – Acts 15:36-18:22)
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Paul had a passion to make the gospel known to those who had never heard it before. He knocked on doors, pushed on some, opened the ones that would and made the most of even difficult situations.

A quick overview of this section of Acts shows us a common ingredient for Paul’s mission Greece. Each open door was open for a limited amount of time.

In Philippi, city officials put huge pressure on Paul to leave.

Acts 16:38-40 (NIV)
38 The officers reported this to the magistrates, and when they heard that Paul and Silas were Roman citizens, they were alarmed. 39 They came to appease them and escorted them from the prison, requesting them to leave the city. 40 After Paul and Silas came out of the prison, they went to Lydia’s house, where they met with the brothers and encouraged them. Then they left. 
In Thessalonica, the Christian brothers sent Paul and Silas away to save their lives.

Acts 17:9-10 (NIV)
9 Then they made Jason and the others post bond and let them go. 10 As soon as it was night, the brothers sent Paul and Silas away to Berea. On arriving there, they went to the Jewish synagogue.
In Berea, again, it was the Christian brothers who sent Paul away. This time it appears as if it were an emergency exit, but also to save their lives.

Acts 17:14 (NIV)
14 The brothers immediately sent Paul to the coast, but Silas and Timothy stayed at Berea.
In each of these three occasions, it sounds like Paul is simply trying to stay ahead of his detractors, winning as many converts as possible before he is escorted out of town, only to head off to another city, share the gospel and get booted out of it, as well.

It proves to be a rather effective way of spreading the gospel and multiplying converts to Christ as in each case Paul leaves behind a body of new believers who begin to form a church in those cities.
So, my first point of my message is: an open door today may be a closed door tomorrow. Therefore, make the most of the opportunities of today.
I am very grateful to Micah Adamson for so ably covering for me last Sunday. I was in Minneapolis and was privileged to worship at Bethlehem Baptist and hear Pastor John Piper preach. So, thanks Micah.

Last week as we looked at Paul’s initial ministry in Philippi, we met Lydia and her family, and other women who gathered for worship by the river just outside of Philippi. We met the young girl who had an evil spirit who told fortunes and made lots of money for her owners. We met the jailor and his family who came to Christ through a most unique set of circumstances, including a localized earthquake.
We have to realize from those events that Paul could not have anticipated what would take place as he preached the gospel. For all we know, Paul entered each day of his life as an unfolding adventure. Many times, one circumstance would lead to another. The only constant for Paul was his intimate communion with his Lord. He knew God was with him in all circumstances. He stayed in close touch with Him, looking to Him for guidance and wisdom. 
Though he leaves Philippi on his terms, he does, nevertheless, leave. But with the closing of that door, another opened for him in Thessalonica. We pick up our story in chapter 17 of Acts, verse 1.
Acts 17:1-15 (NIV)
17 When they had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to Thessalonica, where there was a Jewish synagogue. 2 As his custom was, Paul went into the synagogue, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, 3 explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead. “This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is the Christ,” he said. 4 Some of the Jews were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing Greeks and not a few prominent women. 

As an established pattern, if the town he was entering had a synagogue, that was the first place Paul would go to preach the gospel. It makes sense that he would go to be among people who presumably had a good foundation in the Old Testament. In short order, Paul could take these people to Old Testament texts and show them Jesus the Messiah.
One of the more difficult concepts for the Jewish folks to grasp was that the Messiah would have to suffer and die. That was hard to conceive. So, Paul led these Jewish worshipers through the Old Testament to see that Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead. When the spiritual lights came on for these folks, there was rejoicing and freedom. New life was born within them.

For those whose lights did not come on, they seemed to morph into enemies of the cross and enemies of Christ. And Paul experienced both among his audience. Many believed. Many did not. Many turned to follow Christ and many turned to resist and rebel against Christ.
The cross of Christ does divide. It draws a line in the sand and calls for a decision. Are you with Christ or against Him?
John Piper said this about the cross: 
“For redeemed sinners, every good thing - indeed every bad thing that God turns for good - was obtained for us by the cross of Christ. Apart from the death of Christ, sinners get nothing but judgment. Apart from the cross of Christ, there is only condemnation. Therefore everything that you enjoy in Christ - as a Christian, as a person who trusts Christ - is owing to the death of Christ. And all your rejoicing in all things should therefore be a rejoicing in the cross where all your blessings were purchased for you at the cost of the death of the Son of God, Jesus Christ.”
“One of the reasons we are not as Christ-centered and cross-saturated as we should be is that we have not realized that everything - everything good and every thing bad that God turns for the good of His redeemed children was purchased by the death of Christ for us. We simply take life and breath and health and friends and everything for granted. We think it is ours by right. But the fact is that it is not ours by right.”
The value of the cross cannot be over-emphasized. As an instrument of death, it calls for our death, as it did Christ’s. The difference is that we can die with Christ by faith and be raised with Him to new life by faith.
This is the gospel and it is the gospel Paul preached. He preached it in Thessalonica and many believed and followed Christ. Sadly, there is a “but” that follows. Notice verse 5.
5 But the Jews were jealous; so they rounded up some bad characters from the marketplace, formed a mob and started a riot in the city. They rushed to Jason’s house in search of Paul and Silas in order to bring them out to the crowd. 6 But when they did not find them, they dragged Jason and some other brothers before the city officials, shouting: “These men who have caused trouble all over the world have now come here, 7 and Jason has welcomed them into his house. They are all defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there is another king, one called Jesus.” 8 When they heard this, the crowd and the city officials were thrown into turmoil. 9 Then they made Jason and the others post bond and let them go. 
Notice the word “jealous” in verse 5. Does that give us a clue of what is going on here? What positive thing is indicated by the presence of this word that the Jews were jealous?
Is it not an indication that the allegiance of these new believers really did change. Their conversions were real. Something was different in their lives, so much so that others took notice and felt the difference to the point of feeling jealous. 

So, let me ask you. Do you remember when you changed your allegiance to Christ? Were there not some around you who felt a loss because of it? Did not some of you lose a friend or two as a result of pledging allegiance to Jesus Christ?
As much as we want to not burn relational bridges, the reality is often that when we go with Jesus, we leave some folks behind and they may not like us for that reason. And, they may turn on us and attack us.

This is what Paul experienced and many of those who turned to Christ for salvation.
Notice those who were jealous. Verse 5 says, “The Jews were jealous.” This included the leaders, not just the ordinary, rank & file, and, they were pretty ruthless. Think of it, employing the city riff raff, worthless fellows, in order to become a mob and start a riot. 

The outworking of jealousy is not a pretty picture. We need to take note of where jealousy will take us if we let it take control of our lives.
One place jealousy took the resistant Jews of Thessalonica was into the home of Jason. Think of it. Jason was likely a new convert to Christ. Out of love and compassion and as evidence of his conversion, he opens his home to Paul and Silas for rest and refreshment. And, how is Jason rewarded?
Notice verse 6, they dragged Jason and some other brothers before the city officials, shouting: “These men who have caused trouble all over the world have now come here . . .” And in verse 9,  9 Then they made Jason and the others post bond and let them go.
What a reward for showing hospitality to God’s people (sarcastic). What a thank you note for extending the welcome mat to Paul and Silas! Wouldn’t this possibility tend to undermine your interest in showing hospitality to God’s people? How many of us would open our homes as Jason did if we knew there was a high probability that we would suffer significant material loss and/or physical abuse? 

10 As soon as it was night, the brothers sent Paul and Silas away to Berea. On arriving there, they went to the Jewish synagogue. 11 Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true. 12 Many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men. 
I make the point again: Paul’s escape from Thessalonica became an open door into Berea for him to do more proclaiming of the gospel. Berea could have been a place to hide and get some needed rest and recovery. But, instead, Paul simply treated it as another open door for the Gospel. What passion! What focused ministry! Paul would not be derailed. He may have to go somewhere else, but he wasn’t going to get off the track that said, “Make Christ known to those who do not yet know Him.”
And, because of his singlemindedness, people were being saved.

Luke makes a significant observation about the folks in Berea. It’s an observation of contrast. I must say, it’s an observation of contrast that I would be hesitant to make. But, Luke feels quite free to say, the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, . . .
And, reality is, we all make these kind of observations of comparison and contrast. We just don’t want to unnecessarily slam someone while complimenting another.

But, Luke is certainly indicating that there was something different about the Bereans. Their responsiveness to Paul was noteworthy. The Bereans distinguished themselves by their inquiry and validation of the Scriptures that Paul had used to make his case. Such a compliment inspires us to want to be like the Bereans, and for that reason, Luke’s observation is very helpful.
13 When the Jews in Thessalonica learned that Paul was preaching the word of God at Berea, they went there too, agitating the crowds and stirring them up. 14 The brothers immediately sent Paul to the coast, but Silas and Timothy stayed at Berea. 15 The men who escorted Paul brought him to Athens and then left with instructions for Silas and Timothy to join him as soon as possible. 
Wow! A ministry in Berea was going well. And then those jealous Jews from Thessalonica show up. These were the same ones who had rallied the rabble of Thessalonica to riot against the believers in Christ. Now their tactic was to stir up trouble in Berea. You can hear them venting, “How could Paul go to Berea and do more of the same he did in our town? We must put a stop to him.”

From these verses, I get the sense of great urgency from those who were trying to protect Paul. I believe they were convinced that Paul’s life was in great danger. They immediately escort Paul out of town and take him to Athens, leaving Silas and Timothy behind.
Was this a closed door for Paul? Yes, but it also became another opportunity and another door to walk through.

My wrap up of this text takes us back to verses 11 & 12.

11 Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true. 12 Many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men. 
The Bereans searched the Scriptures together. Now, here is my second point. Not only does God do a saving work through a combination of the written Word and the living Word, God does a work of sanctification in us by the same combination, a combination of the written Word and the living Word. 
The Scriptures, the written Word, reveal to us Jesus Christ, the living Word. This combination is necessary for salvation and it is necessary for sanctification.
We must not neglect our being together in God’s Word. We do that in our corporate worship each Sunday. We also do it in our home fellowships, Community groups and Bible studies – we search the Scriptures, we examine them, and a transforming work takes place in our hearts and lives.
The Bereans were a group of folk who manifested spiritual maturity. They possessed character that was marked by excellence. Paul described them as “noble.” They were engaged in a spiritual quest — an adventure, a search for spiritual truth. They were open-minded — unlike other groups that Paul had tried to reach. Instead of opposing him, they eagerly heard him. They searched the Scriptures to see if what he was saying was true, and the truth they discovered transformed them. 
We recognize the transforming power of God’s Word. We want to engage in it and allow it to change us.
We have the privilege this morning to hear of the work of the Gideon’s International. They believe in the power of the God’s Word to change lives.

Bill Pebley is here to invite us to share with us the ministry of the Gideons.
Amen.













