Sunday, February 22, 2015 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden

Highlights in Acts: The gospel advances against all odds!

Acts 17:1–15

Acts 17:4, 12 (NIV84) 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. - 12 Many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men.

-----------

I think it would be appropriate for me to start by following up on my last sermon when I spoke about the hope and prayer that while Joyce and I were down in Southern California this month we would have the opportunity to meet with our dear friend Scott Madison, whom we had the privilege of ministering to when he was in jr. high school. I expressed how I could easily relate to Paul’s desire to return to the cities where he had previously ministered to check up on the progress of those who had committed themselves to Jesus Christ. I said, and this is not original with me, but it certainly is true, that when you’ve been in the spiritual birth room with someone, there’s a very understandable desire to be assured they keep growing in the Lord.

So, after making an appointment to meet with Scott and Debbie and driving about 45 minutes to be within a quarter of a mile from their home, I get a phone call from Scott saying that his brother-in-law was just admitted to the hospital and that he and his wife would be heading there as soon as possible. “Can we arrange for another time to meet?”
Wow! I thought, is this a test or something? But, when I told him my location, he said, “well, you’ve got to stop in then before we leave.” And we did and we had a great time recalling many happy memories and encouraging a 57 year old man who was already living on borrowed time because of health concerns … encouraging him to renew his walk with the Lord. “Lord, please answer our prayer for both Scott and Debbie Madison that the fire of Your Spirit will breath fresh life in them and that their love for Your Son will pulsate throughout their entire being and in their home and in their children and grandchildren. Amen.”
As you may recall from Acts 9, Paul wasn’t always a friend of Jesus or of His followers. He was once quite happy to see those who were followers of the Way physically imprisoned and harmed, even put to death. But God put a stop to his vicious and misguided behavior while he was on his way to arrest Christians in Damascus. From that moment on, God turned Paul around to become a powerful witness of the transforming power of the cross and Christ’s resurrection.

One of Paul’s first friends after his conversion was Barnabas. And what a gift he was to Paul and to Christ’s church. Barnabas stands as an example of the kind of friend most every new convert to Christ needs. Most new believers in Christ need someone to introduce them to other friends who will be their encouragers and companion warriors as they suddenly find themselves on a whole new battlefield. Barnabas was such a friend to Paul.

Several years later as Barnabas was ministering in Antioch, Syria and God was blessing the ministry to the Gentiles in that city, Barnabas was led by God’s Holy Spirit to go to Tarsus and find Paul to bring him to Antioch to be a part of the ministry team there. It wasn’t long before the Christian community of Jewish and Gentile believers there in Antioch recognized God’s call on Paul to be a missionary. So they sent off Barnabas, with Paul as his co-worker, to cities on the island of Cyprus and in the region of Asia Minor or present day Turkey. 

During this first missionary journey, a pattern developed where as the Gospel message was advanced and welcomed, certain Jews became jealous and reacted with violent resistance to the proclamation of the Gospel. They stirred up persecution against Paul and Barnabas (Acts 13:50) and were able to force them to leave their region. 
This pattern of advance and resistance repeated itself over and over again. But, Paul and Barnabas kept looking for opportunities to proclaim the Gospel wherever they could.

After returning home to Antioch and going up to Jerusalem to report on their first missionary journey, not long after, Barnabas and Paul set out separately on their second missionary journeys. 

When Paul had achieved his initial ministry objective for his second missionary journey, God prevented him from turning homeward. Paul heard God say, “Go west, young man, go west!” Through a divinely inspired vision, God told Paul to go to Macedonia and enter the European continent.

As a rather significant side note, Paul was about to make use of an important means of advancing the gospel. That means was one of the modern transportation highways of Paul’s day in the area of northern Greece and southern Macedonia. In Acts 16, Luke tells of Paul, Timothy, Silas and himself traveling to and ministering in Philippi, Macedonia. It’s at Philippi that Paul found himself on the Egnatian Way, a road already familiar to the Apostle Peter. 
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Via Egnatia (the way of the nations) is the major Roman road running eastward from Rome all the way to Byzantium, a city later to be known as Constantinople or present day Istanbul, Turkey, on the southwest coast of the Black Sea. It was constructed in the second century BC to link Roman colonies. The northeastern Greece terminus at the Adriatic Sea at the city of Dyrrachium to its most eastern terminus at Byzantium is 696 miles. From Philippi to Thessalonica is about 100 of those miles. To the Christians in the first century AD, Via Egnatia became known as “How Beautiful are the Feet on the Via Egnatia” because it was used by Christians to spread the Gospel. It greatly enhanced the Christian’s ability to communicate with other churches in different cities of Macedonia. Paul made good use of this road as he traveled from Philippi to Thessalonica. 

I point out this value of the Via Egnatia to the spread of Christianity because we, too, have important means of communication available to us today that can help us communicate the Gospel message. Thus, I think Paul’s example is an encouragement to us to make use of all means that will effectively make known the message of Jesus’ death and resurrection.
Acts 17:1–15 (NIV84) 1 When they (Paul, Timothy, & Silas) 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. 
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As I’ve already noted, Paul made use of the Via Egnatia to travel from Philippi to Thessalonica. We understand that at that time “There were a variety of means of transportation on the Via Egnatia. The most common was by foot. The Roman soldiers marched on foot when they passed through the region. When the army was not on the move, people walked or traveled by horse or mule. Vehicles could be rented for travel. For quick travel, a cisium, with two wheels, could be hired. For slower travel, a rhaeda, a four-wheeled carriage that was drawn by mules, could be rented. Cicero, writing to his friend Atticus on July 21, 58 BC, complained that he could not leave Thessaloniki because the roads were too crowded! 

Now did you notice that Paul passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia on his way to Thessalonica? And did you also notice how Luke immediately identifies Thessalonica as a city that had a synagogue? Could we not at least tentatively conclude that there was no synagogue in either Amphipolis or Apollonia by the way Luke described Paul’s journey to this point? And, after finding a synagogue in his destination city of Thessalonica, Paul does what his custom has become to enter the synagogue and seek an opportunity to speak to those gathered there.

So how could we then describe just how significant it was to Paul that he found a Jewish synagogue in Thessalonica?

Based on what he customarily would do in the synagogue, the primary significance for Paul in finding a synagogue in a city was the opportunity it held for him to preach to the Jews first, before taking his message to the Gentiles. And he would preach to the Jews first for at least three reasons: 

1. Because they shared the Old Testament Scriptures in common. The Old Testament Scriptures provided a starting point for conversations about God and specifically about His Son, Jesus Christ. Think about it. If you were to go into a city where you knew no one, wouldn’t you consider going to a place where the people you would expect to find there would have something in common with you? The synagogue was a logical point of entry for Paul into a city.
2. Because a synagogue provided a meeting place, a location where the Jews would gather. Paul would have an immediate audience in a synagogue. Further, it appears that a Jewish synagogue attracted God-fearing Gentiles as well, including both men and women, so Paul’s message had a broader audience than just Jews at a Jewish synagogue.

3. Paul would preach first to the Jews in the city because he was aware of God’s call on the Jews to be His people and His voice in the world. So, as Paul spoke his message to the Jews, he would assess their response and determine the length of his stay with the Jews based on their response to his message.

2 … 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. Now from our text in verses 2 & 3, what would you say was the message that was uppermost in Paul’s heart to make known to these Jews? Would you agree with me that uppermost for Paul in speaking with God-fearing Jews was the Old Testament’s prophetic message that God would send His Messiah to the earth and that that prophecy had been fulfilled in Jesus by His being killed and rising again to new life? So his message was, “Jesus is the Christ. Jesus is the Messiah and I can prove it to you from your Old Testament Scriptures.”

Now, here in Acts 17 we have an intersection with the teachings from Mark’s Gospel that Micah has so aptly be explaining to us. This message of Paul’s in Acts 17 intersects most pointedly in Mark 8, 9 and 10. Three times in nearly metrical fashion, in a one, two, three beat, Jesus is recorded as saying, “I must suffer and be killed, and three days later I will rise again.” And it almost happens at the same place in each of these three chapters.

Mark 8:31–32 (NIV84) 31 He then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that He must be killed and after three days rise again. 32 He spoke plainly about this, and Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him. 

Mark 9:31–32 (NIV84) … 31 because He was teaching His disciples. He said to them, “The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of men. They will kill Him, and after three days He will rise.” 32 But they did not understand what He meant and were afraid to ask Him about it. 

Mark 10:32–34 (NIV84) 32 They were on their way up to Jerusalem, with Jesus leading the way, and the disciples were astonished, while those who followed were afraid. Again He took the Twelve aside and told them what was going to happen to Him. 33 “We are going up to Jerusalem,” He said, “and the Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and teachers of the law. They will condemn Him to death and will hand Him over to the Gentiles, 34 who will mock Him and spit on Him, flog Him and kill Him. Three days later He will rise.” 

Though His disciples didn’t get it then when Jesus told them what was going to soon happen to Him, after it happened just as Jesus had said, the disciples remember these words and it all came together for them and they understood it.

And very likely, these fulfilled prophecies by Jesus would have been a significant portion of Paul’s resources for teaching the Jews in Thessalonica on those three Sabbaths.

I am persuaded, however, that Paul not only used Jesus’ own words about the necessity of His death and resurrection as he taught the people in Thessalonica, but he connected them to the prophetic Scriptures in the Old Testament. It was in this way, then, that Paul could open the Old Testament Scriptures, show these Jews who had gathered at the synagogue that the Scriptures they revered had recently been fulfilled by Jesus in Jerusalem. I can imagine this was a pretty exciting and riveting conversation that Paul was having with these Jews.
There are three words I would like to highlight in verses 2 and 3. Reasoned, explained, and proved. . . . 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.
Paul reasoned with them by conversing, by discussing and maybe even arguing with them from the Scriptures. The word Luke used to describe how Paul spoke to these people, the word “reasoned,” suggests that there was dialog in the process. He likely invited and welcomed questions and responded to those questions.

Luke further says that Paul explained the Scriptures, meaning he opened their minds with the Scriptures or interpreted the Scriptures so his audience could “see” and “understand” that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead. When Luke uses the word explained, it’s the same word that he used in His Gospel when Jesus opened the Scriptures for the two on the road to Emmaus so they could understand what they had previously not understood (cf. Luke 24:31-32, 45). It would have been one of those “tada” moments when the lights come on and we say, “I get it now!”
It’s like in geometry class where students are required to write out every step of their proof so they can show for everyone to see, first that they understand how they arrived at their conclusion, but also that those watching can get it and replicate the proof.

Thus, Paul proved what he was saying by placing before his audience the evidence, like setting food before them to eat. Paul was commending and depositing specific Scriptures into the hearts and minds of his listeners, proofs that would stay with them.

It is my contention that when something is “proven” to you, you then leave from that experience with the confirming evidence, able to pass it on to others. That’s the test of a good “proof.”

Now by the way, the title “The Christ” is a Greek word that means “anointed one.” “The Christ” is, therefore, the title used in the New Testament because it was written in the Greek language to describe the person that the Old Testament prophets said would come to save God’s people. It’s the same name or title that describes the unique Person in the Old Testament that fits what is known in the Hebrew language as The Messiah. Often the title “Anointed One” is not used in the Old Testament. Rather, what is used is a description of what the Anointed One is like or does or what is done to Him. A verse that uses the Hebrew word “messiah,” translated into English as “the Anointed One,” is Daniel 9:26.

Daniel 9:26 (NIV84) 26 After the sixty-two ‘sevens,’ the Anointed One (i.e. the Messiah) will be cut off and will have nothing. … 

In Psalm 45, “anointing” the One who loves righteousness and hates wickedness, whose God has set Him above His companions, describes the character and behavior of the Anointed One, the Messiah.

Psalm 45:7 (NIV84) 7 You love righteousness and hate wickedness; therefore God, Your God, has set You above Your companions by anointing (messah) You with the oil of joy. So here the psalmist is speaking of the Messiah. 

But, when you read Psalm 22, you will not find the word “anointed” but it clearly is describing “The Christ,” the “Messiah,” who must suffer and be killed and then will rise again to declare God’s name to His brothers.

Psalm 22:1-2, 7, 16–18, 22-24 (NIV84) 1 My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me? Why are You so far from saving Me, so far from the words of My groaning? 
2 O My God, I cry out by day, but You do not answer, …. 
7 All who see Me mock Me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads: 
16 Dogs have surrounded Me; a band of evil men has encircled Me, they have pierced My hands and My feet. 
17 I can count all My bones; people stare and gloat over Me. 
18 They divide My garments among them and cast lots for My clothing. 
And then from crucifixion language to post-resurrection language - 

22 I will declare Your name to My brothers; in the congregation I will praise You. 
23 You who fear the Lord, praise Him! All you descendants of Jacob, honor Him! Revere Him, all you descendants of Israel! 
24 For He has not despised or disdained the suffering of the afflicted one; He has not hidden His face from Him but has listened to His cry for help. 
Jesus was, therefore, called “The Christ” by those who believed He was the Son of God who would save God’s people from their sins and their oppressors.

The woman at the well in John 4:25 (NIV84) 25 The woman said, “I know that Messiah” (called Christ) “is coming. When He comes, He will explain everything to us.” 

When the parents of the man who was blind from his birth were asked how it was that their son could now see, they refused to answer because … John 9:22 (NIV84) 22 His parents said this because they were afraid of the Jews, for already the Jews had decided that anyone who acknowledged that Jesus was the Christ would be put out of the synagogue. 

In the birth narrative of Jesus, we read of the man Simeon who was looking for the consolation of Israel. He understood that title to refer to the Messiah, the Christ.

Luke 2:25–26 (NIV84) 25 Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him. 26 It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Christ. 

Christ is the Person Paul was consumed with. Jesus “The Christ” was the sum of his message. Jesus was the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophesies regarding the Messiah, the Christ, the Son of God, the Savior of the world. For anyone who was awaiting the Messiah, this would have been a stunning revelation to them. Life changing. Earth shattering. This is the message Paul was willing to risk his life to communicate wherever he had the opportunity.
Are there other Scriptures that Paul likely used to persuade these Jews of his message that Jesus is the suffering Messiah, who before He could redeem His people, He had to die for them? … and after He had died for them that He would rise to live again?

He could have had them read Genesis 3:15 regarding God’s curse on the serpent to hear how the serpent was going to do harm to the offspring of Eve. Genesis 3:15 (NIV84) 15 And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; He will crush your head, and you (the serpent) will strike (literally, crush) His (the Messiah’s) heel.” 

Surely he read from or quoted Isaiah 52:13-53:12. Listen for both Christ’s suffering and triumph.
Isaiah 52:13–15; 53:5, 10-12 (NIV84) 13 See, My servant will act wisely; He will be raised and lifted up and highly exalted. 
14 Just as there were many who were appalled at Him— His appearance was so disfigured beyond that of any man and His form marred beyond human likeness— 15 so will He sprinkle many nations, and kings will shut their mouths because of Him. …
5 But He was pierced for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon Him, and by His wounds we are healed. 
10 Yet it was the Lord’s will to crush Him and cause Him to suffer, and though the Lord makes His life a guilt offering, He will see His offspring and prolong His days, and the will of the Lord will prosper in His hand. 
11 After the suffering of His soul, He will see the light of life and be satisfied; by His knowledge My righteous Servant will justify many, and He will bear their iniquities. 
12 Therefore I will give Him a portion among the great, and He will divide the spoils with the strong, because He poured out His life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors. For He bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors. 

These surely were Scriptures that Paul presented to these God-fearing Jews and God-fearing Gentiles gathered in the synagogue in Thessalonica as he reasoned with them, opened up the truths of these Scriptures and proved to them that Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah who had to die, but would be raised the third day to new life.

Yet for some Jews, this was not the news they wanted to hear. 
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. 
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. 
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. 
So Paul’s pattern of advancing of the gospel predictably stirs up resistance to the gospel. I suspect by now this comes as no surprise to Paul. For some, Christ’s offer of salvation is like cool water to a thirsty soul. For others, Christ’s offer is offensive because it threatens their idolatrous practices or takes away their power to control others for their selfish purposes. Paul and the new Christians in Thessalonica were accused of disloyalty to Caesar. 7 … They are all defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there is another king, one called Jesus.”
Setting captives free sounds good until you discover that the captives being freed are your slaves. And when you start losing money or power or prestige because your slaves have changed their allegiance to Christ, it shouldn’t surprise us that the reaction is revenge. That’s at least one reason that totalitarian governments don’t appreciate Christianity. 
In most ways, Paul’s ministry in Berea was just like his ministry in Thessalonica. But there were some exceptions. One was in how the Bereans welcomed Paul’s teaching. 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.
If you were to preach a sermon, which audience would you rather preach to, one made up of Thessalonians or one made up of Bereans? Be careful with your answer.

You might want to preach to those of more noble character. But what does that involve? They were clearly more skeptical. O, they were eager to hear Paul teach. But they wouldn’t just accept what he had to say just because he said it. Their acceptance of his message probably didn’t come at the end of the service. There were probably discussions taking place after the service and the next day, verifying that what Paul had said was true.

Now, if that’s the kind of audience you really would like to preach to, it might not be as warm and fuzzy as the Thessalonian audience, but it would surely keep you on your toes with the Berean audience. 

But, I don’t want you to think less of the believers in Thessalonica. I don’t think we have just cause to do so. Listen to how Paul spoke of the Thessalonian church. 

1 Thessalonians 1:6–10 (NIV84) 6 You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit. 7 And so you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia. 8 The Lord’s message rang out from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia—your faith in God has become known everywhere. …, 9 …. They tell how you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, 10 and to wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath. 

The Bereans may have been more noble minded, but Paul’s commendation of the Thessalonians is pretty top notched. Nothing to sneeze at. He goes on.
1 Thessalonians 2:13–14 (NIV84) 13 And we also thank God continually because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe. 14 For you, brothers, became imitators of God’s churches in Judea, which are in Christ Jesus: You suffered from your own countrymen the same things those churches suffered from the Jews, 

Both the believers in Berea and Thessalonica were exemplary. They both set the bar high for all of us. May it be that we resemble one or both of these churches. 
Let’s first of all be convinced of our message and able to communicate it. Can we prove from the Scriptures that Jesus is the Christ? Can we explain what that means? Can we explain why our King had to suffer before He could reign? Can we explain how both His death and resurrection impact our lives?

Secondly, has the message of the rescue operation that Jesus conducted on our behalf so grasped us that we will look for all available means to communicate this Good News, first to our own network of relationships and then beyond?

I’m praying that both of these challenges will be true for us at New Heights.

Amen.
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