Sunday, June 28, 2015 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden

Highlights in Acts: Boldly and without hindrance Paul preached the kingdom of God!

Acts 28:11-31

Acts 28:23; 30-31 (NIV84) 23 ... From morning till evening he explained and declared to them the kingdom of God and tried to convince them about Jesus from the Law of Moses and from the Prophets. - 30 For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him. 31 Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ.

-----------

For the past twelve months we have journeyed with Luke as he recorded the extension of Christ’s ministry following His resurrection and ascension and how He worked through His apostles and disciples to spread the gospel of the kingdom of God to the far corners of the then known world. Today we bring our yearlong study to a close as we look at Acts 28:11-31.
When Paul headed to Jerusalem at the conclusion of his third missionary journey, he did so at the compelling of the Holy Spirit. That’s how he expressed it to the elders from Ephesus when he met them in Miletus just before sailing for Caesarea and Jerusalem. He knew the Holy Spirit was also warning him that trouble was awaiting him there.

Acts 20:22–24 (NIV84) 22 “And now, compelled by the Spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there. 23 I only know that in every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships are facing me. 24 However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace. 

Also, earlier in his third missionary journey, Paul had expressed his strong desire to visit Rome and encourage the Christians there after he had visited Jerusalem. But the troubles awaiting him in Jerusalem were making his hopes of arriving in Rome grow dim, that is, until Jesus appeared to him the night after his trial in front of the Sanhedrin. Acts 23:11 (NIV84) 11 The following night the Lord stood near Paul and said, “Take courage! As you have testified about Me in Jerusalem, so you must also testify in Rome.” 

Then, when his ship was being wrecked by an early winter storm out on the Mediterranean Sea, Paul was visited by an angel of God who gave him words of encouragement for himself and for all the passengers on the ship. These are the words Paul spoke to his shipmates.
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Acts 27:22–25 (NIV84) 22 But now I urge you to keep up your courage, because not one of you will be lost; only the ship will be destroyed. 23 Last night an angel of the God whose I am and whom I serve stood beside me 24 and said, ‘Do not be afraid, Paul. You must stand trial before Caesar; and God has graciously given you the lives of all who sail with you.’ 25 So keep up your courage, men, for I have faith in God that it will happen just as he told me. 

The island of Malta had become “Rescue Island” for Paul and his shipmates. The story of their shipwreck graphically illustrates God’s rescue of us from the clutches of sin and death by using the imagery of being saved from drowning in the sea.

We pick up the story at verse 11 of Acts 28 and follow Paul from Malta to Rome in fulfillment of Christ’s promise. After reaching their final sea port at Puteoli, the text outlines itself quite nicely by the groups of people who meet with Paul from Puteoli and Rome.
Acts 28:11–31 (NIV84) 11 After three months (on Malta) we put out to sea in a ship that had wintered in the island. It was an Alexandrian ship with the figurehead of the twin gods Castor and Pollux. 12 We put in at Syracuse and stayed there three days. 13 From there we set sail and arrived at Rhegium. The next day the south wind came up, and on the following day we reached Puteoli. 
1. Paul and the Christian brothers in Puteoli. It’s at Puteoli that Paul has his first contact with a community of Christians since leaving Sidon, probably four months earlier. It was here at the final port before traveling by land to Rome that Paul finds some Christian brothers and they invite him to spend the week with them. The text says in verse 14: 14 There (in Puteoli) we found some brothers who invited us to spend a week with them. 
Now a couple comments about Paul’s engagement with these believers in Puteoli. First, the word translated here as “invited,” comes from the word para-kaleo, meaning, “to call along side.” It’s the word used as well to identity the Holy Spirit as our “counselor,” our “comforter,” our “encourager” (John 14:26). Further, the word translated as “to spend,” comes from the word epi-meno, meaning, “to continue to stay or remain.” In the Gospel of John (14:17; 15:4), meno is used for “abide” or “dwell” or “make our home with”, connected to both the ministries of the Holy Spirit and Jesus having fellowship with and bringing encouragement to us.
So, this invitation that Paul, Luke and Aristarchus received from these brothers in Puteoli was for more than just shooting the breeze and sitting on the beaches of Puteoli for some R & R. This extended visit was for encouraging and enriching fellowship which provided a great resurgence of emotional and physical energy and spiritual empowerment to enter into ministry in Rome.
2. Paul and the Christian brothers from Rome. Next, we see Paul make connection with the Christian (Gentile?) brothers from Rome who come out to meet him and then to join in walking with him the last third of the journey to Rome.
14 … And so we came to Rome. 15 The brothers there had heard that we were coming, and they traveled as far as the Forum of Appius and the Three Taverns to meet us. At the sight of these men Paul thanked God and was encouraged. 
Likely during those seven days of rest and fellowship in Puteoli, a messenger carried word to the Christians in Rome that Paul had arrived and would soon be heading into Rome. I think we can presume that two different groups made their way south to intercept Paul on his walk north into Rome. One group made it to the rest stop called Forum of Appius, about forty Roman miles from the city. The other group made it to the rest stop called Three Taverns, about thirty Roman miles from the city.
So, who are these believers who came out from Rome to meet Paul and walk with him to Rome? 
Well, prior to Paul leaving Ephesus on his third missionary journey, he wrote his letter to the church in Rome. We have that letter today. We call it Romans. In the first chapter, Paul expresses his strong desire to visit Rome. Romans 1:11–13 (NIV84) 11 I long to see you so that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to make you strong— 12 that is, that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith. 13 I do not want you to be unaware, brothers, that I planned many times to come to you (but have been prevented from doing so until now) in order that I might have a harvest among you, just as I have had among the other Gentiles. 

So these two welcoming teams of Christians from Rome already had a friendship with Paul. This was likely a two-day walk into town that would have been full of story-telling, laughter and tears. What a delight it must have been for everyone, including Paul. We get a hint as to who some were who came out to meet Paul by reading Romans chapter 16. These were Paul’s personal friends who had been with him during his previous ministry ventures and were now in Rome.

Here is the list: Romans 16:1–15 (NIV84) 1 I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church in Cenchrea. …3 Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus. 4 They risked their lives for me. …. 5 … Greet my dear friend Epenetus, who was the first convert to Christ in the province of Asia. 6 Greet Mary, …. 7 Greet Andronicus and Junias, my relatives who have been in prison with me. …. 8 Greet Ampliatus, .... 9 Greet Urbanus, …, and my dear friend Stachys. 10 Greet Apelles, tested and approved in Christ. Greet those who belong to the household of Aristobulus. 11 Greet Herodion, …. Greet those in the household of Narcissus who are in the Lord. 12 Greet Tryphena and Tryphosa, …. Greet my dear friend Persis, …. 13 Greet Rufus, …. 14 Greet Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas and the brothers with them. 15 Greet Philologus, Julia, Nereus and his sister, and Olympas and all the saints with them. 
I’m confident that many of these mentioned in Paul’s letter written just three year prior were among those who traveled from Rome to accompany Paul into Rome and to practice what Paul expressed as a desire at the beginning of his letter: 12 …, that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith. What a time of sweet fellowship for two days of walking.
16 When we got to Rome, Paul was allowed to live by himself, with a soldier to guard him. 
3. Paul and the Jewish leaders from the Roman Synagogues. After arriving in Rome and with the favorable disposition of the centurion and of Rome towards Paul, it’s likely that these Christians found a house where Paul could stay and paid the rent. And without wasting any time, Paul invites the Jewish leaders from the Roman Synagogues to his home.
17 Three days later he called together the leaders of the Jews. When they had assembled, Paul said to them: “My brothers, although I have done nothing against our people or against the customs of our ancestors, I was arrested in Jerusalem and handed over to the Romans. 18 They examined me and wanted to release me, because I was not guilty of any crime deserving death. 19 But when the Jews objected, I was compelled to appeal to Caesar—not that I had any charge to bring against my own people. 20 For this reason I have asked to see you and talk with you. It is because of the hope of Israel that I am bound with this chain.” 
21 They replied, “We have not received any letters from Judea concerning you, and none of the brothers who have come from there has reported or said anything bad about you. 22 But we want to hear what your views are, for we know that people everywhere are talking against this sect.” 
It would appear that Paul’s purpose for inviting the Jewish leaders of Rome to meet with him was to find out if they were of the same disposition as the Asian Jews who had worked hard to kill him or if they had not yet been poisoned by anti-Christian sentiment. And, having sensed they were not particularly hostile, he wanted to set the record straight with them by telling his testimony and that he was not standing in opposition of the Jews but only wanted to help them see that Christ was the fulfillment of the promises regarding the Jewish Messiah.
Maybe Paul felt like he had gotten caught behind the wave in Jerusalem, was at a loss on how to get ahead of the tide and so in Rome he wanted to get out front with his new Jewish acquaintances and not have a repeat of the Jerusalem and Caesarean battles with the Jews. It looks so far that these Jews were considerably more open to hearing Paul’s case for Jesus being the Messiah than had been the Asian or Jerusalem Jews. 

So Paul gladly arranges to meet with them again. It even sounds like they consulted their calendars to find the best day when they could spend the entire day grappling with the Old Testament texts referring to the Messiah.
4. Paul and more Jews from the Roman synagogues. So these Jews, along with many others from the Roman synagogues came back to hear Paul preach and discuss how Jesus could actually be the fulfillment of the Messianic promises.

23 They arranged to meet Paul on a certain day, and came in even larger numbers to the place where he was staying. From morning till evening he explained and declared to them the kingdom of God and tried to convince them about Jesus from the Law of Moses and from the Prophets. 24 Some were convinced by what he said, but others would not believe. 25 They disagreed among themselves and began to leave after Paul had made this final statement: “The Holy Spirit spoke the truth to your forefathers when He said through Isaiah the prophet: 
26 “ ‘Go to this people and say, “You will be ever hearing but never understanding; you will be ever seeing but never perceiving.” 
27 For this people’s heart has become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and turn, and I would heal them.’ 

28 “Therefore I want you to know that God’s salvation has been sent to the Gentiles, and they will listen!” 

Luke tells us the response to this final statement before he tells us what the final statement was. So we hear that statement from Isaiah knowing that some are convinced and believe while others were not convinced and would not believe. So, I take it as a positive response that among the leaders of the Jews in Rome, a significant portion of them were convinced by Paul’s explanation and they believed. This is good news.
A side note about verse 23 where we read, From morning till evening he explained and declared to them. The word translated as “declared,” may better be translated as “to give evidence earnestly” or “to testify with emotion.” Paul was doing all he could to persuade his audience with facts and emotion.
5. Paul and the multitudes. Luke then tells us that Paul settled into a routine of sorts where anyone from Rome could come to his house to hear him preach.

30 For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him. 31 Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Here Paul is at the headquarters of the Roman Empire and is preaching the kingdom of God boldly and without hindrance. This is amazing. This is delightful. This may, however, be a momentary freedom for Paul, but he is taking full advantage of it. He is making the most of the opportunity even as a prisoner in chains. Isn’t that great?
So, after getting off the ship at Puteoli, Paul spends seven wonderful days with his Christian brothers there. Then, two groups of Christians from Rome come out to meet Paul at Three Taverns and the Forum of Appias. New friends are made and old ones renewed as they walk with him into Rome. Then Paul invites the leaders of the Jewish synagogues in Rome to meet with him at his home to assess their openness him. They schedule another appointment for Paul to persuade them that Jesus was indeed the Messiah and many are convinced. Then Paul spends two years preaching to all who come to his home there in Rome.
In all of this, Paul is fully aware that he is a prisoner in chains, even after having played the role of captain on board ship. Now, on land, he remains a prisoner in chains. But, this reality doesn’t derail him from his obedience to Christ. Paul never abandons his trust in Christ even in terrible circumstances. He never forgets that he is first of all a prisoner of Jesus Christ. Paul is all about the business of Christ. He is working on Christ’s agenda, not his own.

Paul was a Christian for how he could point others to the magnificence of Jesus Christ. And because of that commitment, God was pleased to shape the events of his life so that Christ would be honored and proclaimed. If Paul could no longer go to the people, he invited them to come to him. Either way, he was all about telling people about Jesus, trying to convince them that Jesus was the Christ, that Jesus was the centerpiece of history, that Jesus was the supreme King of the universe, the true Hope for eternity.

One could call Paul a fanatic because he wouldn’t stop talking and he wouldn’t change the subject. He was all about Jesus the Christ, wanting people to give Him His rightful place in their lives. From the day of his conversion to Jesus Christ, Paul had one objective: preach the kingdom of God and teach about the Lord Jesus Christ, particularly to the Gentiles. Whether in chains or without, he did this. Whether in plenty or in want, he did this. Whether it was a sunny day or a stormy day, he did this. He boldly preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ. He was all about Jesus the Christ.

We learn from Paul that the Christian life is all about living to please Jesus Christ and making Him known. Everything we do needs to be filtered through that grid. Will it please Jesus Christ? Will it help someone come into a permanent and saving relationship with Jesus Christ?

Paul summed up his life in his letter to the Philippians when he said, “For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” May that also be true for each of us in these coming days.

Amen.
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