“Facts in Acts”  ( 18 part sermon series on Book of Acts )
07/05/09  Sermon # 8:   “ The Message of Encouragement! ”  

( Text:  Acts 13:13-52 )

************************************************************************

     Why did you attend this Service today?  What do you need to hear?  I think most people would agree that we all need to hear some words of encouragement.  

     Let’s face it, life can be stressful.  We have to work hard every day just to make ends meet.  We have to deal with tension and struggles in our marriages and families.  Sometimes we must face trials and tragedies we didn’t expect – an illness; the loss of a job; the death of a family member.  On top of all that, our nation’s economy continues to struggle.  Even worse, we worry about the future when we hear that nations like North Korea and Iran don’t like us very much and that they are developing weapons to do something about it.  I could go on and on with examples of things that make life difficult.  Let’s face it, we need some words of encouragement.  Well, things have not changed much in 2000 years!  
     Our reading for today is from Acts chapter 13, which is the basis for today’s sermon.  In Acts chapter 13 we’re told about the Apostle Paul and his companions as they go from city to city – teaching God’s Word and preaching the Good News about Jesus.
     Eventually they end up in a city known as Pisidion Antioch.  There were some Jews in that city, and so Paul and his companions attended the synagogue service the next Sabbath Day. You see, a synagogue was a place where Jews and God-fearing Gentiles would gather to pray and hear the Holy Scriptures read.  After the Scriptures were read, it was common for one of the Jewish men to give a brief sermon based on that day’s Scripture readings.

     Now, do you remember what the synagogue ruler said to the Apostle Paul and his companions?  He said:  “Brothers, if you have a message of encouragement for the people, please speak.”  Did you hear that?  They wanted to hear a message of encouragement.  As I said earlier, things haven’t changed much in 2000 years.

     Therefore, Paul stands up and gives them THE message of encouragement.  Did you notice that Paul tells them and us what we NEED to hear?  You see, even though we have various earthly problems that are very legitimate, God wants us to understand that our GREATEST problem is our sin against Him and our need for forgiveness and eternal life with God.
     Please understand.  I’m not saying that God doesn’t care about our earthly problems.  In fact, God wants us to go to Him in prayer when we face trials and challenges of various kinds.  God wants us to trust that He will provide for us as He sees best.  God wants us to help one another during tough times.  
     However, God loves us too much for Him to focus ONLY on our earthly problems.  Think about it.  What good would it do for us to have an easy life if we have to end up facing eternity in hell?

     Sadly, just like many people in Paul’s day, many people today do not think they are sinners.  Many people think that God ought to love us – as long as our good deeds outweigh our bad deeds; as long as we’re not as bad as other people we know.  Many people find ways to ignore their sin or excuse their sin or even affirm their sin.  Many people get offended when someone tells them they need to repent.  If fact, we’re all guilty of having this attitude from time to time.  
     Therefore, we need to hear that we are sinners who deserve God’s eternal wrath – and no amount of supposedly good works can make up for all the times we rebel against God in thought, word and deed by the evil things we do and by the good things we leave undone.

     However, once God’s Word convicts us of sin; when the guilt of our sinful thoughts, words and actions begins to overwhelm us; when we realize that all the pleasures and treasures of this life can’t rescue us from the eternal damnation we deserve, that’s when we long for THE message of encouragement.  
     We long to hear that we have a Savior.  We long to hear that something has been done about our sin.  When we realize that the wages of our sin is death, we long hear about the forgiveness of sin that assures us of the hope of eternal life in God’s love.  

     Do you long to hear this message of encouragement?  Then you’ve come to the right place!  We have Good News here!  In our reading from Acts chapter 13 the Apostle Paul gives them and us THE message of encouragement.  So, listen closely to what God has to say to you today.
     In the first part of Paul’s message of encouragement he gives a brief summary of the history of God’s plan of salvation recorded in the Old Testament Scriptures.  Paul begins with the Exodus from Egypt and then leads us up to King David – from whose family line the Savior would come.  As Paul said:  “From this man’s descendants God has brought to Israel the Savior Jesus, as he promised.”  Now, listen to the next words Paul says to them and us:  “…it is to us that this message of salvation has been sent.”
     Did you hear that?  Almost 2000 years ago people had gathered together to hear God’s Word – His Word of encouragement.  Here we are, 2000 years later, gathered in this place to hear God’s Word – His Word of encouragement.  God is using the Apostle Paul to give them and us THE message of encouragement that is for ALL people of ALL times and places.

     Paul goes on to tell us that Jesus died on the cross for our sins – just as the Scriptures teach.  Paul also tells us that this same Jesus rose the dead – just as the Scriptures teach.  God’s own Son died in our place of damnation and conquered death for us by His resurrection from the dead.

     Therefore, Paul ends his sermon with these words:  “Therefore, my brothers, I want you to know that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you.  Through him everyone who believes is justified from everything you could not be justified from by the law of Moses.”

     Did you hear that?  Forgiveness of sins comes to us in one way and one way only:  JESUS!  Without repentance and faith in Jesus’ shed blood, there is no forgiveness.  Paul says that Jesus does for us what the Law of Moses can never do for us.  What does this mean?

     Well, what does the Law of Moses do for us?  Simply put, the 10 Commandments show us how we ought to live – the good we ought to do; the evil we ought to avoid.  However, these same 10 Commandments also expose our sin and the fact that we deserve God’s wrath because we have not kept them.  Even though we ought to obey God’s commandments, we sinners constantly fall short in thought, word and deed.  Therefore, we can’t be saved by the Law of Moses.

     But why would Paul need to say that?  Well, the Jews of His day thought they COULD be saved by the Law of Moses.  In fact, many people today – even some who claim to be Christians – think the same way.  As I said earlier, many don’t take their sins seriously and so they think that God will save them because they’re basically good people.  As long as we have this attitude, the message of encouragement will mean nothing to us.

     Therefore, listen to the final words that Paul speaks in his sermon:  “Take care that what the prophets have said does not happen to you:  ‘Look, you scoffers, wonder and perish, for I am going to do something in your days that you would never believe, even if someone told you.’”

     Paul quotes an Old Testament passage from the Prophet Habakkuk.  This text warns us about ignoring or despising the preaching and teaching of THE message of encouragement because we foolishly think that we don’t need it.

     As you heard in our reading, there were some Jews who were offended by Paul’s message of encouragement.  Paul didn’t say what they wanted to hear.  They wanted to hear that God would help them with their earthly problems because they were basically good people who deserved God’s help.  But Paul loved them enough to tell them what they needed to hear.  Sadly, they rejected the message of encouragement.

     Nevertheless, God’s Spirit touched the hearts of many people who heard Paul’s sermon.  In fact, Luke records that on the next Sabbath almost the whole city turned out to hear God’s Word.  Just think of it!  Wouldn’t it be awesome if almost the whole city of Jamestown would come to hear God’s Word at Church Services?  Let’s keep that in our prayers.  God did it then.  He can do it now.

     However, the unbelieving Jews hated Paul’s message so much that they did their best to make trouble for him.  So, listen to what Paul said to the unbelieving Jews:  “Since you reject it and do not consider yourselves worthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles.”  Now, what did Paul mean by this?
     First, when Paul said that they did not consider themselves “worthy” of eternal life, what he meant is that they refused to believe that God would make them worthy through faith in Jesus!  You see, they thought they were already worthy because of their good works.  But Paul’s message was that they could be worthy only by confessing their sins and trusting in Jesus.  Sadly, they rejected this message.

     Nevertheless, by God’s grace there were many who believed Paul’s message of encouragement!  Luke records these words:  “…and all who were appointed for eternal life believed.”  What does this mean?  
     Simply put, God wants all to be saved through faith in Jesus.  But before the beginning of time God knew that some would reject His message of encouragement and doom themselves to hell.  On the other hand, God also knew that He would be able to save some.  Those who would believe His message were the ones who were appointed for eternal life.

     Therefore, God continues to proclaim His message of encouragement today.  God wants all to be saved and come to the knowledge of the Truth.  Sadly, some will deny their sin and refuse to trust in Jesus.  But thanks be to God, He will save some.  Through the message of encouragement many people will be brought to repentance and faith in Jesus as their Savior – and such as these were chosen by God before the beginning of time.
     Do you know what that means?  If you rejoice in hearing God’s message of encouragement; if you have been convicted of your sins and if you trust in Jesus as your Lord and Savior, then you have been appointed for eternal life from the beginning of time.  God has given you His message of encouragement so that you could be saved from the damnation you deserve and live now and forever as His dearly loved child.

     Therefore, we continue to proclaim God’s message of encouragement today.  Through this message of encouragement God will keep us focused on Jesus through whom our sins are forgiven and through whom we have the hope of eternal life.

     Finally, what Luke says about those disciples almost 2000 years ago also applies to us:  “…the disciples were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit.”  The Holy Spirit works through God’s message of encouragement to give you joy – even in the midst of life’s hardships; even when you are persecuted for your faith in Jesus, as Paul was.
     So, be encouraged!  Because of Jesus’ death your sins are forgiven.  Because of Jesus’ resurrection you have the certain hope of eternal life.  Because of Jesus you get to live as God’s child – now and for all eternity.

Amen!

