“Facts in Acts”  ( 18 part sermon series on Book of Acts )
08/23/09  Sermon # 13:   “ Paul’s Witness to the Jerusalem Jews ”  

( Text:  Acts 22:1-30 )

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

     Last Sunday the sermon was based on our reading from Acts chapter 20 where we read about Paul’s last words to the Ephesians pastors.  I say “last words” because Paul told them he would never see them again – at least not in this life.

     In fact, Paul told them that the Holy Spirit was leading him to journey to Jerusalem so he could preach the Gospel to the Jews in that city.  Paul was willing to obey God and go there, even though God revealed to him that he would be persecuted for his witness and suffer many trials.

     As Paul made his way to Jerusalem he stopped over in Caesarea and stayed there several days.  While Paul was there God used a prophet named Agabus to remind Paul that he would suffer persecution in Jereusalem.  Listen to these words from Acts chapter 21:  “…[Agabus] took Paul’s belt, tied his own hands and feet with it and said, ‘The Holy Spirit says, “In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles.”’”

     Luke then goes on to comment about this prophecy with these words:  “When we heard this, we and the people there pleaded with Paul not to go up to Jerusalem.  Then Paul answered, ‘Why are you weeping and breaking my heart?  I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.’  When he would not be dissuaded, we gave up and said, ‘The Lord’s will be done.’”
     Now, if I were Paul I would have been tempted to turn around and go in the opposite direction and get as far away from Jerusalem as possible.  I’m sure Paul did have those feelings.  Who wants to go to a place where you know that you will face suffering and persecution?  
     But the Holy Spirit kept Paul’s focus on Jesus, his Lord and Savior.  Paul knew that Jesus suffered and died for him so that he could be forgiven of his many sins and live forever as God’s dearly loved child.  Paul also knew that God was going to use his trials and suffering to give him opportunities to preach God’s message of repentance and forgiveness of sins through faith in Jesus.  So, even though Paul was not looking forward to the suffering he would face, he knew that God would not forsake him and that not even death could take away his hope in Christ.  
     Now, starting with Acts 21:17 we can read what happens when Paul finally arrives in Jerusalem.  Simply put, many Jews in Jerusalem had been given false information about Paul and what he taught.  Even though Paul did his best to dispel these false rumors, some became hostile toward Paul and began a riot.

     The Jewish riot eventually became so bad that the local Roman military commander sent troops to get things under control.  The Roman troops rescued Paul from an angry Jewish mob that would have killed him eventually.  Once Paul was under the protection of the Roman troops, he asked the commander if he could address the Jewish crowds.  The commander gave Paul permission – and our reading for today from Acts chapter 22 records for us Paul’s witness to the Jerusalem Jews.
     So, what does Paul say to them?  First, Paul reminds them he was a highly respected hero among the Jews.  He tells them how he used to follow all the Jewish laws as Pharisee.  He also points out that he used to persecute Jews who had come to faith in Jesus.

     But Paul then explains to them how his life changed.  Paul gives the details of his encounter with the risen and ascended Jesus.  He mentioned how Jesus told him to go to Damascus.  Once Paul was there, God sent a Christian named Ananias to Paul to give him this message:  “The God of our fathers has chosen you to know his will and to see the Righteous One and to hear words from his mouth.  You will be his witness to all men of what you have seen and heard.  And now what are you waiting for?  Get up, be baptized and wash your sins away, calling on his name.”
     After telling the Jews about his encounter with Jesus and the words spoken by Ananias, Paul then tells them about another message Jesus gave to him when he was praying at the temple in Jerusalem on a previous occasion.  Jesus said to Paul:  “Leave Jerusalem immediately, because they will not accept your testimony about me.  Go; I will send you far away to the Gentiles.”

     Now, up to this point the Jews were listening quietly – not being sure what to think.  But when they heard that Jesus told Paul to do mission work among the Gentiles, they began another riot and demanded that Paul be put to death.

     So, why were they so upset when Paul told them that Jesus had sent him to do mission work among the Gentiles?  Simply put, many Jews – even the ones who thought that Jesus might be the Messiah – were enslaved by the error that salvation was for those Jews who were worthy of salvation because they had supposedly obeyed all the Jewish laws.  So when they heard Paul teach that the Gentiles could be saved through faith in Jesus, even though they had not kept all the Jewish laws, this was more than they could tolerate.
     Now, at this point I need to make a clarification.  Paul was NOT teaching that you could be saved through Jesus even though you refused to repent of your sins and refused to submit to God’s moral laws as revealed in the 10 Commandments.  Instead, Paul was stressing 2 things that the Jerusalem Jews refused to accept.

     First, Paul made a distinction between the moral laws and the ceremonial laws of the Jews.  The moral laws, as summed up in the 10 commandments, applied to ALL people of ALL times and places.  You can use the insert in your bulletin to see how the 10 commandments apply to your lives in particular ways.

     However, the Jewish ceremonial laws were given ONLY to the Jews and ONLY for a temporary period of time.  Simply put, the ceremonial laws were various rituals that pointed ahead to Jesus and the salvation he gives us.

     For example, the Jewish food laws were meant to make the Jews stand out as a unique people in the world.  Why?  Because God was going to use the Jews to bring the Savior of all nations into the world.  In the same way, the ritual of circumcision reminded the Jews that the Savior of ALL nations would come from their people.  Another example is the ritual of the Passover – with its focus on the blood of the Passover lamb – which pointed ahead to Jesus’ sacrificial death for us sinners.  

     However, once Jesus had finished His work of salvation all these ceremonial laws were no longer required.  Unfortunately, many Jews would not accept this.  They not only insisted that all the ceremonial laws were still binding on the Jews – thereby failing to see how they were fulfilled in Jesus.  But they also insisted that the Gentiles could not be saved unless they also obeyed the Jewish ceremonial laws.
     That leads to the second thing Paul taught that the Jews could not accept.  Not only did Paul distinguish between the moral and ceremonial laws.  Paul also stressed salvation was by God’s grace through faith in Christ alone.  In other words, the forgiveness and eternal life that God gives us in Christ is an undeserved gift and cannot be earned in any way by us sinners.

     Sadly, many Jews failed to understand the purpose even of the moral law – the 10 commandments.  You see, the Jews thought that they could make themselves worthy of God’s mercy by doing their best to obey God’s commandments.  So, as long as their good deeds outweighed their bad deeds; as long as they obeyed God more than they disobeyed God, then God owed them mercy and would overlook their sin.  In other words, they thought they had earned their salvation by their faithful observation of God’s moral and ceremonial laws.

     But Paul corrected their error by teaching the Truth.  First, none of God’s laws were ever meant to be a way for us to earn our salvation.  For example, the purpose of the ceremonial laws was to point us ahead to Jesus and to show us our need to trust in Him for salvation.  As for the moral law, the 10 commandments, they were meant to be a guide for life – showing us the evil we must avoid and the good God wants us to do.  However, because we are sinners and fail to obey the moral law perfectly, the moral that was meant to be for our good ends up exposing our sin and showing us that we deserve nothing but God’s wrath.

     For example, listen to what Paul writes about this in Romans chapter 3:  “…no one will be declared righteous in [God’s] sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.”  Later on in Romans chapter 7 Paul writes:  “…in order that sin might be recognized as sin, [the Law] produced death in me through what was good, so that through the commandment sin might become utterly sinful.”  Finally, in Galatians chapter 3 Paul writes:  “All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written:  ‘Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the book of the Law.’”
     Of course, I’m not suggesting that the Jews thought that any of them had kept the Law perfectly.  Even the self-righteous Pharisees were willing to admit that they had not kept the Law perfectly.  However, their error was the idea that they could atone for their sins by their obedience.  As long as their obedience was more plentiful than their disobedience, they thought they were worthy of God’s mercy.  But listen to this Word of God from James chapter 2:  “…whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.”  In other words, the wages of sin is death and God’s eternal wrath – and no amount of our supposedly good works can take away the guilt of even one of our sins.

     Sadly, many Jews in Paul’s day would not accept this.  So when Paul taught that Gentiles could be saved through faith in Jesus even though they did not observe the Jewish ceremonial laws, that was more than many Jews could stand.  In fact, some of them became so angry at Paul that they wanted him to be put to death.

     With that understood, let’s get back to our reading for today.  When the Jews began to riot and demand Paul’s death, the Roman commander took Paul to the barracks for protection.  Now, this Roman commander was not a Jew nor was he a Christian.  Therefore, he didn’t have a clue what all the fuss was about.  The Roman commander wants to understand why the Jews are so upset.  So, he arranges for Paul to meet with the Jewish Sanhedrin – which was a council of religious Jewish leaders.  We’ll get to hear about Paul’s witness to the Jewish Sanhedrin next Sunday.
At this point, I want to help you see how all the “Facts in Acts” we heard about from today’s reading apply to our lives.
     First, Paul is a wonderful example of faith for us if we ever end up in a situation where we must suffer for our faith in Christ.  Even though Paul knew that his Gospel witness would be rejected by many in Jerusalem, he trusted God and gave a faithful witness to the Jews in that city.

     Sometimes God might put us in a situation where we need to stand up for the Truth.  We might be scared to do this because we know that some people will reject what we say and might make trouble for us.  But when people in this world ignore us or mock us or even persecute us because of our witness for Jesus, we can know that we are secure in God’s hands.  Our sins are forgiven and we have the hope of eternal life even in the face of death.
     Another thing we learn from our reading is that God longs to save sinners.  Even though Paul had been a self-righteous Pharisee and was guilty of persecuting Christians, God still had mercy on him.  Even though Paul deserved to spend eternity in hell, he received forgiveness for all his sins through faith in Jesus and was given the privilege of being His Apostle.

     In the same way, we can be confident that our many sins are forgiven through Jesus.  It doesn’t matter who you are or how many horrible sins you may have done – you can come to Jesus in repentance and know that you are forgiven and holy in God’s sight because of Jesus’ sacrificial death for you.  Just as Paul’s life was changed through faith in Jesus, your life has been changed through faith in Jesus.  In response to Christ’s love, you now get to live to God’s glory – just like Paul did.

     Finally, we learned from our reading that Jesus wants ALL people to be saved through faith in Him.  That’s why Jesus said the following to Paul:  “I will send you far away to the Gentiles.”  Jesus sent Paul to preach repentance and forgiveness of sins to ALL nations.

     This reminds me of what the resurrected Jesus said to His disciples before His ascension.  In Luke chapter 24 we read these words of Jesus:  “This is what is written:  The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.”
     God used those Christians we read about in Acts to bring His Gospel to all nations so that sinners could repent and trust in Jesus for salvation.  We are here today because this mission has continued throughout history – resulting in us repenting of our sins and trusting in Jesus for salvation.  And as you’ve heard me say before, God’s merciful mission continues through us today.  We Christians also get to be witnesses for Jesus in our generation.    Amen! 
Amen!
