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“Sermon Evaluation – Part 5”      Text – Acts 13:13-52       OT Reading – 2 Samuel 7:1-17

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
You have in your bulletins a map of Paul and Barnabas’s first missionary journey.  
And you will see that our text today involves points 3 and 4 of that journey.  
They arrive first in Perga, about which Luke says very little, and they move next to Pisidian Antioch where Paul’s synagogue sermon and the reaction to it is recorded.  
Well, what this map does not show you is that this area is the southern region of Galatia.  And on his third missionary journey, Paul established churches, also, in the Northern part of Galatia.  
And because there was quite some difference between the ethnic make up of the people in the two regions and when the churches were established, it is generally believed that Paul’s letter to the Galatians was meant either for the churches in the South or the churches in the North, but not both.
It was written to believers who were being influenced by those who taught that faith in Christ was not enough.  

· There were certain Jewish laws, like circumcision and the observance of special days, which were also necessary for salvation.  
· And indeed, these false teachers were also attacking Paul himself.  
And so, Paul says in Galatians 1:6, “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel-- which is really no gospel at all.”there are very good reasons given in support of both possibilities.  
And so, if that letter was intended for these churches here in the South, we see here in Acts 13 a situation that could very well have been the beginning of the things that led Paul to write that letter.  
· We see a synagogue made up of Jews and believing Gentiles.  
· We hear the gospel preached in all its clarity.  
· We see varying reactions to the preaching of the gospel.  
· We see initial enthusiasm among the Jews that is clouded, very quickly, by prejudice and jealousy.  
· We see wholehearted acceptance of the gospel by Gentiles. 
· We also see a hatred aimed at Paul and Barnabas by the Jews.  
· And as a result of this, we see Paul and Barnabas having to move on very quickly, leaving this young church behind.
Now, while the connection of this passage and Galatians is interesting to consider, what is key here is the preaching of the gospel and the response to the gospel.  
And those are the two things we will focus on today.  
· We want to consider Paul’s sermon: What did he say and why?  And this is the fifth time we have looked closely at one of the sermons in Acts, hence the title of this sermon – Sermon eval. Part 5!
· And we want to reflect on the differing responses to the gospel.
· And we do so to be encouraged by the gospel but also to consider some questions this passage ask of us.
Well, let’s look firstly at the context; what’s going on here?
1. B&S have been sent away by the church of Antioch on a missionary journey.  They have traveled to Cyprus and will now head North.  And the beginning of ch. 13 was rather striking because in it we read about the believers praying and fasting as they sought guidance about Gentile missions.  And indeed, the Holy Spirit provided direct revelation about sending Barnabas and Saul.  It is interesting to note, though, that Luke records nothing about where they were to go.  
a. We are not told why they went to Cyprus first or why they then went to Perga and Pisidian Antioch.  
i. Now, we may be sure that they regularly prayed about these things and it may be that the Holy Spirit gave them specific instructions.  But it seems likely, that alongside prayer, various circumstances combine to suggest to them that they go from this place to that place.  
A. For instance, we know that Cyprus was where Barnabas came from.  
B. And historical records tell us that the Sergius Paulus of 13:6-12 had significant family connections in the area of Pisidian Antioch.  
1) And so, it may be that he gave Paul letters of introduction that would help open doors and gain entry for the gospel.  This then may be why they headed in that direction next.  
a) After all, God had told Paul that he was to be God’s “chosen instrument before the Gentiles and their kings.”  
i) And so, having seen S P respond to the gospel, perhaps these family connections suggested the next part of the journey.  
ii. Whatever the case, and always with prayer, there can be little doubt that B&S were alert to circumstances and situations and opportunities as doorways that the Lord might be opening.  
2. And so, leaving Cyprus, they head north for Perga.  And all we are told of that place is that that is “where John left them to return to Jerusalem.”  
a. Now, John is the John, also known as Mark, who lived at the house that Peter went to after his miraculous escape from prison.  He is the Mark who wrote the Gospel of Mark.  
i. And in 13:5, we read that B & S took John with them as a helper.  
A. Now, the word, ‘helper,’ could mean he just carried their scrolls and coats and made coffee when it was needed, or that he assisted them with the actual gospel proclamation.  
B. It would seem though, given that B & S were the ones especially called by the Holy Spirit, that the former is more likely – a kind of assistant.  
ii. However, as a side point, what is worth noting is something that will be a regular feature of Paul’s travels – he almost always takes people with him.  
A. Paul seems very committed to the idea that you should try not to do alone what you can do with someone else.  
1) In other words, turn gospel activity into a discipling or training opportunity.  
a) If you have to make a visit or teach a class, have someone with you so that not only is the work you do useful for those who receive it, but it becomes an opportunity to train the one with you.  
b) Yes, you can have a class to train leaders and you can give them books to read, and that’s all helpful, but this model of doing whatever it is that you must do with someone next to you will always be the most valuable way to train.  
b. But turn with me now to Acts 15:36-41.  There we read about the beginning of Paul’s second missionary journey.  And it says there, “And after some days Paul said to Barnabas, "Let us return and visit the brethren in every city in which we proclaimed the word of the Lord, and see how they are."  And Barnabas was desirous of taking John, called Mark, along with them also.  But Paul kept insisting that they should not take him along who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not gone with them to the work.”  
i. Well, that conversation there refers back to v13 of our text.  
A. But for whatever reason, Luke chooses not to explore the reasons why John left the journey.  
B. Clearly though, Paul saw it as desertion.  
1) For some reason, or reasons, John decided not to continue with the journey but to head home.
3. Well, from v14, we read that they continue on to Pisidian Antioch.  And, as will be their usual custom, they head first to the synagogue.  
a. Now, Paul was a Pharisee who was a qualified Rabbi or teacher.  And as such, he could wear clothing that revealed him to be thus qualified.  And so, perhaps it is this that causes the synagogue rulers to single him out as someone worth hearing from.  After all, it may not be too often that they have someone of Paul’s standing in their midst.  
i. And this would be typical of Paul.  
A. Down in Paphos, among Romans, Luke told us he was going by his Roman name, Paul.  
1) He knew that using name would open doors and create opportunities.  
B. But here, entering a synagogue, Paul would present himself as the most Jewish of Jews.  
1) And indeed, this is exactly what he says in 1 Corinthians 9:20-23.  “To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews.  To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law.  To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God's law but am under Christ's law), so as to win those not having the law.  To the weak I became weak, to win the weak.  I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some.  I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.”  
a) Now, note that Paul very carefully states there are limits to his becoming all things to all men.  He doesn’t set aside everything for the sake of the gospel.  
i) But if there is anything about the way he dresses or speaks or certain cultural or social behaviours that he can adopt or set aside, he does so for the sake of the gospel.  
b. Well, whatever the reason here in this synagogue, at a certain point in the service, he and Barnabas are invited to speak.  
i. Now, synagogue services usually followed a set liturgy or order of worship.  
A. The Shema of Deut 6:4 would be recited, the Shemoneh Esreh of 18 benedictions or blessings would be recited, there would be a reading from the law and one from the prophets, there would be a ‘sermon’ of sorts on one of those passages and a closing blessing.  
B. But there could also be ‘free’ addresses given.  
1) And both these and the sermon could be given by any of the adult Jewish males present.  
C. And the service would be interspersed with various pauses between parts of the liturgy, which were often accompanied by some noise as men and women shared opinions or news or likes or dislikes in terms of what they had heard.  
1) The services seem to have been as much community meetings as they were worship services.  
2) And so, probably during one of these ‘breaks,’ B&P are invited to speak a “word of encouragement.”   
ii. And so, Paul stands and motions with his hands, apparently calling the people to order, as it were.  And then he begins with a formal address: “Men of Israel and you Gentiles who worship God, listen to me.”  
iii. And what Paul does next is to speak about the four things that lay at the heart of what it meant to be Jewish.  
A. They functioned almost like a creed or confession.  
1) And they went like this: First, of all the nations on the earth, God is the God of Israel.  And we know He is because, second, from all of the people on earth, God chose Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and third, He rescued His people from Egypt, and fourth, He brought them to and gave them the Promised Land.  
iv. And so, talking here to a predominantly Jewish audience, those are the four things that Paul begins with; he grounds salvation in all the things that are at the heart of being Jewish.  But notice how he does so.  
A. Paul’s message here is that Israel never has been able to and never will be able to earn salvation.  
1) Israel has this relationship with God for one reason alone – and that reason is grace.  
a) Paul wants his hearers to see grace on display.  For if they see that, they will see that Jesus Christ is both the beginning and end of God’s grace!
v. So, note first of all, Paul’s emphasis as he rehearses Jewish history: From v17 – “God … chose our Fathers.”  
A. The very relationship of Israel and God begins not with something Abraham did, but God’s choosing of Abraham – this is grace on display.  
B. Paul continues, “He made the people prosper during their stay in Egypt, with mighty power He led them out of that country.”  
1) Again, this was God at work.  Exodus gives us the impression that at that time the Jews were far from devout.  It was grace on display.  
C. And then, with v18, remember, how did Israel repay God’s grace?  How did Israel behave out in the desert?  With grumbling and complaining.  However, “He endured their conduct for about forty years in the desert, He overthrew seven nations in Canaan and [He] gave their land to His people as their inheritance.”  
1) Again, clearly, they deserve nothing from God.  They are incapable of even simple gratitude let alone the perfect keeping of His Law.  They sin, terribly.  But still, God gives!  What grace!  
D. And then, in v20, God gives again with the provision of Judges.  
1) Can you boys and girls remember some of the names of the Judges?  Samson, Gideon, Jephthah.  
E. But are the people content with God’s gracious provision?  No, they sinfully ask for a king like the nations around them.  And when the one who seemed so kingly in their eyes, Saul, fails, does God turn His back on them?  No.  He gives them David – a “man after God’s own heart.”  
1) The story of Israel is a story of grace multiplied by grace added to grace and soaked in Grace.
vi. Well, whether they quite understand Paul’s point yet, so far, the congregation is probably saying, “You go, Paul!  Preach it brother!”  After all, this is classic Jewish history at its best.  
vii. But now, from v23, Paul introduces God’s promises with specific connection to Jesus.  Now, what was implied with the record of grace on display is given flesh and bones, literally, in the person and work of Jesus.  
A. You see, in 2 Samuel 7, God promised that one of David’s Sons would be the eternal Messiah.  
1) And Paul here, boldly declares that promised Son to be the Jesus of Nazareth.  
B. And it is probable that what he speaks about through to v29 is well known even to these Jews who are far from Jerusalem.  They probably know about the execution of Jesus.  
1) And this means, if Paul is right, which he clearly is, that the one Israel killed was God’s promised Messiah!  And what is worse, He was executed despite being completely innocent.  
a) O dear!  What have we Jews done? is their likely reaction.  
viii. But Paul wants them to think about this against all that he has so far preached.  What has his sermon been about?  God’s grace!  
A. And so, what he wants them to see here is that just as God’s relationship with the Jews has always been about grace to undeserving sinners, even though they are now guilty of the worst sin ever, there still remains the possibility of grace!  
1) And right here and now, let this be a reminder to you, who sit there, ashamed of your sin, whatever that sin might be.  God is a God of grace.  There always remains the possibility of grace to those who confess their sins and look, in faith to Jesus!  
ix. And so, now Paul introduces what is crucial to his apostolic calling – He is there to testify to Jesus, not buried in a tomb, but risen from the dead.  He is there to testify to the grace of God that Jesus’ resurrection broadcasts.  
A. And so, to Jews, whose very sense of truth and justice is built on the testimony of eye-witnesses, he says in v31, I have seen the resurrected Jesus as have many others.    
1) And to you, today, this is Good News!  This is the gospel of grace!  
B. And then, to further ground this in the OT, Paul uses the typical Jewish sermon practise of linking words or ideas found in different Bible verses to demonstrate that Jesus’ resurrection was also prophesied.  
1) And so, he does this by quoting from Psalm 2:7, Isaiah 55:3, and Psalm 16:10.  
a) You see, if you put these three verses together, they add up to God saying this to Jesus: In raising you from the dead, today, I reveal you to be my Promised Son, and I your Father.  
x. And then, in vv38, the explicit call of the gospel is made: “Therefore, my brothers, I want you to know that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you.”  
xi. Now, v39 is an interesting verse.  
A. Some understand it to be saying this: The Law of Moses was good for some things, but Jesus can deal with rest; kind of like, the Law of Moses can clean some of the dirt off the jar, but Jesus is the special tool that can get right into the corners to make the jar spotless.  
B. But that is not Paul’s message here, just as it is not his message anywhere.  Paul is not making a comparison but a contrast.  
1) It is not that Jesus can do more than or better than the law of Moses.  No. Jesus can do what the Law of Moses could not do.  
a) The law could not justify or set free, but Jesus can!  
xii. And so, Paul concludes with the gospel warning of v40: “Take care!”  Do not reject this gospel.  You have been warned.  Judgment Day is coming!  Believe!  
c. And so, the gospel has been preached.  All that remains now is for those who have heard to respond.  And, as ever, there will always and only be two responses – belief or unbelief.
i. And initially, things look promising.  P&B are invited back next Sabbath to speak more.  Many, we are told, followed P&B and were urged by them “to continue in the grace of God.” 
ii. But then, with v44, unbelief also rears its ugly head.  
A. Last Saturday, the synagogue was a comfortable place where mainly Jews gathered.  There was a cosyness to the gathering.  
B. Now though, this Saturday, there are, ugghhh!, Gentiles everywhere as “the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord.”  And they dress funny.  And they don’t behave like we do.  
1) And for the Jews, this is just too much.  This is starting to look like a cheap grace.  
2) And so, they reject the gospel and talk abusively or contradict or ‘blaspheme,’ as other translations put it, what Paul is saying.  
C. And so, because these Jews reveal a stubborn and unbelieving heart, Paul is withering in his rebuke.  And he declares that the gospel will now go to the Gentiles, using words that Simeon had spoken when he held the baby Jesus in his arms, words that come from Isaiah’s prophecy.  
D. The reaction of the Gentiles, however, is a reaction of joyful belief: “When the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and honoured the word of the Lord.”  
1) And we read in the next verse that “the word of the Lord spread throughout the whole region.”  What magnificent and wonderful words!  Praise God for the gospel of grace in Jesus!!!  
E. And this response is in stark contrast to what we see next as the rising antagonism of the Jews eventually forces P&B to move away. 
Well, as we draw to a close, I want to return to one verse in particular that is also the perfect introduction for the doctrines of grace sermon series that we will begin this afternoon, God willing.  And then, a few questions for us to consider.
1. So look again at the last part of v48.  As the Gentiles respond in faith, we read there that “all who were appointed for eternal life believed.”  And other English versions have ‘all those who were chosen’ instead of ‘appointed.’   
a. And in these few words, we see the doctrines of unconditional election and irresistible or sovereign grace.  
i. Why did these Gentiles respond in faith while many if not all of the Jews did not?   
ii. Well, ultimately, in just this verse, but also because of places like Romans 9 and Ephesians 1-2, we see that the answer is not something about them but God’s electing decree – these are the ones He chose in Christ.  
A. The names of each of these Gentiles was written in God’s Book of Life before creation.  
B. And this moment was of God’s eternal design.  
C. And so here in Pisidian Antioch, God’s sovereign grace intersects with history as more of His chosen ones are revealed!  
1) And nothing could ever have interfered this moment.  
iii. And if you believe in Jesus Christ, today, it is the same with you.  
A. It is all God!  It is all grace!  
B. And surely, every saved sinner ought to rejoice with something like, Hallelujah!
· Do you?  Is Hallelujah, or something like it, your reaction to this truth?  Does the gospel of eternal life in Christ thrill you and excite you?  
· It didn’t excite all those who heard it in Acts 13.  
· And today also, some think it is too cheap and easy. 
· Some think it doesn’t stack up with science.  
· Some want to hear about something they should do.  
· Some know it all, as these Jews did, but do not believe.  
· Some are so used to it, that it is no longer exciting.  
· And if any of these describes you, dear friend, you are in danger.  
· Pray that God might give you faith in Christ or renew your faith in Christ.  And don’t put it off until tomorrow.
But if the gospel does thrill you because Christ is your Saviour, there is another question this passage asks of us.  Given the opportunity, Paul shared the gospel.  Could you?  
· If the opportunity were to arise today or someone invited you to, could you share essence of the gospel?  
· I am sure you know how to explain the technical details of your work or of your favourite hobby.  
· Shouldn’t you put at least some time into getting a gospel explanation in your head so it just flows out?  
But when all is said and done, we ought to end by returning again to what we spoke about in connection with v48.  
· People of God, 1 John 4:4 says, “He who is in you is greater than he who is in the world.”  
· There will be opposition to the gospel.  
· There will be times when the church seems to be on the backfoot.  
· There will be personal trials and hardships.  
But Christian, with Jesus, you are on the side of victory!  Amen.

