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“Sermon Evaluation – Part 6”      Text – Acts 17:1-9      Readings – Luke 24:13-27; Psalm 16

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
It was the last week of August, 2004, when I began studying for the ministry.  And I knew then that in 9 months time I would have to stand in a church and preach a sermon I had written.  The academic year would be finished and I would be beginning my first internship and would have to preach as part of that internship.  
Now, I had heard many sermons and as a ruling elder I had read a few sermons written by ministers in some worship services, but this would be something quite different again.  
It seemed a daunting prospect.  It seemed impossible to be ready in such a short space of time to do something so important.  And preaching is very important.  
Romans 10:13 says, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”  And then it goes on to say that for people to call on the name of the Lord, there must be preachers who are sent to proclaim the name of the Lord.  
And so, I was quite keen to learn how to write a sermon and how to preach.  
And so, classes began.  
And amongst other things, we explored a definition of preaching and we looked at the history of preaching, the content of preaching, and preaching style.  
And in all of this, we spent hours in the Bible.  
We considered the different genres of Bible books, the history of revelation, and principles of Bible interpretation.  
We learned Hebrew and Greek, the languages of the Bible.  
We looked at preaching in the Bible.  
And in so doing, I distinctly remember working through Acts 17.  
For in Acts 17 we have Paul preaching to three different congregations or groups of people.  
We see something of how he went about the work of preaching and the content of his preaching, and we something of how people interacted with and responded to preaching.
Well, today we are only going to look at the first of these three descriptions of Paul preaching – Thessalonica.  
We will return to Berea and Athens at a later date.  
It is, however, very appropriate for us to arrive at this passage of the Bible on this the first Sunday of 2013.  
· In God’s providence, we will hear 104 sermons this year, from this pulpit.  
· We will attend 20 or so district meetings plus other Bible study opportunities.  
· We will have many evangelistic opportunities to preach the word ourselves.  
· We will have opportunities to disciple those younger and more spiritually immature than ourselves.

· There will be times when we have to defend the things that we believe with those who disagree with the teachings of the Bible.  
· And there will be times when we disagree with fellow believers about certain issues.
And what Acts 17 emphasizes more than anything else is the authority of, the power of, and the foundational nature of the Bible.  
You might say that with any group of professing Christians, a Warrant of Fitness check really hangs on just one thing – what is their attitude to the Bible?  And of course, that collective question breaks down to every individual in the group – what is your attitude to the Bible? 
And so, for the sixth time in this Acts sermon series, we consider a sermon.  And as Paul arrives in Thessalonica, the focus there is on the Bible and the pulpit. 
History tells us that Thessalonica was a city of around 200,000 people at this time.  It was a free city that had its own government and it was the capital of the Roman province of Macedonia.  It also had a significant Jewish population.  
And so, as was Paul’s custom, he went to the synagogue on three Sabbath days.  From Paul’s letters to the Thessalonians, it appears that Paul was there for longer than three weeks but all we are told here is that Paul went to the synagogue on three Sabbath days.

And there he finds people of the Book – Jews and God-fearing Gentiles who were familiar with the OT.  And it was the custom of those times for visiting Rabbis or teachers to be given the opportunity to speak.  And Paul was a highly trained Rabbi who had studied under the famous Gamaliel in Jerusalem.  
And we are told that over these three Sabbaths, Paul “reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and proving…”  And in these words, we see something about the method of preaching.
1. First of all, Paul is there to persuade.  He isn’t there because he has something funny to say or something interesting to share.  He is there to convince his hearers of a vital truth – Jesus is the Christ.  
a. And if this was just his opinion, he would be wasting his time, for his opinion would be no better or worse than anyone else’s.  Thus, his appeal is to an authority beyond question. 
b. So, what is Paul’s source?  To what authority does he appeal?  What is the foundation for his claims?  Upon what does he base his argument and build his case?  “The Scriptures,” by which is meant the OT here.  
i. You see, that is all that they had in those days.  Today, we have the NT and the OT which together form the Scriptures.  But back then, there was only the OT.  
c. Now, why did Paul appeal to the authority of the Scriptures?  
i. Firstly, because it is the Word of God.  
A. Written down by human authors, yes, but human authors whose words were directly inspired by the Holy Spirit – 2 Tim. 3:15.  
B. And this is not just so because Paul and the Thessalonians and you and I believe it to be the Word of God – This book is the Word of God. 
1)  It is self-evident to anyone who reads it unless they do not want to believe that it is the Word of God.  
ii. But secondly, Paul appealed to the authority of the Scriptures because they reveal Jesus Christ.  
A. In John 5:39, Jesus is talking to the Pharisees and He says, “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life.  These are the Scriptures that testify about me.”  
B. And we read earlier about the risen Jesus walking on the road to Emmaus with those two people who were so sad that Jesus had died.  But He said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken!   Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter His glory?  And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, He explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning Himself.”  
C. Even Jesus appealed to the authority of the Scriptures.  
iii. So, in order that God might be known, and so that we might know that we are guilty sinners who face judgment, and so that salvation in Jesus Christ might be known, God has given us the scriptures.  And it is they that are the authority in preaching. 
d. It is for this reason then that a Christian church that seeks to grow in its love for the Lord Jesus Christ will demand that what they hear from the pulpit is the Scriptures.  
i. Throughout the service and before the sermon and in the sermon, they expect to hear the minister say things like, “Please open your Bibles to ___________ and let us read there the Word of God,” and “we know this to be so because this is what it says in ______ chapter ____ verses ___to ___.”  
ii. And whether it be by direct quote or accurate summary, and whether it be about doctrine or application, and whether these exact words are used or not, what ought to be heard by the congregation is “Thus says the Lord.”  
A. Each person sitting there should be able to say, “I have read the words of the text, I have heard them explained alongside the rest of the Scriptures, and these words agree.  They are true and they are truth.  I have seen Jesus Christ.  The Scriptures have spoken.”
e. Now, this does not mean that the preacher cannot refer to any other written material other than the Bible in his sermon.  
i. Paul will quote from a Greek poet later in his Acts 17 Athen’s sermon.  
ii. But Paul does so only to make a point consistent with, or to reinforce a truth of Scripture, for Scripture is the authority in preaching.
f. And it needs to be said, also, that this point is not just relevant in the pulpit.  
i. In group discussions, private conversations, letters to the editor, church meetings, when defending the faith, our authoritative appeal should be to the Scriptures.  
ii. Our study of and memorization of the Bible should equip us to be able to refer to verses and passages that will speak far louder than our opinions.
g. But Paul’s pulpit authority was the Scriptures, as it should always be in the church of Jesus Christ.
2. But in relation to Paul’s method, note also the form of his communication; he reasons, explains and proves.  
a. Now, it is possible, based on one of these Greek words that this could mean that there was a kind of backwards and forwards dialogue, or question and answer interaction between Paul and the congregation.  But that is not necessarily the case.  Generally speaking, the preachers of the Bible speak and the congregation listens.  
b. More importantly though, the clear picture we have here is of reasoned, evidence based, systematic, logical, and aimed-at-the mind communication.  
i. This is no soppy poem or love sonnet!  
ii. This is no warm fuzzy personal recollection of the lessons learned on Paul’s last camping holiday.  
iii. This is no sharing of my faith journey with mood music in the background.  
iv. This is the ‘Lord’s lawyer’ outlining the case for the gospel.  
A. This is God’s servant honouring the congregation by recognizing that they are intelligent, rational human beings who can read the text for themselves, listen to the argument and evidence and explanation and illustration, and agree that the case is conclusively made.  
1) They are not relying on the cleverness of some man to unlock mysteries that are beyond them, because they can follow along and see that it is so in the text.  
2) And they can then go to work the next day and repeat or summarize what they have heard to the person on the machine next to them in order to persuade them.
B. This is preaching by way of logical persuasion.
c. Now, Luke doesn’t tell us which Scripture passages Paul referred to.  We are told though that Paul’s message was the necessity of Christ’s death and resurrection.  This was more of a topical sermon.  
i. And so, we can be sure that Paul simply worked through appropriate Bible passages and showed the congregation how they reveal exactly who Jesus was and what He did.  
A. And I am sure most of you will know the types of Bible passages Paul would have mentioned.  
1) And the fact that you know them is reason for great joy and thanksgiving!  
B. Genesis 3:15 and the first gospel promise; 
C. Genesis 22 and the sacrifice of the lamb instead of Isaac; 
D. Exodus 12 and the Passover Lamb; 
E. Leviticus 16 and the Atonement goat; 
F. Numbers 21 and the bronze snake that was lifted up on a pole; 
G. Deut. 21 and being hung on a tree as a sign of covenant curse; 
H. Psalm 22, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”; 
I. Isaiah 53 and the suffering servant who would be pierced and lie in a rich man’s grave and bear the sins of many; 
J. Psalm 16 and the Holy One who would “not see decay.”  
K. And at the end of this, the question is not, has Paul made a good case – for the case of the Bible is clear.  The question is, will you believe in this Jesus?  Will you believe that Jesus of Nazareth is the Promised Christ?
d. And so, today, a Christian church that desires to grow in the love of Christ will demand sermons that reason, explain, and prove.  
i. Now again, this is not to say that we leave our hearts at the door; that feelings have no place in worship.  This is not to say that so long as a sermon is full of information and facts, the preacher’s job is done.  Far from it!  
A. After the Acts 2 Pentecost sermon, the people were “cut to the heart.”  
1) And this heartfelt response, was, in part, a response to what was assuredly the passionate preaching of the gospel by Peter.  
B. In Acts 20:31, Paul says to the Ephesians, “Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears.”  
C. I ask you, is it conceivable that there was great joy in Samaria because Philip preached about (speak in dull monotone) a man named Jesus who died on a cross at about age 33 and (yawn) who then rose and who forgives the sins of all who trust in Him?  
D. Humour, emphasizing hand motions, passion, emotions, beautiful use of language; these things are not out of place in preaching.  But what should characterize preaching is reasoning, explaining and proving.
ii. Think about that most basic of children’s songs, “Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”  And while you ought to know this here (head) and here (heart), you know it because it has been reasoned, explained, and proven from in here (the Bible).  
Well finally then, note briefly the content of preaching.  

Paul’s sermon is a good Reformed sermon.  How do we know this?  Because it has three points.  We see them in v3:
· First point, the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead.
· Second point, Jesus of Nazareth suffered and rose from the dead.
· Third point, Jesus is the Christ!

And Christ is the Greek word that translates the Hebrew title, Messiah.  It means the Anointed One.  
1. You see, the consuming desire of the Jews was that the promised Messiah/Christ would come.  Go to a Jewish synagogue today and you will hear the prayer of eighteen benedictions, called the Amidah, prayed.  In fact, a shorter form of the prayer is prayed three times a day by observant Jews.  And that very prayer would have been prayed in that service in Thessalonica because it was already a regular part of Jewish synagogue services.  
a. And its fifteenth benediction says this, “Speedily cause the offspring of David, Your servant, to flourish, and lift up His glory by Your divine help because we wait for Your salvation all the day.  Blessed art thou, O Lord, who causes the strength of salvation to flourish.”  With all of his heart, the Jew longed for the Promised Christ to come.


b. So Paul appeals to the authority of the Scripture and he quotes verses and passages that show them that in Jesus of Nazareth, their prayers have been answered!  
c. And this is where a single word in v3 reveals the over-arching character of preaching.  Paul says, “This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is the Christ.”  
i. Preaching is proclamation.  
A. It is not just information about Jesus or about forgiveness or about salvation.  
B. Rather, it is the proclamation of Jesus, of forgiveness, of salvation.  
1) Not that long ago we sung that Christmas hymn, Hark, the herald angels sing.  
a) Those angels had been sent to earth to proclaim the good news of Jesus’ birth.  
2) Well, the preacher is God’s herald.  
a) King Jesus sends out His heralds to announce, to declare, to proclaim an official message to the citizens: The war is over!  Jesus has won!  There is peace on earth!  You are forgiven.  You have been set free.  There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus!  
You know, in many churches, and often behind the pulpit, there is found a sign with some words on it.  It is a quote of John 12:21.  It takes the words that some Greeks spoke to one of Jesus’ disciples and turns them into the congregation’s demand.  The words are “Sir … we would like to see Jesus."
As God is my witness, my intention is to show you Jesus from Lord’s Day to Lord’s Day in 2013.  
· Sometimes it will be directly as we consider His person or words or works in the Gospels.  
· Sometimes it will be directly as He is plainly the content of a particular verse or passage from elsewhere in the Bible.  
· Sometimes it will be less directly as we see how He unlocks the history of salvation in a story or a portion of the law. 
· Sometimes it will be as we see that He fulfils as a promise of Scripture.  
· Sometimes we will see Him by way of type and antitype – He is the greater David or Joshua and the opposite of Saul or bad King Ahaz.  
· Sometimes we will see how only life in Him gives meaning to way we are to live before Him.  
· And often we will see that our failures to be what the Word calls us to be are covered by His perfect obedience and precious blood.   
But however it is done, may it be done.
May God maintain this pulpit as a place of proclamation.  
May whomever stands here preach the Scriptures.  
May Jesus Christ be proclaimed from Sunday to Sunday.  

And may we come here not to evaluate a sermon but prepared and eager to see Jesus.

And having seen Him, may we then show Him to others.  Amen.

