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“Noble Dovedalians?”      Text – Acts 17:4-12       OT Reading – 2 Kings 22:1-23:3 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Those of us who own cars are familiar with a warrant of fitness.  
Every 6 months we have to take it to a testing station where the health of the car is checked.  Structure, electronics, fluids, mechanics; all these are checked to see if the car is functioning as it should.  
Well, there is a sense in which it can be useful for a congregation to undergo a warrant of fitness also.  And as we noted two weeks ago when we started to look at Acts 17, this chapter, amongst other things, performs that task.  It really forces us to ask the one question of ourselves that best reveals our spiritual fitness; and that question is What is our attitude toward the Bible?  
And it does this firstly by focusing on the pulpit as Paul preaches in Thessalonica.  

And we saw from v2 that in a healthy congregation the Bible will be preached every Sunday.  
The authority of God’s Word is recognized as primary in worship and in the life of God’s people.  
And we also noted from vv2-3 that the form of preaching is reasoning, explaining, and proving.  
Biblical preaching assumes that those listening are intelligent and able to follow along and agree that what is being said is true and reasonable.  
Well, that’s one half of the warrant of fitness.  Now we get to look at the other side of the equation as Paul arrives at Berea.  For there his focus is not on the preacher in the pulpit but on the congregation in the pew, which is the name we give to the type of seats you are sitting on, which are typically found in churches, pews.
And so, the Warrant of fitness will be completed today as we look at some words which say a lot about how God’s Word is to be received.  
You see, this Book reveals Jesus Christ.  That’s what Paul explained to the Thessalonians in v3.  
· It provides us with a history of the world, which is so desperately needed when the public education system and the media want us to believe in the lie of evolution.  
· And it reveals that Jesus Christ is the King of Creation – “By Him all things were made.”
· It explains how sin and evil came into the world and it reveals that each of us are guilty sinners who need salvation.  Evil isn’t just out there; it is in each one of us, and we know it!

· But it also reveals that Jesus came to earth to die for sinners, and that in Him there is the hope of salvation – the good news of the gospel! 

· And it tells us how we may live lives of praise, glory and thanksgiving to the Christ of our salvation.

· And it tells us also that Jesus is coming again soon to judge the living and the dead.  
So our attitude towards the Bible is very important.  And we do well to learn from these Bereans.
But before we begin to think about that, let’s quickly note how Paul and Silas come to be in Berea.   

· In v4, we are told that some of the Thessalonian congregation were persuaded by what Paul said. They heard him reason, explain and prove from the Bible that Jesus is the Christ and they were convinced by what they heard.
· But sadly, as often happened, other Jews got jealous of Paul’s ‘success,’ especially in terms of the Gentiles.

· And so, they gathered together Thessalonica’s ratbags and created such a fuss that Paul and Silas were forced to leave Thessalonica because of the physical and financial harm faced by a certain Jason.  
· And Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians makes it very clear just how much this forced exit grieved him.  He wrote, “Brothers, when we were torn away from you for a short time (in person, not in thought), out of our intense longing we made every effort to see you.  For we wanted to come to you-- certainly I, Paul, did, again and again-- but Satan stopped us.” 
· Eventually though, realizing that the door to Thessalonica was permanently closed to he and Silas, they sent Timothy to minister among them.
But all of this had the effect of bringing P&S to Berea, about 80km south west of Thessalonica.

And they head straight for the synagogue.  Undaunted by the actions of the mob in Thessalonica, indeed, knowing that the same gospel could well bring about the same sort of response, still “they went to the Jewish synagogue.”  
But we are told that “the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.  Many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men.”  
1. Now, Bible descriptions are always important.  If these Bereans are described as being “of more noble character than the Thessalonians,” in wont do for us to just applaud the Bereans for a fine effort!  We ought to desire that we, as individuals and as a congregation, might be known not as Thessalonians but as Bereans!  
a. And this is not because we seek to please men or so that we can look down on others.  This is because this attitude towards the Word is praiseworthy in God’s eyes.  Remember, it is the Holy Spirit who wanted the Bereans to be described in this way in the Bible.  He wanted God’s people to imitate the attitude of the Bereans so He made it plain that He delights in this attitude.  
i. Pulpit ministry is certainly not everything in terms of Christian living.  A hunger for God’s Word in here needs to be accompanied by a hunger for God’s Word out there at home and at school and at work.  Communion with Jesus in His Word and growth in godliness is a seven day a week business
ii. However, by way of example, if visiting ministers were to leave Dovedale and say, even if it is just to themselves, “Now, those Dovedalians were very attentive to the preaching; clearly eager to hear the word; obviously engaged in the sermon,” that would be a good thing, because the Bible describes such a congregation as one of noble character.
iii. Now, the Bereans will have had their faults, granted.  They were a congregation of sinners, just like every other.  But in the matter of listening to the word of God, they had a reputation.  They were a group of people who collectively gave serious attention to the preaching and teaching of the Bible.  
A. So, having explored the ‘during the sermon activity’ of the Bereans, there will be a question each of us needs to ask of ourselves: Am I like these noble Bereans?  Am I a noble Dovedalian?
2. Well, in a moment we will consider how this noble character was seen as we look at the Berean’s ‘during the sermon activity.’  But just for the sake of clarity, when I talk about ‘during the sermon activity,’ I do not mean just the space of time between the ‘Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ” and the “Amen.”  At the end of v11, we read, “They received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.”  
a. It may well be that Paul taught a number of times during the week.  But even if he didn’t, their interest in what he was saying went beyond just the times when he was speaking.  
i. And we know this to be so, if nothing else, because unlike you and I the Bereans did not have Bibles on their laps as Paul spoke.  It was very rare for a person of that time to personally have any Scripture, let alone a complete OT.  Copying the Scriptures was a very expensive and lengthy process.  And in those times, the scriptures were on bulky scrolls, not little zip up Bibles.  
A. So, by ‘during the sermon activity,’ we refer not only to the time that preaching takes place but also to what we do with the word preached after the sermon.
b. Now, I want to come back to the fact that the Bereans didn’t have their own Bibles a bit later on, but we ought to pause here and acknowledge that we often take ownership and access to the Bible for granted, don’t we? 
i. In fact, there are probably some of us, if not many of us, who have lost a Bible at one time.  Yes?  Well, the very idea of leaving God’s Word somewhere or losing your Bible would have been horrifying to the people of this time.  
A. Boys and girls, are you careful not to lose your Bible?  Do you make sure it gets back into the car (and I don’t mean open the car door and hiff it in on the floor)?  And when you get back home does it get back to the table by your bed or wherever you keep it so you know where it is when you next want to read it?  Having a Bible is a precious gift of God!
B. And during this service, some of us have perhaps doodled in the blank margins of our Bibles.  Others of us will have plopped our Bibles down on the floor.  Some, maybe, are even using them as a foot rest right now.  
1) But do you realize that if a Muslim were to see you doing that, he wouldn’t have the slightest interest in your Christianity.  By his reasoning, if that is how you treat your Holy Book, well, that says an awful lot about the God you worship.  
C. Ownership and access to this Book is an incredible blessing.  And we should thank God that we may use it as easily as we can.  But let us also be careful how we care for the book.  
1) And this is not to suggest that we leave the book on the shelf and bow down to it.  Not at all.  We don’t worship the Book; we worship the Christ of the Book.  
2) And this is a Book that God intends us to use.  It is not supposed to stay pristine and spotless; it is supposed to get dog-eared and tatty from use.
3) And so, by all means, write notes in your Bibles about sermons and highlight key verses, etc.  
4) But let us never forget that this Book is the Word of God.  
D. And let us remember also that we may not always have easy access to a Bible.  In fact, there are countries today where owning a Bible is illegal and could see you arrested and imprisoned if not worse.
1) Bible verse memorization might seem to you something nice for children to do at Sunday School, but for many Christians, it has been or has become the only Scriptures they have.
2) Richard Wurmbrand is the founder of Voice of the Martyrs, an organization that keeps churches informed about persecuted Christians around the world.

a) Well, Br. Wurmbrand spent 14 years in a Romanian prison with no access to the Bible.  All he had was what he had memorized.  Would you have much of the Bible in here (point to head) if you unable to read an actual Bible?

3) Access to this book is indeed precious

Well, as we consider the ‘during the sermon activity’ of the Bereans, there is a lovely symmetry between these verses and what Luke said about ‘the pulpit activity’ in Thessalonica.  Luke described Paul as reasoning, explaining, and proving and he here describes the Bereans as eager receivers, examiners, and believers.
So, with the remainder of our time together, we will simply look at those three parts of what gave them a more noble character than the Thessalonians.

Firstly then, the Bereans were eager receivers of the Word; “they received the message with great eagerness.”
1. Now, as I said earlier, the Bereans were very unlikely to have their own Bibles.  So this likely says more about their attitude than it does about actual things they did.   

a. And yet, it probably does say something about their posture.  (Sit slumped in chair)  Do you think this is how an ‘eager receiver’ sits? 
i. And ask yourself, how would you listen to someone explaining to you how your brand new car or motorbike or sewing machine or tractor or ipad works?  
ii. And do you think the person explaining this to you could see your eagerness on your face?  

A. When a number of people abandoned Jesus, He asked His disciples if they too would leave.  But do you remember how Peter answer Him?  He said, “Lord, to whom shall we go?  For you have the words of eternal life.”

1) Well, from Bible texts that might be parables or stories or commands or poems, what you hear or ought to hear from this Pulpit, twice each Sunday, are words of eternal life – words of Jesus Christ.
a) Can it be seen that you are an eager receiver?

2. But while the Bereans probably didn’t have their own Bibles, you and I do.  Praise the Lord!  And this is probably the first and most obvious way that our eagerness to receive the Word can be seen.      
a. You see, if you can physically read, you ought to have your Bible open in front of you when it is read or preached from.  
i. You don’t have to take notes.  You don’t have to check all of the marginal references that your Study Bible has.  But you will have your Bible open in front of you so that you too can see that whatever is said from the pulpit is true.    
b. And this means that a congregation with a noble Berean character, will be a congregation of bobble-heads.  
i. And probably a good number of you don’t know what bobble-heads are.  
ii. Bobble-heads are huge in the USA.  They are baseball figures.  You can go to any toy-store or sports-store and get a bobble-head of your favourite baseball player.  They are little figures of each player, in uniform, with an enormous, head by way of proportion, that sits on a springy-thing.  They are about 10cm high and you sit them on the dashboard or rear shelf of your car.  And when you go over a bump, the bobble-head bounces around.  
iii. So, a congregation with a noble Berean character, will be a congregation of bobble-heads.  As the preacher preaches, he will see heads going up and down, looking at him and then the Bible and then him and then the Bible.  
c. But we need observe here also that there are times when a preacher does see bobble-heads that have nothing to do with checking the Bible but everything to do with falling asleep.  And I am sure we all recall seeing exactly that with someone sitting in front of us at some time or another.  
i. And falling asleep during a sermon is not good.  But we have probably all been there sometime.  
A. Sermons can, sadly, be boring.  
B. Circumstances beyond our control can mean we are in church but very tired.  
C. And it can, at times, be very warm and stuffy in church.  
ii. The concern here, then, is not so much with the ‘once in a blue moon sleeper’ but with the ‘serial sleeper.’  
A. So, we do what we can to deal with physical weakness.  
1) We open windows and use fans and ventilation, etc.  
2) We  might have a water bottle with us if that helps or a curiously strong peppermint.  
3) We might sit up the front rather than at the back where no one will notice anyway – yeah right!  
4) We might take notes if that helps to pay attention or follow along with the sermon outline if one is available.  
B. But of course, this also has to do with preparation.  
1) If you believe it is important to be awake and alert in worship, you will be careful to get a good night of sleep on Saturday, and you might try a nap on Sunday afternoon if that helps with alertness.  
C. But apart from all these practical suggestions, this also has a lot to do with expectation.  And what we say here is not just about serial sleepers.  It affects us all.  As we noted before, it is probably in this area that the eagerness of the Bereans to receive the Word was most evident.
1) You see, what Luke says about these Bereans is not about a one-off occasion because there was a visiting minister.  It describes a habit or discipline whereby they had trained themselves to approach preaching in a certain way.  
a) They believed that preaching was a primary means of grace, by God’s design.  They expected to hear God speak to them.  They were hungry to hear more about His glory and His holiness and His grace and His love.  They were eager to meet Him in His Word.  

i) And so, they came to church expecting to be fed and equipped and encouraged and warned and comforted and urged and persuaded and confronted and blessed through the official preaching of the Word of God.  
A) You may be sure then that they prayed for whomever would bring the Word on the Sunday coming during the week and on Sunday morning.  
B) You may be sure that they didn’t regularly arrive at church just before the service began or late, because they wanted time to prepare their thoughts before worship; to be settled before the symphony of divine worship began. 
b) Many of us will remember waiting for an upcoming concert or sports event with great anticipation; we expect to see or hear something special.  And then, after the event, we replay certain moment in our minds, over and over again, and we discuss them with our workmates or friends.
c) And those around us can see and hear that we have this sense of expectation.  But can that be said of us, also, in relation to preaching?
iii. It almost seems too astonishing to be true; Through the Spirit and the Word, Jesus Christ comes to 28 Shands Rd, Hornby, two times (repeat), each Sunday, to speak to this congregation.  For that’s what happens when God’s Word is faithfully preached.  How can we not be eager receivers?
But not only were the Bereans eager receivers of the Word.  In the second place, they were also 

diligent examiners of the Word.
1. The Greek word translated as “examined” means “to investigate, inquire into, scrutinize, sift, and question.”  And as we have noted earlier, these Bereans likely had very limited access to the Scriptures themselves.  It could have been that the only copy of the Scriptures they had was the one or two in the synagogue, and maybe a few Scripture portions owned by the rich.  Nevertheless, these Bereans “examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.”  
a. Now, these words correspond beautifully with what we noted about Paul in Thessalonica.  To what authority did Paul appeal to in his sermons?  The Scriptures.  And so, what is the only thing that will convince these Bereans?  The Scriptures.  
i. They are not there thinking to themselves that an Apostle is speaking!  Wow!  If he says it, it must be true.  No, they need to see it in the Word.  They are looking beyond the one talking, to the word that is being proclaimed.  Their enthusiasm is for the Scriptures, not the man speaking about them.  
b. And note also that they don’t send one representative to do all of the hard work for them and report back on what he finds.  No, they examined the Scriptures.  They hear what Paul preaches and then they want to see what he has said in the Scriptures.  And in this we something of two biblical doctrines – the priesthood of all believers and the perspicuity or clarity of the Bible.  
1. In terms of the priesthood of all believers, Christianity is not a representative religion.  Every believer has direct access to the throne room of heaven by the work of Jesus Christ.  Indeed, Scripture commands us to come before God with boldness and confidence.  
a. Yes, we might set some aside, like myself, to be devoted to the study of Scripture.  But I do not stand between you and God or between God and you, as it was in OT times with the priests.  Jesus has torn down the veil that separated God from worshippers.  
i. Thus, you pray, you sing, you offer, directly to God in the name of Jesus Christ, and by the power of the Holy Spirit and the Word, He speaks directly to you.  
ii. At the very most, whomever stands in the pulpit then is a mouthpiece through whom God speaks directly to His people.  
A. But each of you can and must examine the Scriptures to see if what you hear is true.
2. And in terms of the perspicuity or clarity of the Bible, the gift of God to His people, in this Book, is no secret code that only a select few can decipher.  You do not need to learn a mysterious language to read and understand what the Bible is saying.  You do not need to have a specially trained person explain it to you.  
a. Now, this is not to say that everything in the Bible is equally plain.  Certain parts take more work than others to understand.  
i. But even that work is not beyond the reach of any believer, especially with all of the wonderful Bible study tools that are now available.  
b. But even without any of those tools, what needs to be known for a man to be saved is quite plain and simple in the Bible.  And each of these Bereans knew that if they spent some time reading the texts that Paul had mentioned, they would be able to see that what he said was true.  
c. And so, follow along with the sermon.  Can you see that what you are hearing is what you read in the words of the Bible before you?

i. And take the sermons into the next week – outlines, memory, notes, conversation, commentary, scripture references, etc.
A. Songs on the outline sheets.

ii. Parents, lead your children in this, and especially you fathers.  
A. It is good that you take them to work with you.

B. It is good that you take them to the park to chuck a ball around.

C. It is good that you share their hobbies and that they share yours.

D. It is good that you have what the world calls ‘quality time’ with your children.

1) But if you are not with your children in the Word, all that will count for nothing when you see them turn their back on Jesus Christ.

2) And don’t kid yourself that a short Bible story and prayer after dinner and before the sports news comes on is enough.
a) Your children need to be buried in the Word with you.

b) They need to see you in it, to hear you discuss it, to see affected by it, to see that it matters to you, to see you humbled and changed by it.

i) If they do not hear this word drive you to you speak about your love for Jesus Christ, don’t expect them to love Jesus Christ.

ii) If they hear you read the words about loving your wife and not getting angry and don’t see that your love for your wife grows and that you increasingly control your temper, don’t expect them to believe in the power of the Word.
c) But your children also need to learn to be in the Word with you.  And if you don’t know how to do this, ask your elder for help.  Be humble for your sake, for their sake, and for heaven’s sake.

3) But in terms of preaching, ask sermon questions around the meal table – I often direct specific points towards the boys and girls, note these down and ask them about them – and take the other points that you have heard and understood down to their level.  
d. We all know that enthusiasm is infectious.  Well, how can we not be enthusiastic about the Word of God? 

i. It alone reveals salvation in Jesus Christ!  

ii. It alone reveals that Jesus has reserved a place for us in the glories of heaven!
iii. It alone provides us with a way of living out our thankfulness to God for all that He has done for us and given us through His Son and our Saviour! 

And this is why we see lastly and very briefly that the Bereans were not only eager receivers of the Word and diligent examiners of the Word, but also active believers of the word.  For we read that “Many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men.”
1. And here is what the Bible says the belief of the Bereans looks:
a. Earlier we read from 2 Kings 22-23.  The Book of the Law had been discovered after being ignored for many years, if not decades.  And so, it was read to the people.  And 23:3 says, “Then all the people pledged themselves to the covenant.”  They didn’t walk away and immediately forget what they had heard as they switched on the TV or got into the stuff they really enjoyed.  No, they had been captured by the Word and they went away and tore down the idols and stopped committing acts of sexual immorality and injustice and greed.
b. And a similar thing happened in Nehemiah 8:6 after the Law was publicly read to God’s people: “Ezra praised the LORD, the great God; and all the people lifted their hands and responded, "Amen! Amen!" Then they bowed down and worshiped the LORD with their faces to the ground.”  And they went away changed and determined to live as God’s redeemed people.
c. And in the NT, we see the same thing in Acts 19:17-20 as a result of preaching and its healing effects in Ephesus: “When this became known to the Jews and Greeks living in Ephesus, they were all seized with fear, and the name of the Lord Jesus was held in high honour.  Many of those who believed now came and openly confessed their evil deeds.  A number who had practiced sorcery brought their scrolls together and burned them publicly.  When they calculated the value of the scrolls, the total came to fifty thousand drachmas.  In this way the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power.”
2. True Faith, Q/A 21 of the Heidelberg Catechism tells us is made up of three things, knowledge, conviction and assurance.
a. The word of salvation is preached.  And when it is accompanied by the illuminating power of the Holy Spirit, who switches on the light bulb in the believer’s mind, the believer says, “Eureka!  Yes, I see it in the book.  I understand what I have heard.  I now know this.”
b. But it doesn’t stop there!  Conviction joins knowledge.  For then he goes on to say, “I believe it.  It is true.  God created the havens and the earth in six days and rested on the seventh.  God covered the planet with a flood and saved only Noah and his family in the ark.  David killed Goliath with a pebble from his sling.   Jesus came to earth and died on the cross.  He rose again and ascended into heaven.  And He will come again to judge the living and the dead.”
c. But it doesn’t stop there either!  Assurance joins conviction and knowledge.  For then he goes on to say, “Jesus is my Lord and Saviour.  Jesus has died for my sins.  I am His and He is mine.  Nothing can separate me from the love of God in Christ Jesus.  I dedicate myself, from now one, to live for Him and to Him and in Him with all that I have.  And I have heard His Word convict me of sin in this area and I repent of that sin and beg Him to set me free to serve Him in the glory of holiness.” 
These Bereans were noble.  They eagerly received the word, they diligently examined the word, and they actively believed the Word.  
It is my prayer and I trust it is yours that we may grow as a congregation.  Well, the recipe for church growth is right there in Acts 19 as we saw a moment ago.  “In this way the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power.”  When people have a noble attitude toward the word, their enthusiasm is infectious.  And that is because at the centre of the Word is the person and work of Jesus Christ.
So, the question is, are you a noble Dovedalian?  Amen.

