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“Mission Accomplished”      Text – Acts 28:11-31       OT Reading – Isaiah 6

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
It was October 9, 2011, almost two years ago, that we began this sermon series on the Book of Acts.
We began with a question about our own mission expectations: Might the Lord use us to plant churches and send missionaries?  

And we noted that our answer to that question has very much to do with our view of Jesus and His power; If we believe that He is sovereign and that He delights to work salvation in and through the church, we will be devoted to the work of missions, here and abroad.
And we looked forward to seeing how Acts encourages believers in this:

We noted that it is a record of what the Spirit of Jesus accomplished in and through the early church.
In its 28 chapters, it records how the church goes from being pretty much Jesus and 11 disciples to congregations in Jerusalem, Samaria, Damascus, Joppa, Antioch, Cyprus, Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, Derbe, Philippi, Ephesus, Corinth, Thessalonica, Colossae, Athens, Berea, Laodicea, Smyrna, Sardis, Philadelphia, Pergamum, Thyatira, Troas, and Rome (and they are just the ones the Bible mentions) in just 30 odd years.

But we noted that not only are we to give thanks for what happened then, we are also to learn from what we read in terms of our missionary task today.

This book should affect what we might call Acts 29: The story of the Reformed Church of Dovedale, which includes the story of you and I.

1. Well, today we come to the last part of the last chapter.  Having been first informed that Paul intended to visit Rome all the way back in ch. 19, today, finally, he arrives in Rome.  And perhaps as much as 7-8 years have gone by since Paul made that announcement in Ephesus!  
a. Now, Paul was called by Christ to be the apostle to the Gentiles.  He had been told by the Holy Spirit that he was to go to Rome.  We have just listed the churches that have already been planted through his work.  And he made the announcement about visiting Rome having already visited Athens, the capitol of Greek culture.  And there, you may recall, he was invited to the Areopagus where he addressed an assembly of some of the finest Greek minds, with some embracing the gospel.  
b. And while Paul was very much a “not my will, but thy will be done” servant of Christ, he would surely have made plans and had dreams and expectations of his own.  
i. There is every likelihood then that if the script for Rome were written by Paul, it would be the same as it would be if you or I wrote it.  
A. He and we would have him arriving in Rome much sooner than it actually took for him to get there.

B. He would arrive on the crest of the wave of Christianity.  
C. He would arrive as a free man who is able to come and go as he pleases.

D. He would speak to large crowds of philosophers and senators, as well as ordinary citizens, in the public spaces of Rome.  
E. Rome would be captured for Christ!  
F. And Rome would become as Antioch was for Paul’s earlier missionary journeys, the launching point for further missionary endeavour across the world.  
1) Oh the plans and dreams that likely flowed through Paul’s mind!!  
ii. But the script for the progress of the gospel, as we ought to know very well by now having read right through Acts, is not the script of Paul or Peter or you or me, is it.  It is the script of the Holy Spirit.  He is the one that appoints the times and the circumstances and the people that advance His gospel purposes.
A. And in this regard, I want to share with you a quote from the commentator, J.B. Phillips.  
1) And I want to give it you as he wrote it, so let me just explain that the word ‘capricious’ means changeable and unpredictable.  To be capricious is to say, ‘Yes’ one moment and ‘No’ the next without any obvious reason or logic.  
2) Well, Phillips said, “There is an apparent capriciousness and arbitrariness about the working of the Spirit of God which is singularly exasperating to the tidy-minded.”  
3) Do you know what he means?  Have you experienced this?  
a) We make our plans and we work out how we think God should accomplish this or that only for Him to not do it or to do it in a different way or using a different person or at a different time.  And even though we may pray, “Your will be done,” it isn’t always easy to be content in that when it actually comes about, is it.  We can find ourselves exasperated or frustrated or even upset when God’s plans do not match up with ours. 
4) But what words from Isaiah 55 have we repeatedly read as we have journeyed through Acts?  “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” declares the LORD.  “As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.”
a) And it is only as we learn to rest in this truth that we are increasingly able to trust in God and in His timing and His methods.
Well, chapter 28 is just one more illustration of this truth in a book that is full of them!   So we will briefly note the last part of Paul’s journey to Rome, his meeting with the Jewish leaders, and the concluding verses, before ending with some summary thoughts about Acts and ourselves today. 
1. Paul and his companions leave Malta and head first for the island of Sicily, which is where Syracuse is, then to the mainland of Italy, which is where Rhegium is, and then further along the coast to Puteoli, which is where they finally leave the ship to begin walking.  
a. And from Puteoli to Rome was a hike of about 185km, about a week long walk.  
b. And in v14, we are told that Paul met some brothers at Puteoli who hosted the group for a week.  
i. Now remember that Paul and his group is Paul and some other prisoners, Julius the centurion and some other soldiers, and Luke and at least one other of Paul’s companions.  So this is quite a group.  

ii. And usually, the centurion would just requisition or demand transport of food or lodgings for him and his group.  That’s just how it was.  And so, as you can imagine, people were not usually too happy to see a centurion and his party arrive on their doorstep.  But despite having just the connection of faith with Paul, these believers invite the whole group into their homes for a week.  
A. One can only imagine the impression this would have made on Julius and his soldiers and the other prisoners!

1) This is the love of Christ and the example of Christ’s love on display.  

a) This is hospitality – love for strangers.
2. Well, the group finally arrive in Rome.  And v15 tells us that some of the believers in Rome had heard that Paul and his companions were coming.  
a. Paul approaches Rome as a prisoner.  He wouldn’t be human if there were no tingling nerves and questions about what he would face there.  But the Lord Jesus has lived on earth as we do.  He knows how weak and needy we are as human beings.  And so, he sends Paul these brothers, and “at the sight of these men Paul thanked God and was encouraged.”  
i. What a loving and kind and sympathetic Saviour we serve! 
3. And so, Paul comes to Rome.  We have commented before on how unexpected ch. 28 is by way of an ending to the Book of Acts.  For chapter after chapter now, we have followed Paul’s journey to Rome from his arrest in Jerusalem to one trial after another, climaxing in his appeal to Caesar.  And now, finally he is here.  But Luke says nothing about the end of this legal journey.  Or does he?    
a. You see, it could be that what Luke says about Paul’s living conditions here in v16 and in v30, is all Luke needs to say about how this legal journey was concluded.

i. You see, while Paul is not free, he is about as free as a prisoner could be.  He is able to live in his own place with just one guard there.  He is able to welcome all who came to see him.  
ii. And from this we learn that the authorities in Rome do not see Paul has some dangerous criminal; they have judged the case against him to be so weak that they allow him to live like this.  
iii. Indeed, the reference in v30 to his living like this for two years is in line with what tradition says about Paul, which is that after two years the case against him was simply dismissed and he was set free.    
Well, tradition is one thing and it may or may not be true, but what Luke does put down in black and white is the record of Paul’s meeting with the Jewish leaders.  
1. Now earlier in the service, I read out to you a part of Isaiah 55, which we have looked at a number of times in connection with certain events in Acts.  And it says there that God’s ways and thoughts are higher than ours.  Well, the passage continues with these words, “As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.”  
a. And in some that will be faith and worship, while in others it will be rejection and denial.  This is the twofold response that always occurs when the gospel of Jesus Christ is preached.  
i. And again, this is exactly what we see here in Acts 28.  For as Paul has done in almost every new place he has arrived at, he proclaims the gospel first of all to the Jews.  
2. Now, it is likely that there were also legal reasons why Paul wanted to put his case to the Jews, also.  
a. In Jerusalem and Caesarea, you will recall that it was the Jews who caused Paul problems.  And so, it maybe that Paul hopes to avoid a similar thing happening in Rome with his defense.  
i. In fact, the Emperor Nero was at this time married to a woman named Poppaea Sobinna, whom we know from history was either a Jewish sympathizer if not a Jewess herself.  And her influence on Nero was at its strongest at this time.  
ii. But be that as it may, Paul does not tiptoe around and try and blunt the gospel.  His message is the gospel sword that always divides between belief and unbelief.
3. And so, Paul begins with his defense in vv17-20.  And then, and we can be sure this probably surprised Paul, he and we learn that not one person or letter had come from Jerusalem to state the case against Paul.  
a. And so, these leaders have what we might call a ‘neutral’ view about Paul.  What they do not have, however, is a ‘neutral’ view about Christ.  And we see this in that they describe Christianity as a “sect” in v21.
4. And so, having arranged to meet again, Paul spends a whole day opening up the same passages of the OT that we have seen mentioned in other Acts’ sermons that plainly reveal that Jesus is the Messiah who was promised.
a. At the conference I attended at Mid-America Reformed Seminary a couple of months ago, I had the privilege of listening to Rev. David Murray.  He is a professor at Puritan Reformed Seminary in Michigan.  He actually spoke to us about the gospel and social media.  But he has just written a book called, Jesus on every page.  And in the book, he helps believers to see how Jesus is revealed in the OT.  He looks at people, places, and things, and the different types of literature that there are in the OT to show how they all reveal and point to Jesus in many different ways.  

i. And there are other books that do the same sort of thing:

ii. Vern Poythress has a book called, The Shadow of Christ in the Law of Moses.  
iii. O. Palmer Robertson has two books entitled, The Christ of the Covenants and The Christ of the Prophets.  
A. And I mention those books as samples of books that will say the same sort of things that Paul said to these Jews.  The OT reveals Jesus.

b. So let’s see again, very briefly, how Paul shares the gospel: 
i. First, from v23, note that Paul ‘explains’ and ‘declares’ and ‘tries to convince.’ 
A.  He uses different ‘methods’ of communication.   
ii. Second, also from v23, what is the authority that he appeals to?  The Law and the prophets; in other words, the OT; in other words, the scriptures.  
A. Paul’s appeal is not based on his opinion but on the Word of God.  
iii. And lastly, if we give his sermon a one word title it would be?  Jesus.  Paul preached the person and work of Jesus.  
iv. And so, we too, in evangelism, are to communicate with different methods, as we appeal to Scripture, and as we speak about Jesus.  
c. And as we do this, in the believer’s heart, the Spirit makes Jesus obvious and beautiful and appealing and motivating, while to the unbeliever He remains hidden and has no. 
i. And so, from v24, “some were convinced by what he said, but others would not believe.”  
A. And what this amounts to, congregation, is a few believing but most rejecting.  
B. And because this has been the typical response of the Jews wherever he has been, and because he, by the power of the Spirit, is fearless before men, he quotes Isaiah 6 to them as being fulfilled now.  
1) For Isaiah spoke then about a time when a majority of the Jews would hear but not believe, because their hearts were hard toward the gospel.  
ii. And so Paul boldly ends with these words, “Therefore I want you to know that God’s salvation has been sent to the Gentiles and they will listen.”  
A. And with these words, Paul is now free of his obligation to bring the gospel first to the Jew.  The Jews have heard the good news of Jesus Christ, which they ought to believe.  But they have chosen, instead, unbelief, and in so doing they bring the judgment of God down upon themselves as do all unbelievers.
And so, from v31, Luke ends with these words, “Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ.”

1. Would you turn back with me, very briefly, to Acts 1:6?  There, the 11 disciples asked Jesus, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”  And how did Jesus answer?  “It is not for you to know the times or dates the father has set by His own authority.  But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”
a. Well, the kingdom question of the disciples revealed a kind of fuzzy thinking in the disciples at that time.  They were perched on the bridge between OT and NT.  They had still to receive the Holy Spirit.  And they still had a very Israel focused world-view.  
b. But look how Acts ends!  The Spirit has come.  There are churches appearing in ever-widening circles.  And the kingdom of God is being preached boldly and without hindrance to Gentiles in Rome!  
i. Christ is indeed exercising dominion over land and sea!  
c. And here we are in 2013, indeed at “the ends of the earth,” in Hornby, Christchurch.  
i. Some of us have heard the gospel here and some of us have brought it with us from other towns or other countries.  
A. What we have in common is that we have heard the message of Jesus from the Bible which the Holy Spirit has opened our hearts and minds to see and believe.  
And the message of the Bible is that we, all of us, do what is evil and wrong.  And you know this is true, just from today.  And this means we are guilty sinners who deserve God’s wrath.  
But the good news is that God sent His Son, Jesus, to die on the cross for the forgiveness of sins.  
So the call of the gospel to you friend, today, is this: Repent of your sins, believe in Jesus and you shall be saved.  
In 1968, the University Christian Movement in the USA put the following question before its members to be voted on: Do we close the doors?  And the majority of members voted the University Christian Movement out of existence.  The following day, someone put a poster up on the door of their offices – “Gone out of business … did not know what our business was.”  

· And the same poster could have been put up on the closed doors of many churches since then, “Gone out of business … did not know what our business was.”  
· But even more sadly, the same poster could go up on the doors of some churches that have not closed, because they too have lost sight of what their ‘business’ is.   
So what about us?  Are we an Acts 29 congregation?  Are we Acts 29 individuals?  Well, the answer to that question depends on three key things we see about the church in Acts.  And I borrow these observations from the commentator, R. Kent Hughes:
First, how is the upward characteristic of our congregation?  
You see, before everything else, the church in Acts was a worshipping church; it was ‘vertical.’  
· The members of the congregation were hungry to come together to praise God and to hear Him speak and to pray and to commemorate the death of the Lord at the Lord’s Supper table.  
· And the members of the congregation spent time alone and in families worshipping God.  
· It is possible, you see, to be a busy church member who has little time for private devotions, if any, and who just endures worship.  
But an Acts 29 congregation is a worshipping church and an Acts 29 believer is one who worships before everything else.  Are we that church?  Are you that believer?   
But secondly, how is the inward characteristic of our congregation?  
A word found throughout Acts in association with the church is “fellowship.”  
· We see sharing of resources and gifts and food and life experiences.  
· We see a providing for those in need.  
· We see a delight to be together, whether it is in meetings or informally.  
· And we see this being practiced, as it says in Galatians 6:10, “especially to those who belong to the family of believers.”  
An Acts 29 congregation is a fellowshipping church and an Acts 29 believer is one who fellowships with his brothers and sisters.  Are we that church?  Are you that believer?
And finally, how is the outward characteristic of our congregation?  
· The apostles were to be witnesses of Christ in “Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  
· In Acts 8 we read, “those (meaning ordinary members of the church) who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went.”   
· In Acts 11, we find believers first being called Christians because they often spoke about Christ.

An Acts 29 congregation is an evangelistic congregation and an Acts 29 believer is one who shares the gospel.  Are we that church?  Are you that believer?
Well, I see the ‘upward’ and the ‘inward’ and the ‘outward’ here among us.  And for that it is all glory to God!  May Jesus Christ be praised!  As it says in Zechariah 4:6, “’Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,’ says the LORD Almighty.”
But are these things in us as a congregation or in each of us as individuals as they should be?  No.  Could we become like the church at Ephesus that lost its first love?  Yes.  
How can this be prevented?  What is the key to growing as individuals and as a congregation?  Jesus.  He Himself said in John 15, “I am the vine; you are the branches.  If a man remains in me and I in him, he will produce much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.”
The business of the church then is evangelism.  We are to go and make disciples.  Our passion ought to be to make Christ known.
And so, may the poster that hangs on the doors of our church be the approval of our Lord and Saviour, Jesus, who delights to see us engaged in His business.  Amen.

