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“Gospel Expansion – Phase 2!”      Text – Acts 8:2-4       OT Reading – Isaiah 66:12-24

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
The ‘theme’ for much of what we have said and done as a congregation in recent months has been evangelism.  
Indeed, that is the reason why we are looking at the Book of Acts together in the morning services.  
The Book of Acts is about evangelism; it is about how the gospel of salvation began to grow in Jerusalem, and then, as we shall now see, in the surrounding areas of Palestine, and then, in the last third of the book, how it began to capture the ends of the earth.
And all of this had its roots in Jesus’ command of Acts 1:8: He said to the disciples, “You shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  
So, we can reasonably assume that this was the prayer of these early Christians.  They would have asked the Lord to use them to bring about His salvation purposes.
I don’t imagine, though, that their prayers went like this: “Lord, may Peter and John be arrested.  May we be persecuted by the Sanhedrin.  May you raise up division amongst the widows of our congregation so that we are forced to choose seven Greek-speaking Jews.  May one of them be given the opportunity to testify before the Sanhedrin to the point that they stone him to death in disgust at what he preaches.  And may his words be so offensive to one particular Pharisee that he becomes the leader of the persecution in Jerusalem to the point that we cannot remain here but must flee for our lives.  And may this be how you take the gospel to the nations.”
Nevertheless, that is precisely how the Lord brought about the circumstances of this gospel expansion.  
And we can assume, also, that Stephen’s mother and the loved ones of others caught up in Saul’s violent persecution, did probably not have at the top of their prayers the wonderful opportunities for the gospel that were being created but their sorrow and despair over their loss and their concern for the well-being of other believers.  
And yet, behind all of the very real hardship and suffering going on was the hand of the sovereign God of salvation arranging everything needed for the church of Jesus Christ to grow.  
And congregation, in all of this, there is an enormously significant lesson for us as the church of Christ today.  
You see, very often, times of relative peace for the church, rather than being times of missionary zeal, become times of laziness and inactivity.  
The church grows fat and comfortable, spending much of its time redecorating and worrying about whether Christians should watch this movie or not, when people are dying in Hornby and Honduras without ever having heard a decent explanation of the gospel.  
Now, God doesn’t only use persecution to grow the church.  But we are not working our way through the Book of Acts so that we can tick it off the list as another book we now understand.  
We want the Lord to use this book to fire us up about our gospel calling and to give us a greater passion for the lost, be it from this pulpit, in the neighbourhoods and workplaces of each one of us, local mission work, church planting, diaconal ministry, overseas mission work, whatever and wherever the Lord calls us to serve.  
And so, at the very least then, our prayer ought to be, “Lord, challenge our comfort zone.  Stretch us in whatever way is necessary to make us more useful to you.”  And we must then be ready for the Lord to answer that prayer all the while secure in the Romans 8:28 knowledge that “in all things God works for the good of those who love Him.”  
Well, in this introduction, much has already been said about the context of chapter 8.  
And the details of the first four verses are very straightforward.  
On the day of Stephen’s death, “a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.  Godly men buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him.  But Saul began to destroy the church.  Going from house to house, he dragged off men and women and put them in prison.”  
Now, there is debate about what is meant by the word “all.”  
The church in Jerusalem seems to continue and to be in good heart in later chapters.  We are specifically told here that the apostles were not forced to flee.  And it seems strange for them not to be the targets of this persecution as the leaders of the church.
It is possible, then, that the “all” here refers to the Greek-speaking Jews.  
Ch. 6 told us that there were Greek speaking Jews and Aramaic speaking Jews.  The seven men chosen to solve the food distribution problem all had Greek names.  Opposition to Stephen arose from within a Greek-speaking synagogue.   Stephen’s speech led to the persecution.  So you can see how true-blue Hebrew Jews might target the Greek-speaking Jews as the cause of all of this trouble.  And indeed, it is another of the Greek-speaking Jews, Philip, who is set before us as the first example of gospel expansion in the following verses..  
Now, before we continue on, let us pause to note the significance of v1.  
When was the last time that the Jews were forced to leave Jerusalem?  In 600BC, because of Nebuchadnezzar, and to exile in Babylon.  
And in the years that followed, how they longed to return to Jerusalem, Zion, the City of God.  
Indeed, the Jewish OT, which has a different order of books to ours, ends with 2 Chronicles.  And does anyone remember what the last verse of 2 Chronicles records?  It is the decree of the Persian king, Cyrus, that the people of Israel be allowed to go back to Jerusalem.  That’s how the Jewish OT ends – return to Jerusalem!  Praise the Lord! 
But now, here in Acts, Jerusalem’s time, as a significant piece of real estate in God’s salvation plan, is over.  In fact, in 40 years from then, it would be totally destroyed as a public demonstration of this fact.  Verse 1 is the dawn of a new epoch in salvation history.  
And we may describe this using physics terms.

· For the Jews, Jerusalem exerted a centripetal force.  
· And boys and girls, centripetal means that everything flows into the centre – life revolved around Jerusalem with the temple and the feasts.
· But for these believers, Jerusalem would now exert a centrifugal force.
· And centrifugal means that everything flows out from the centre – the gospel goes out from Jerusalem.

And Brothers and Sisters, we note this because you will hear many preachers on TV and radio who still talk about Jerusalem as some special place that Jesus will one day return to and rule the world from.  
Well that is not the teaching of the Bible.  Jerusalem’s time passed 2000 years ago.  This was the main point of Stephen’s speech before the Sanhedrin.  It is no longer about the Promised Land and the temple in Jerusalem.  The Lord meets with His people, now, wherever 2 or 3 are gathered in His name.  
And when Jesus returns, it will be to judge all the peoples of the earth and to usher in the new creation.  
The Jerusalem we look forward to is not in Palestine but in the glories of heaven.  
Come Lord Jesus; come quickly!
Well, persecution, then, is what brings about this gospel expansion.  Believers are forced to flee from Jerusalem.  And in v4 we are given another summary verse.  It is a verse that introduces what we will read about in chapters 8-12.  And it is an important verse that we will spend the rest of our time reflecting on today.  We are told that “those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went.”  
And we are simply going to look at the three parts of this verse in terms of who, what and where.
So, firstly then, the who of 8:4.

And we have already made some comments about this.  Most likely, we are talking here about Greek-speaking Jews.  And they have been scattered away from Jerusalem.  

1. Now, let’s just consider for a moment this scattering.  
a. For what this describes is not a few weeks looking at brochures and deciding on a nice holiday location!  
i. This is an urgent, hurried, tell as few people as possible, only take what you can carry, leave behind close family members and friends, who knows where we might eventually end up, flee for your life!  This is a massive disruption.  This is turmoil, uncertainty, and desperation.  This is financial upheaval.  This is emotional distress.  This is not the result of some careful evangelistic mission plan.  This is a decision made one moment, and a fleeing the next, to wherever we may be safe.  
b. So turn with me please to 1 Peter 1:1.  For here Peter writes to these scattered Christians.  And he says to them, “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To God's elect, strangers in the world, scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia.”  
i. And people of God, there is such wonderful comfort in these words, not just for persecuted Christians but for every believer who has gone through or is going through hardship.  
(1) What Peter wanted these scattered believers to see is that they were not what we today call ‘victims.’  
(A) Yes, their public commitment to Jesus Christ, Stephen’s sermon, and the reaction to this of people like Saul were the circumstances that had forced them to flee.  But behind all of this was God’s electing purpose.  
(i) By God’s decree, they had come to faith.  
(ii) By God’s decree, persecution had flared up.  
(iii) What had happened to them and where they were was by God’s design.  And this is true for each one of us here today.  
1. Every circumstance of your life, even that which for you has been an horrific ordeal and trial, is by God’s design.  
2. It is part of His sovereign purpose to work good in you and through you.  
(iv) Now, there are some big questions inside all I have just said.  But ultimately, if we can rest in the knowledge that God is sovereign in everything and that He has promised to only work for the good of those who love Him, we have a gloriously comforting framework within which to trust Him, to be content, and to be busy in His service.
2. But before we look at the service of these scattered believers, let’s note one more thing in relation to who they were.  Congregation, if you were to write down how the gospel went out from Jerusalem, like me, I expect you would have written of a meeting called by the apostles where there was discussion about budgets and buildings and Bible translations.  And once a plan was drawn up and an effective evangelistic technique was in place, most probably the apostles would have been the ones sent to Judea and Samaria.  After all, they were the trained and ordained. They had the gifts and skills.  They were the ones the Lord Jesus called to be His witnesses.
a. But what do we see instead.  There is no talk of meetings and budgets and plans.  There is simply violent persecution.  And while later on in Acts we see missionaries being appointed and sent, here it seems to be the regular person in the pew who does the work.  
i. God, in His sovereign rule over the life of the church, begins the next phase of gospel expansion using folk just like you.  
b. Please turn over to Acts 11:19-21 where we see a little more said about this.  “Now those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, telling the message only to Jews.  Some of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began to speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus.  The Lord's hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord.”
c. So again, while there is a place for seminary training and ordained missionaries and planning and programs, the Lord Jesus Christ’s Acts 1:8 call comes to each one of us.  God’s church is not dependent on buildings and strategies and programs for its survival.  It is dependent only on the power of Jesus Christ at work in the hearts and lives of His people.  
d. And sooner or later a time will come when it is not nearly as comfortable to be a Christian as it is now.  And the questions will be asked of us: 
i. What did you do when you had such freedom to share the gospel?  
ii. What did you do when you had so much money to use for the gospel?  

iii. How many people did you share the gospel with when your life was not at stake?

iv. Which new church communities did you plant when churches were not illegal? 

In terms of evangelism, then, each one of is the who.  But let’s note, secondly, the What in Acts 8:4.  
1. At the recent church camp I had a table full of books and pamphlets on evangelism.  We had a guest speaker come and talk with us about the Christianity Explored program.  We talked about the usefulness of memorizing Scripture for when we have gospel conversations.  And while all these things can be of great benefit by helping us become better equipped for our task, there is also a danger that we use them as an excuse to put off what it is that we are called to do because we are not ready and have not read the book or memorized the plan.  
a. And what we are called to do is exactly what v4 reveals: “Those who had been scattered preached the word.”  
i. Now, the translation of the Greek word used here as ‘preached’ is a little unhelpful.  
(1) You see, we often associate the word ‘preaching’ with what I am doing right now – a three point sermon in a church on Sunday.  
(2) But the Greek word used here is best translated as ‘spreading the good news’ or ‘sharing the gospel.’   
(3) Indeed, some prefer to express it as ‘gossiping the gospel.’ 
(A)  Just as we all talk about what this person has done and what that person said or about sports or celebrities, so these people gossiped the gospel; it was the thing they regularly shared with others.  
(i) We saw this in the quote from Acts 11 a few moments ago where we read of them “telling the message” and “telling … the good news about the Lord Jesus.”
1. Have you heard about what is going in Jerusalem?  Have you heard about the healing power of Jesus?  Did you hear that Jesus rose from the dead?  Do you know that Messiah has come?  I have come to Cyprus because I was forced to flee Jerusalem because of what I believe.  What do you believe?  I believe in Jesus Christ.  He is the one that the prophets spoke of.  You know how Micah spoke of one who would come from Bethlehem?
(B) Will Metzger has written a book about evangelism, which we have in the church library, called “Tell the truth.”  In it, he says, “In our world, 99.9% of all Christians are not in the ministry.  Unless everyone engages in evangelism – praying, initiating, and fervently speaking the gospel – not much will happen.  New birth into God’s kingdom usually involves people as spiritual midwives.”  
(C) Christ’s Acts 1:8 commission is addressed not just to the twelve apostles but to you and me and every believer of every age in every congregation.  It is your job and mine to gossip the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ.  
And note, thirdly, the where of this work – the location: “Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went.”
1. On one level, you would think that these scattered believers would say nothing about the gospel for fear of stirring up persecution in the new place they had arrived.  Each one of them, however, appear to see themselves not as refugees but as missionaries.  
a. As those loved by Jesus, they cannot and they will not keep quiet about Him.  They find it difficult to keep quiet about Him.  
i. And so, “wherever they went,” they shared the good news.  
(1) Some of you will remember from a sermon on the Acts 11 passage that we have referred to that the believers were first called Christians there because they were constantly speaking about Christ wherever they went.  That’s where the name comes from!
2. Br. Cam Gracey was the man who came and spoke to us at camp.  He told us that he and his wife were brought up in an unbelieving home.  However, while living and working in England, a Kiwi friend of theirs, Sara, invited them to a Christianity Explored course.  At first, Cam and his wife were not keen, but eventually, after another invitation, they agreed to go and to check it out.  After all, they reasoned, as thinking people, it wouldn’t hurt to see what Christianity was all about.  
a. Well, Cam ended up doing the course twice and his wife three times.  Both were converted.  And both have since been involved in sharing the gospel with many others.  
b. But what Br. Cam told us was that Sara, when she originally invited them, was extremely nervous.  
c. But neither Cam nor his wife sensed this nervousness.  To them, this was something important to Sara so why wouldn’t she at least ask them to check it out?  
d. So Sara had prayed that the Lord might bless her nervous, feeble efforts, and the God of harvest saw fit to bless those efforts.  
i. And now, whenever Cam tells his story, both he and his audience give thanks to the Lord for Sara who preached the word wherever she went.
(1) She lived a holy or moral life that was consistent with what she believed.
(2) She was loving and hospitable and generous.
(3) And she also shared the gospel of salvation in Jesus.
3. And each one of us, like Sara, has family, close and wider.  We have the daily contacts of work and school and play.  
a. So let us be people of prayer.  
i. Let us ask the Holy Spirit to be at work in the hearts of those we intend to speak to because Jesus said, “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him.”  
ii. And let us be like Paul who in Col. 4:3 asked the Lord to open doors for his message.  
(1) And who in Ephesians 6:19-20 prayed that he would be fearless and courageous with every opportunity.  
(2) And who in Col. 3:4 asked the Lord to help Him to proclaim the mystery of Christ clearly.
For if we do, we may be sure that the Lord will bless and answer those prayers, because He delights to!   We may know the special joy and privilege of being someone’s spiritual midwife, just as Sara was for Cam Gracey and his wife, Jo.  
But above that blessing is the blessing of serving, faithfully, the Saviour who died for us and who has called us to be witnesses of His salvation. 

May God cause each one of us to be gospel gossips!  Amen.
