PREACHING JESUS

Acts 8:25-35 (text)   Isaiah 52:13- 53:12
We are going to celebrate the Lord’s Supper this morning and the Apostle Paul says, when we do this, “we proclaim the Lord’s death ‘til he comes” and so we proclaim also, therefore, his resurrection and his second coming
. The word Paul uses there for proclaim is a different word from that which Luke uses here about Philip preaching to the Ethiopian eunuch but it amounts to the same thing. So what does it mean then to preach Jesus? 
It seems to me this is a good opportunity to reassert some basic truths about the gospel and also to remind ourselves of the biblical approach to religion in general. As we noted a couple of weeks ago, when the gospel went to Samaria it met with pluralism and paganism in the person of Simon Magus. When it went to the Ethiopian eunuch it met with a Gentile God-fearer, a Gentile who had come to see the superiority of Israel’s God and even to believe in Israel’s God. There were many Gentiles like that around the world at that time who attached themselves to the various synagogues. Yet they did not become circumcised and therefore become Jews. So this Ethiopian eunuch, we read in verse 27, “had gone up to Jerusalem to worship.” 
In September of last year somebody sent me a rather long article from Newsweek magazine
 entitled “In Search of the Spiritual”. It discussed the state of religion in America today and I imagine that pretty much goes for New Zealand as well. Well, religion’s doing okay, congregation. Religion is on the up. “People,” the article said, “are seeking a deeper relationship with God. They are seeking an immediate, a transcendental (a kind of mystical, out of this world) experience of God.” Along with this emphasis on experience there is a tendency to individualism, or at least, to live and let live. How your neighbour worships is his business. However different, that’s just fine. And, I quote again, “This flowering of spirituality is too powerful to be met by any one religion.” So Muslims are seeking a more God-centred Islam, we were told. (Well, that would be nice.) Roman Catholics are borrowing methods of meditation from eastern religions. An internet sight, Belief Net, sends inspirational messages to eight million people every day, of every religion imaginable, including Christianity, many varieties of New-Age paganism and cabalistic – a sort of a mystical brand of – Judaism. 
The upshot of all of this, of course, is that if Simon Magus and the Ethiopian eunuch and Philip had lived in our day they would have embraced each other and said how wonderful it was that each was being spiritually fulfilled and, each in their own way, had had a transcendental experience of the spirit. As a matter of fact, our day is not ever so unlike theirs, but Philip puts a fly in this ever-so-accommodating ecumenical ointment. He preached Jesus! What does it mean to preach Jesus? 
We may assume that Philip preached all the historical facts about Jesus that the apostles had preached in Jerusalem at Pentecost and before the Sanhedrin on a couple of occasions, and which we would all accept and confess in, for example, the Apostles’ Creed. After all, Peter and John had just confirmed Philip’s preaching in Samaria which they would hardly be likely to do if Philip had preached a gospel different from theirs’. We may assume also that Phillip explained more than just the two verses of Isaiah 53 that are quoted here. He only “began” at that Scripture.   
But preaching Jesus is not just telling his life’s story, as remarkable as that is. Jesus’ life, of all men’s lives, meant something. Philip began at that Scripture. Well, what does that Scripture tell us? Let us consider this question. First of all, 
1. PHILIP PREACHED JESUS CHRIST

Isaiah 53 is a very profound passage of Scripture, of all the prophecies of the Old Testament. Furthermore, there was no generally accepted interpretation of Isaiah 53 until Jesus interpreted it, as we read in Mark’s Gospel.
 And he interpreted it to speak of himself. So there is the Ethiopian eunuch on his way back home reading Isaiah 53 and he asks Philip: “Of whom does the prophet speak? of himself or of somebody else?” “And beginning from that Scripture Philip preached Jesus to him.” 
And right there we have a fundamental difference between Christianity on the one hand and the currently flowering interest in mere spirituality on the other. Philip didn’t speak a word about spirituality. He didn’t talk about having transcendental, religious experiences. He didn’t talk about having a deeper relationship with God, as such. He proclaimed the good news about Jesus. He spoke about a person and what that person had done in the real life of this world; and this, by the way, when he was explaining a message from a prophet who had had the most wonderful revelations of the living and true God ever given to man. Isaiah experienced the most transcendental spiritual experiences ever. Just read Isaiah 6: 

  I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lifted up, and the train of his robe filled the Temple. Seraphim stood above him, each having six wings; with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew. And one called out to another and said, Holy, Holy, Holy, is the Lord of hosts, the whole earth is full of his glory. And the foundations of the thresholds trembled at the voice of him who called out, while the temple was filling with smoke. Then I said, Woe is me, for I am ruined! Because I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts.” 
And there is more! Yet, Philip didn’t speak about that. Furthermore, neither did Philip speak about the Ethiopian himself. He didn’t tell the Ethiopian how meditation can be so life-enhancing and what the best techniques are to achieve this. This prophecy, this deep spiritually-profound prophecy, was indeed about someone else. It wasn’t about the prophet and it wasn’t about the Ethiopian eunuch and it wasn’t about Philip and it wasn’t about you and it wasn’t about me! It was about the man, Jesus of Nazareth, who was God the Son, sent by God the Father. In other words, people of God, the religion that Philip preached was about God. It wasn’t about man and it wasn’t about man’s experience of God. True religion is first of all that we glorify God, before we enjoy him. And we live for him and we love him and we enjoy him forever as we glorify him and love him and live for him first. And you only have to read, for example, Isaiah chapter 40 to see that Philip was understanding Isaiah exactly rightly. Isaiah 40 is that great chapter that speaks about the nations being like a drop in the bucket to God, dust on the scales. 
My brothers and sisters, if your religion is about you or about giving you out-of-this-world experiences, or if your religion is for your benefit and how God can help you, then your religion is false. True religion is about God and about his Son, Jesus of Nazareth. 
So much for Philip’s and Isaiah’s approach to religion. What was Isaiah’s prophecy about? Secondly then,

2. PHILIP PREACHED ABOUT JESUS’ DEATH

This ‘other’ that the prophet was speaking about, “was led as a sheep to the slaughter.” Or at least, that’s the bit that Philip was reading. And that line does not just mean that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, of whom Philip had said the prophet was speaking, had a certain meekness about his personality that was like a sheep being led to the slaughter. It means that Jesus Christ was actually slaughtered, because verse 33, quoting Isaiah 53:8, gives us the added information, “his life is removed from the earth.” 
So Philip, when he preached Jesus to the Ethiopian eunuch, would have told him the gospel as Peter and John had preached it earlier in Jerusalem. If we go back to that sermon at Pentecost we see that he was Jesus of Nazareth. He was a man. Yet this Jesus God raised up again. And he did not just raise him from death to life; he raised him from humiliation to glory. “God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified.”
 
The whole Bible’s religion and salvation, whether prophesied in the Old Testament or fulfilled in the New, is about a death for the punishment of sins. Indeed, it is about the death of the Son of God in human flesh for our sins! So we can speak about having a relationship with God, that’s quite true. But we need to understand that that relationship can only be had when our sins are dealt with. That’s the great stumbling block: not merely that there’s another dimension to our natures that if we neglect we’re not fully human and we won’t experience true fulfilment; but rather that we stand under God’s judgment because we have sinned against him, we have betrayed his goodness to us, we have offended him. We’ve offended his holiness and that offence must be removed. And it can be removed only either by our own eternal death or the death of Jesus Christ in our place; and us acknowledging that his death was for our sins. 
Philip preached about Jesus Christ. He preached about Jesus’ death. And thirdly, 
3. PHILIP PREACHED ABOUT GOD’S JUSTICE

Another line of the prophecy says, “In humiliation his judgment was taken away.” It seems that Luke has quoted Isaiah 53 here from the Greek translation of the Old Testament of the day. The Hebrew uses some different words; as well as that, it is poetry and sometimes poetry is not always the easiest thing to translate. That line could perhaps read: “By oppression,” which involves humiliation anyway, “By oppression, Jesus was deprived of justice.” Indeed he was. Three times declared innocent by Pontius Pilate but given over by him to be crucified nevertheless. Condemned by the most famous justice system the world had yet seen. For sure, Roman justice was always a bit rough but it was just enough. It failed because judge Pontius Pilate put his own kingdom and all the many considerations of this life and his life before the kingdom of God and God’s righteousness. And thus the only just man who ever lived was deprived of justice. 
But thank God for that, for that was our salvation. In the Old Testament every high priest had to offer a sacrifice for his own sins before he could present an offering for the people. This Jesus of Nazareth, God the Son, by being unjustly sent to die could therefore become the sacrifice for the sins of others, for our sins, for he had no sins of his own. In Jesus, the high priest offered himself and thereby God could deal with our sins justly yet also forgive us and free us from the condemnation we deserved for them.
4. PHILIP PREACHED ABOUT JESUS’ SELFLESS LOVE
What does it mean: “He was led as a sheep to the slaughter and as a lamb before its shearer is silent; so he does not open his mouth”? It means that at least he was taken to his death, which was really our death, un-protesting. There was a meekness in Jesus’ character. That’s all true and that’s all very wonderful. But it’s not all. 
It’s true, sheep do go to the shearer and to the slaughter un-protesting but they don’t go voluntarily and that is also what those lines refer to. Sheep are led. All analogies have their limits and so does this one, for Jesus is a man. One of our deepest instincts is justice and we perhaps never react with more feeling than when we sense injustice, especially in our own case. Jesus expressed none of it. He went to the cross un-protesting and he went un-protesting because he went voluntarily. “He set his face as a flint to go to Jerusalem.” Therefore, Peter, “put away your sword.” “I could have called twelve legions of angels to deliver me.” But he didn’t. “Nevertheless; not my will Father, but yours be done.” 
The Newsweek article I referred to earlier said, “Rather than being about a God who commands you, the new spirituality is about a religion that empowers you.” How different that is from the religion of the Bible and the salvation of Jesus Christ, by which “he loved us and gave himself for us;” gave himself into the power of others and thus left us an example to follow? Jesus was indeed very much empowered, but what did he do with that empowerment? “I have power to lay my life down and to take it up again,” he said, and therefore, “no-one takes my life from me; I give it, I give it of myself.” 
Finally, 
5. PHILIP PREACHED ABOUT JESUS’ GLORIOUS SUCCESS

“Who shall relate his generation?” Meaning: who shall count his descendants? Well, who would imagine he would have any “for his life was removed from the earth”? And yet the following verses in Isaiah 53 say, “The good pleasure of the Lord will prosper in his hand. As a result of the anguish of his soul he will see posterity (he will see descendants; he will see his children) and be satisfied. By his knowledge the righteous one, my servant will justify the many as he bears their iniquities.” 
So we read in Revelation chapter 5 of the glorified Lord, “Worthy art Thou to rule history and the world for Thou wast slain and purchased for God with Thy blood men from every tribe and tongue and kindred and nation.” Thus we look forward to the day when all the world will see and acknowledge that our God reigns, when “the glory of the knowledge of the Lord covers the earth as the waters cover the sea.” Jesus’ sacrifice was a great victory over Satan and sin and death and he does now and he always will rejoice in heaven at the right-hand of his Father in great glory. And the day will come when we will join him. 
People of God, Christianity is an absolutely unique religion with nearly nothing in common with the religions we read about, whether pagan religions, the self-service religions, the relationship religions and all the other man-centred religions. Christianity is first of all about God, the one true God who rules the heavens and the earth and has nevertheless stooped down in mercy and offered us the gift of his Son on a Roman cross in real-time history. Christianity is about what God has done for us, not what we may do for him. Nor is it even about us reaching up to him and finding him for he must find us first. 
Yes, it is about a relationship with the living God but that can be had only through that old-fashioned doctrine of a blood-atonement made by Jesus Christ to remove the offence that our sins gave to an all-holy God. That is what Christianity is about. That is what Jesus Christ is about, whether it’s popular, whether it’s accommodating, whether it’s inclusive, whether it’s fashionable, or not. 
So Jesus lived by the principle he left us: “He who would have his life must give it up.” “Unless the seed falls into the ground and die, it will remain alone.” He was the seed of Abraham who fell into the ground and died and we have life through his name.

#
Just like the bread on the table was once living seed that had to die and produce grain; and then it had to be crushed and baked to give life to our bodies.

#
Just like the wine in the cup. That too was once a grape that had to be crushed to give life and refreshment to our bodies. 
Let us adore our God, congregation, Father and Son; and let us thank him. And as we eat and drink, may his Holy Spirit strengthen our faith and our love and our commitment to live for him.
                









  Amen
John Rogers, preached in the Reformed Church of the North Shore on 13th August, 2006
�    1 Corinthians 11:26.


�    Newsweek, September, 2005.


�    There are two lines of Messianic prophecy in the OT; the Suffering Servant of Jehovah in the likes of Isaiah 53; and prophecies like that in Daniel 7:13 of the Son of Man. In Mark 9:12 Jesus asked, How is it written of this (honoured and awesome) Son of Man that he should suffer many things and be treated with contempt? Bruce asks (in loc), How indeed, unless the Son of Man (and the personage of Isaiah 11) also be the Suffering Servant? Yet we have no evidence from ancient literature that anyone had ever before understood these two apparently quite different figures prophesied in the OT were one and the same. Bruce, still in his commentary on Acts, also believes that Jesus was drawing on Isaiah 53 in his statement of Mark 10:45.


�    Acts 2:22-36.
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