ENJOYING THE PAX CHRISTIANA

Acts 9:31-43 (text)   1 Timothy 2:1-7
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, every Sunday we pray for peace. We pray for peace and order and freedom in our own land and we pray for peace and freedom and order in the world. Why do we pray for peace? Are we right to pray for peace? After all, warfare and all the troubles that come upon the world are the just desserts upon the world for its sin. 
But when the Lord Jesus came his arrival was announced by the angels with these words: “Peace on earth among men of God’s good pleasure.” I know we have to understand the peace the angels spoke of there rightly. But it does also include what we commonly speak of as peace and order and freedom. For Isaiah said, “In the last days the Lord will judge between nations and they will beat their swords into ploughshares, their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not lift up sword against nation and never again will they learn war anymore.”
 That is part of what the Lord Jesus came to do and that is what he eventually will do. So it seems to me that it’s quite right to pray for peace. 
We might also remember what Jesus said about God making his sun to shine and his rain to fall on the evil as well as on the good. Even when Judah was in exile in Babylon Jeremiah commanded the Jews to pray and seek for Babylon’s welfare. And the Apostle Paul commands us “to do good to all men,” even as Jesus “went about doing good,” even though as few as one in ten thanked him for it.
 But if this were not enough, Paul explicitly commands us in his letter to Timothy that “entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgivings be made on behalf of all men; for kings and all who are in authority, in order that we may live a tranquil and quiet life.” 
Up until this point in the Book of Acts the church has experienced pretty much only strife. The apostles had been called before the Sanhedrin twice to answer for their preaching. Stephen has been martyred. Then Saul unleashed that great persecution against the church in Jerusalem, even carrying it a hundred and fifty miles to Damascus; “ravaging the church,” we read, “entering house after house and dragging off men and women, he would put them in prison,” chapter eight. But then Saul was converted and we read in the first verse of our text this morning, “So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria enjoyed peace.” 
It must have been wonderful to be able to have that tranquil and quiet life for a little while, after the persecution they had just been experiencing. But is this all there is to our praying for peace? – to “live a tranquil and quiet life?” to enjoy peace, as in a happy and pleasant and undisturbed existence? 
There were two things going on in the church at this time in which it enjoyed peace. We read that “the church was being built up;” and also at the end of the verse that “it continued to increase.” When Luke tells us that the church was being built up he means, of course, that all of those thousands (by now) of new Christians were growing in their understanding of the teachings of the Lord Jesus Christ.; and as a result of that they were growing more Christ-like in their character. When he speaks about the church continuing to increase he simply means there were more people being won to the Lord. So we may say: the church was growing stronger and the church was growing bigger. Wouldn’t we all like to see that? I’m sure we would. 
Well, thus it was. Persecution has died down and it’s now safe for Peter to leave Jerusalem. So he goes on this trip around all the Christians who were scattered around Judea and Samaria. He follows the route that was taken by Philip the evangelist earlier. And we are given a sample of his work. 
#
He found this chap in Lydda, just inland from Joppa on the coast, called Aeneas, bed-ridden with paralysis for eight years, and he heals him. That must have strengthened people’s faith, surely? That must have confirmed their belief that this gospel of Jesus of Nazareth which they’d recently believed in was indeed from God. 
#
While he was there a lady called Tabitha in Joppa died. And perhaps partly because she was such a wonderful lady the people were very upset and they sent for Peter and he came and he raised her to life. No doubt that strengthened the peoples’ faith as well.
 
Healing a man bed-ridden for eight years and raising a dead woman to life is pretty impressive stuff. Indeed, they are the sort of things that only apostles could do. They are “signs of an apostle,” we read in 2nd Corinthians.
 The apostles were given those miracle-working gifts exactly to confirm the early Christians in their faith. In Hebrews chapter 2, verse 4 we read that, “God bore witness” to the very early preaching of the gospel “by signs and wonders and various miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit.” And the purpose of those miracles was to strengthen the peoples’ faith in the early days when the gospel was new in the world. 
But that wasn’t all that strengthened their faith. When you read the list of the gifts of the Holy Spirit in the New Testament, these spectacular miracle-working gifts are mentioned but so also are some pretty mundane gifts. There is one in 1 Corinthians 12 called ‘helps’. Doesn’t sound much, does it? But there was a lady in Joppa called Tabitha who had this gift. We read of her that “she abounded with deeds of kindness and charity which she did continually,” including making all sorts of garments for the widows.
 If you were a widow in a land and in a time when there was no social security, I’m sure that that display of the love of Christ would have strengthened your faith as well. 
But, not only was the faith of the Christians strengthened and they were built up in their faith. At the end of verse 31 it says that, “the church continued to increase.” Others were being saved and “added to their number;”
 in part as a result of those miracles. In verse 35, after Peter healed that chap at Lydda we read, “All who lived at Lydda and Sharon turned to the Lord.” In verse forty-two, after he raised Tabitha from the dead in Joppa, “many in Joppa believed in the Lord.”
 
The interesting thing is that what Luke describes going on in Acts 9, verse 31 – peace, the people being built up in their faith, others being converted – comes pretty close, only in different words, to what the Apostle Paul tells us we ought to pray for peace for. He said to Timothy, “I urge that entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgiving be made on behalf of all men, for kings and all who are in authority, in order that we may live a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness and dignity. This is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Saviour who desires that all men may be saved and come to a knowledge of the truth.” 
#
living in “godliness and dignity” corresponds pretty well with “being built up” in the faith that Luke spoke about.

#
God desiring “all to be saved” corresponds with the church “increasing” in numbers that Luke spoke about. 
So we see here that in his providence God saves Saul and hence the persecution comes to an end, at least from that quarter at the present time. God gives the church a respite; he gives the church a time of peace in which she is strengthened and increased. 
Now we pray for peace. We pray for peace for the whole world and we do that with a good heart. We do it thinking of the suffering that so many millions of people experience and live with day by day. But we also pray for peace for ourselves. Why? Why should God give us peace? God gives us peace that his church may be built up and increased. Of course, that is why God gives us anything, and that in that way he may be glorified. 
So we may, congregation; indeed we must pray for peace and that for the sake of the Lord and his church. But those two results didn’t just happen automatically. And there are two other things in our text that the church did and which I think we should understand God used to build up his church and add to it at that time, along, of course, with the miracles of Peter. Listen to the verse again (and I think verses 32-43 are simply an outworking of what 31 is talking about), “So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria enjoyed peace, being built up; and going on in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it continued to increase.”
 
There were two things that the church was doing. First of all; 
1.
THE CHURCH WAS GOING ON IN THE FEAR OF THE LORD

We hesitate to speak about fearing God these days. For some God must be user-friendly. And if we are not so crass as to speak of him like that, we at least prefer him to be a loving, kind and forgiving God; forgiving unconditionally indeed, even almost without the condition of repentance. 
But the Bible has a different view on the matter. The fear of God means something different for the unbeliever than it does for the believer. 
#
For unbelievers the fear of God is that one day they will face him with great dread and terror and horror because, 1 John 4, verse 18, “Fear involves punishment” – for sin. In Revelation chapter 11 we read of God’s two witnesses being killed and left out in the street dead for three days. But then they are raised to life and we read that “great fear fell upon all those who saw them.” Revelation 18 speaks of the fall of the great city, the great prostitute, Babylon, which in essence is the whole economic system of the world. One day it’s going to crash, utterly. It is destroyed “with plagues and pestilence and mourning and famine and burning.” And all the merchants, we read, the businessmen, “stand at a great distance for fear of her torment.” Or in another part we read of “men calling for the rocks to fall on them” and cover them. The judgement of God is too awful for them. They would rather be dead, thinking thereby that they would escape. How terribly disillusioned they will be. That’s what the fear of God means for the unbeliever. 
#
But for believers, on the other hand, to fear the Lord is related to that but it’s got quite a different quality about it. For believers the fear of the Lord is awe of such a great God. Awe mixed with joy and wonderment and eagerness to be drawn into fellowship with such a great God, rather than dread with a horrible expectation of judgment and a panicking urgency to flee. In unbelievers the most horrible terror will not always and not ultimately bring them to repent and cry for mercy. In the believer there is also a dread but it’s a dread of displeasing God because we wonder at this absolute white-hot holiness with admiration, with adoration. God’s holiness is the epitome of beauty to us. Yes, there’s a sort of a dread about it, but it thrills us at the same time, so that rather than shrinking from God’s presence, we are drawn to him, for we no longer have that old “spirit of despair,” Paul tells us. For “we have received a spirit of adoption as sons, by which we cry out, ‘Father.’”
 
For the believer, the fear of God is a fear of displeasing One who is so awesome to us. And that fear then becomes the controlling motive of our lives. We now want to live for the glory and the praise of this terribly holily beautiful one. “Therefore,” says the Apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 7, “having these promises” – the promises of God dwelling in us and walking among us; he being our God, we being his people; him being a father to us, we being his sons and daughters – “having these promises” Paul says, “let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear (in the awe) of God.”
 
Is that how we live? Or have we become blasé about that too? It’s a bit quaint to talk like this these days, isn’t it? For we are 21st century men and women and we are rather too sophisticated for these rather other-worldly sorts of sentiments. Perhaps that is why the Lord is not apparently, certainly not in New Zealand, using his church a great deal. Because we are too smug even to feel such ideals, even to feel that we should feel such ideals. Dear brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, let us never be 21st century men and women. For 21st century men and women are products of the 20th century and the 20th century did nothing if it did not teach us to debunk, to scoff, to mock, to laugh at “whatsoever things are true; whatsoever things are honourable; whatsoever things are right; whatsoever things are pure; whatsoever things are lovely; whatsoever things are of good repute and have excellence and are worthy of praise,” Philippians four, verse eight.. So to rise in indignation at blasphemy of the Lord’s name or in defence of virginity or some such ideal as that is ridiculous. You’ll be considered merely priggish. It’s something to snigger at. We are ‘over’ that sort of thing. 
If we want to be used of God we must recapture something of the fear of God. We must recapture a righteous horror of what is horrible to him and we must recapture a love of the holy, the true, the honourable, the right, the pure, the lovely, that which is excellent, the praiseworthy; and learn again to feel a sense of awe when we come into his presence to worship. 
That early church was “going on in the fear of the Lord.” As well as that, 
2.
THE CHURCH WAS GOING ON IN THE COMFORT OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

All of our translations have “the comfort of the Holy Spirit” except the NIV; it has “the encouragement of the Holy Spirit.” 
No doubt this time of peace was a comfort from the Holy Spirit and no doubt the church was encouraged by it. The word is ‘paraclete.’ Jesus called the Holy Spirit, “another paraclete,” another one like me to be with you in the world, to encourage and strengthen you as I have done up till now, he said to the disciples. The word can also mean to exhort, to encourage someone to do the right thing. But as the paraclete, the Holy Spirit does all this by calling alongside. That’s the basic meaning of the word. It is someone called in alongside and so he comforts, encourages, and exhorts. He even speaks on our behalf from the position of being alongside us.
 Indeed, he is within us, “for our bodies,” Paul tells us, “are temples of the Holy Spirit,”
 and the church as a corporate body, comprising all believers, is the temple of the Holy Spirit, the dwelling-place of the Holy Spirit in the world.
 
How then may we go on in the Holy Spirit so that we also in this time of peace which we enjoy are built up in our faith and even, pray God, grow in numbers? To go on in the Holy Spirit means to live in the Holy Spirit, in the power of the Holy Spirit, in the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. For here is an interesting thing: Jesus said he would send the Holy Spirit to us, as if we are passive; but the text talks about the church going on in the Holy Spirit, as if we, the church, are active. Indeed, we, ourselves are to be active in this, in desiring and drawing the Holy Spirit to us, even as we can actively send the Spirit away. 
#
1 Thessalonians 5:19 says, “Do not quench the Spirit,” which, from the context, is done by suppressing the Word of God, despising the Word of God, ignoring the Word of God. 
#
Ephesians 4:30 says, “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit,” which, in the context of Ephesians 4, is by all sorts of sin. 
They are sermons on their own but, with that in mind – that sin grieves the Holy Spirit and any way of demeaning the Word of God which the Spirit brings and desires to activate in our hearts – what positively must we do, so far as it depends on us, to go on in the Holy Spirit? 
We have seen already, on several occasions, how the early church was filled with the Holy Spirit. Obviously that happened first on the Day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was given in power to the church. But an occasion that has been very instructive for us, in so far as we ourselves are to go on in the Holy Spirit, is that story of the disciples being hauled before the Sanhedrin in chapter four of the Book of Acts and then being released; and then they were re-united with their fellows and prayed. When we looked at that passage we noted their prayer. They did not pray for themselves as I think we might have done. First of all, they praised the sovereignty of God and how all the wickedness of man, including persecuting them, all in the end only brought about what God’s “hand and purpose predestined to occur.” And when they did mention their own dire situation it was only that the Lord “take note of (the Sanhedrin’s) threats and grant that your bondservants may speak your word with all confidence while you extend your hand to heal,” and save, we may add.
 They were only, like their Lord, concerned about doing the will of God. And we read in the very next verse that “they were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak the Word of God with boldness.” 
To seek the kingdom of God and his righteousness; that must be our first and overall aim in life if we are to go on in the Holy Spirit and so grow stronger in our faith and be used by God to win others to Christ. 
The other thing that we may say about being filled with the Holy Spirit is also something that we’ve noticed before. In Ephesians 5, verse 18, we are exhorted to “be filled with the Spirit.” In Colossians 3:16 Paul says, “Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly.” Ephesians chapters 4, 5, and 6 is almost a parallel with Colossians 3 and 4. They speak of the same things in the same order with almost the same words except Colossians is rather briefer. But the one significant difference between the two passages is the way they speak about the Holy Spirit. If we want to “be filled with the Holy Spirit,” which Ephesians says we must be, and therefore go on in the Spirit and therefore be used, it will be, as Paul says in Colossians, as we actively “let the Word of Christ dwell in us richly;” because the Spirit is the Spirit of Christ and the Word is the Word of Christ which the Spirit gives. 
People of God, the Lord has given us this great and glorious task to take the gospel to the whole world! He has promised to be with us as we set about that task. He has promised us victory in that task. And the day will come when “the glory of the knowledge of the Lord will cover the earth as the waters cover the sea.” The day will come when “the Lord will be praised from the rising of the sun to the setting down of the same.” 
Let us pull ourselves together for the task. Let us “go on in the fear of the Lord.” Let’s recapture something of that reverence that we should have for such an awesome and overwhelmingly great and holy God. And let us let the Word of Christ dwell in us richly. Let us read it frequently that we may be filled with the Holy Spirit and therefore go on in everything that Holy Spirit has to offer us – comfort, encouragement, instruction, exhortation to do the right, indeed, his very personal presence even to the end of the age. That, brothers and sisters, is how we may look to the Lord to build us up in our faith and increase his church in this world. 
 Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 24th September, 2006
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�    Cf. Acts 2:47.


�    Gregory points out that, even then, such miracles (at least, according to the record) were rare. Jesus raised only three (Jairus’ daughter, Mark 5, to evoke faith; the widow of Nain’s son, Luke 7, apparently out of sheer pity; and Lazarus, John 11, to demonstrate himself as Lord & giver of life). Peter & Paul raised the dead once each only.
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