Christianity is about the real world
Acts 10:34-43   Galatians 3:6-14
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, it’s interesting to look into the two cultures into which Christianity was first preached and into which it first had to take root. Christianity grew out of and was first planted in Jewish soil. The Jews are very practical people. They want an answer to the question: does this work? You only have to look at the book of Proverbs to see how practically-minded they are and in fact Old Testament religion is. True, Old Testament religion was a religion where there was no visible representation of God, unlike all the other religions around about. Yet still, it is a very down-to-earth religion. We have seen that, for example, in the book of Leviticus in the evenings lately. The God of Israel rules not only all the nations of the world but every detail of our lives, in a very practical sense.

After the gospel was first preached to the Jews it then went to Samaria. Samaria was a kind of Jewish-heathen hybrid culture. From Samaria, Christianity went to Rome. And Rome was the culture in which it was going to have to make its way and establish itself if it was going to become a world religion, which is certainly what it was intended to be. The Romans were also a very practical people. They had built a great empire, which you don’t do without a good army and an administrative bureaucracy. To hold an empire together you have to make it work. 
Christianity would have made no headway in the first century if it had not spoken to the reality of the world in which it was planted and to the reality of life in the world. Christianity was not intellectual speculation. It wasn’t an out-of-this-world spirituality. There were religions around like that but Christianity eventually overcame them. As a matter of fact, it was because people were dissatisfied with those sorts of religions that they turned to the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. The Apostle Paul often speaks in his letters about vain idols, about the futility of the pagan way of life, the frustrating uselessness of the pagan gods of Greece and Rome. Whereas, he said, Christianity brings fruitfulness. It brings productivity to life, in every way; spiritually and practically. 
Christianity is a down-to-earth religion. It’s a real religion. It should make us useful and productive people and if it doesn’t we may well wonder whether we are Christians at all. Being a couch potato, frittering time, are not Christian virtues. Christ demands to rule every aspect of our lives and if there are significant aspects of our lives that are not ruled by Christ, that we live in disobedience to Christ, we better ask: Are we Christians at all? 
The message Jesus brought into the world and which the apostles preached around the world was not only true but it presented itself to the world in a way in which it could be seen to be true. Furthermore, it is a practical religion in the sense that it deals with the problems of the world and the problems of life in the world. And you see all of this in this message that Peter brings to the Gentiles in Acts chapter 10. I want to say four things about that. First of all, 
1.
Christianity is a message about a real man in real history 
You can see that straight away in the way that Luke, who wrote the book of Acts, writes. The book of Acts is really volume two of Luke’s Life and Teachings of Jesus of Nazareth. Volume one, his Gospel, begins by telling us about Jesus’ forerunner, John the Baptist, being born in the days of Herod, the king of Judea, and how, six months later, quite specifically stated, Jesus was born. It was once fashionable to cast slurs on Luke’s reliability as a historian but he has been well checked over by many classical scholars and demonstrated to be accurate, even to the point of using exactly the right titles for all the various Roman officials mentioned at various times through the book of Acts; and those titles were different in different places at different times. 
You cannot walk into a bookshop anywhere at the moment without seeing Dan Brown’s book, The Da Vinci Code. But even non-Christian scholars completely disagree with his historical representation and back up the traditional history and reliability of the New Testament presentation. And this is true of the whole Bible. I can remember forty years ago reading in Time magazine about a discovery of the remains of a city that could well have been Ur of the Chaldees from which Abraham was called by God into Canaan in Genesis twelve. Up to that time many had disputed the existence of Abraham. I can remember reading in that article, “The Bible-believers will have a field day with this discovery.” 
You can think about the documents upon which Christianity is based. You can do a classics degree at Auckland University and you will study, amongst other things, Julius Caesar’s Gallic Wars. They were written fifty odd years before Christ. We have nine or ten copies of them and the oldest was copied nine hundred years after Caesar first wrote it. We have five thousand complete or nearly complete copies of the Greek New Testament, the oldest of which was produced 280, 290 years after the original.
 Nobody ever disputes the reliability of Caesar’s histories; almost everybody, it seems sometimes, wants to doubt the New Testament.

You can do the same thing with Mormonism. Jim and Sue were telling us the other day about a web site on which you can view a video which tells how certain sites which are supposed to have been important to the history of Mormonism, or the way they view the history of the world. Archaeologists have been to these sites where there are supposed to have been civilizations and great battles. There is nothing there, not an arrow head, not an axe head. 
So when Peter comes to Cornelius, the Roman centurion’s house, the message that he brings to him – after he gets over the fact that the gospel is potentially for anybody in the world; nobody is cut out of Christianity on account of their race or their prior religion or their gender or their social status – once Peter, a Jew who once thought God was only for Jews, gets over that and into his message, it is about things that happened, recently, on the stage of real-time history. In verse 37, he says to Cornelius, “You yourselves know the thing which took place throughout Judea.” Perhaps we could phrase that: “You know the report of what happened in Judea, in Galilee,” and so on. 
You see, there were religions around in that day – mystery religions we call them – that were based on a sort of theoretical knowledge and you gained a little bit of this knowledge, which had nothing to do with the real world, and then you were initiated into the first grade; then you would be told a little bit more, and so on; a bit how it is in Free-masonry. 
But Christianity is not like that. Christianity has nothing to hide. It’s all there, in the book, on the table. For sure, you can grow in your understanding of it but it’s all there for anybody to see and study. As well as that, Christianity is not a system of philosophy. Christianity is about certain things that happened, that a chap by the name of Jesus of Nazareth was reported to have done, starting from Galilee, after John the Baptist’s ministry, and then he went into Judea and so on. And these things were well-known. As the Apostle Paul said to Agrippa, “These things were not done in a corner.” They were done in the public square. Many people saw them. Many people knew about them – lots of people, people who hated Jesus of Nazareth, people who loved him, and people who bet a bob both ways. They saw these things and knew they were fact. 
Well, what were these things that Jesus of Nazareth had done? And remember this is a real man, who had an ordinary street address, like you and I do. He was Jesus of Nazareth, a little tin-pot town in Galilee of which the proverb was that nothing good can come from it. He wasn’t some sort of magical figure who dropped out of heaven. He certainly wasn’t a half-animal, half-god like the Egyptians gods usually were. On one occasion when Jesus said something a little extraordinary in his home town, the people said, “Where did this man get this stuff from? Isn’t he the carpenter’s son? We know his mother Mary and his brothers James and Joseph and Simon and Judas and his sisters live in this town.” He was an easily-identifiable real man who lived in a real place. “The things this man had done,” Peter tells Cornelius and the Gentiles, were that “he went around doing good and healing in the land of the Jews. But then they crucified him. And you all know this,” verse 39, Peter says. 
And remember, Peter is talking to a Roman centurion. He is talking to a hardened soldier who has probably heard every lie in the book. Soldiers have to deal with facts, not fantasies. And from my reading, sometimes the soldiers might have made better national leaders than some of the politicians, for a very practical reason: politicians often have to tell too many lies to get into power. Then they have to live in terms of the lies they have told and then they start to believe them. Well, it’s to a soldier that Peter is relating these facts of history – the story of Jesus of Nazareth. 
And yet the man Jesus of Nazareth was more than an ordinary man. So secondly,

2.
Christianity is a message about an extraordinary man from outside history
He was not just a man from Nazareth and Galilee. He was God, come in human flesh. Verse 38 says, “God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Spirit of God and with power.” John the Baptist baptised him in the Jordan River and as he came up out of the water a dove came out of heaven and landed upon Jesus and a voice said from the heaven, “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.” John the Baptist understood that to be a sign of the Spirit of God coming upon Jesus. Lots of people saw this. And you say, ‘Ah well, they’re just simple, gullible village folk in a pre-scientific age. And as for John the Baptist, well, all those years out in the Judean dessert, under that sun; that wouldn’t have done his head any good.’ But congregation, there’s more to it, for from this moment Jesus of Nazareth had extraordinary power that couldn’t be denied. “He went about doing good,” verse 38, “and healing all who were oppressed by the devil; for God was with him.” 
Of course, only Bill Subritsky believes in demon possession today. Well that’s not true, congregation. I do. Only, I don’t believe I see it where Bill Subritsky does. But the interesting thing is that we don’t read about demon-possession in the Old Testament. But in Jesus’ day there was this huge outbreak of demon-possession – because the devil recognized that Jesus of Nazareth was the Son of God and he knew that his spiritual strangle-hold over the nations of the world was about to be broken. So he did all that he could to defeat Jesus in his mission and he sent the demons into Palestine en masse. But Jesus overcame him. 
Furthermore, after he was crucified, Peter said, “God raised him from the dead.” There are two very good reasons we should believe that remarkable claim – at least, two just from this passage. Just before he was crucified, Jesus had raised Lazarus from the dead. The Jews knew it was a genuine miracle and they were very frustrated about it and we read that, “When the Chief Priests and the Pharisees heard about it,” they gathered in the Sanhedrin “and said, What are we doing? This man is performing many miraculous signs. If we let him go on like this, everybody will believe in him.” Furthermore, when Jesus himself was raised from the dead, instead of killing the guards for not watching the tomb carefully as they should have done, they bribed them to lie that the disciples had stolen his body. 
Here you have Jesus worst’ enemies acknowledging his miraculous power. But then look at verse 40, “God raised him up on the third day and granted that he become visible, not to all the people but to witnesses who were chosen beforehand by God, that is, to us who ate and drank with him after he arose from the dead.” Ah, you say, that’s very convenient; he appeared not to everybody but to witnesses whom God had chosen beforehand – us, the apostles, his friends in other words, people who had a vested interest, who desperately wanted him to rise again. Why not choose witnesses who would be more objective and who would therefore scrutinize him more carefully? 
But who would you ask? Do other people not also have vested interests? Just look at the Chief Priests we have just talked about. Certainly, his enemies could not be relied upon to be true witnesses. But the truth is, those disciples did not expect Jesus to rise again from the dead. The cross had shattered their world. All their hopes were dashed. They were utterly dejected, they were despondent, they locked themselves in a room for fear of the Jews. And they didn’t believe it when it had happened either; not until Jesus actually appeared to them. Do you remember Thomas? “Until I put my finger in the nail-print in his hand; until I put my hand in the wound in his side, I won’t believe he’s risen from the dead.” On at least one occasion Jesus left it up to them to figure out it was him – from his mannerisms, that only his friends would recognize; the way he broke bread and gave thanks before he ate it.
 
The Apostle John says, “What we have heard; what we have seen with our eyes, what we have handled (what did he mean by that; perhaps when they buried him?), … that which we have seen, heard and touched, we proclaim to you.”
 
Christianity is a message rooted in the history of the world. It’s about a person who really lived on this planet, as anybody can see who wants to read; about events that really happened in this world’s history and that are attested in many other sources. Yet, it is true: we most definitely believe in the super-natural. We believe in a God who is over and above this world and who rules it and who sent Christ his true, divine Son into it as a man. He is a God who does exactly what he likes, whether by his natural ways of ruling the world, or by miracle – miracles are part of the real world too.
3.
Christianity is a message that speaks to man’s real need
Not everything is quite spelled out in our text but there are indications why this man Jesus came into the world from God. It has to do with the need and the misery of mankind. There is a concern, for example, in verse 35, about doing what is right and that only such persons are acceptable to God. Verse 36 speaks about having peace through Jesus Christ, as if, somehow, in some way, we don’t have peace at present. In connection with that there is this business about judgment in verse 42: “Jesus ordered us apostles to preach to the people and solemnly to testify that this is the one who has been appointed by God as judge of the living and the dead.” Verse 43 speaks about forgiveness of sins. We might also ask: why did Jesus die on a cross? 
Now that’s a very good question and the answer is in the very words because literally verse 39 says, “They put him to death by hanging him on a tree.”  The translators have struggled with that. They’ve thought, That’s odd; so they’ve put cross; or some have put wood. To say that he was hanged on a tree is a very unusual way of speaking about crucifixion. But, you see, Peter was a Jew and Peter had in mind Deuteronomy 21, verse 23, which taught that “anyone who was hanged on a tree had died under the curse of God.” It’s the point of hanging that is important. But in the Old Testament it was referred to as hanging on a tree, and Peter wanted to bring the idea of that text to mind, so he used the word tree instead of just the ordinary word cross. He wanted to take us back to that verse in Deuteronomy. The point is that this man Jesus had died under the curse of God.
 Yet it was God, verse forty, “who had raised him up again.” 
That puts to us a very important question. Why would God raise a man from the dead who had died under his curse? Perhaps more to the point, how could Jesus of Nazareth, with whom God had said he was well pleased, die under God’s curse? 
#
So far as Jesus himself was concerned, they must have killed him by hanging him, wrongfully, as indeed they had, so the Father had to raise him from the dead to exonerate his Son’s goodness. However, 
#
he did die under the curse of God by hanging on a tree. But that was not because he, himself, deserved to. And Paul tells us in those verses that we read from the book of Galatians that, “Having been hanged on a tree, Jesus Christ became a curse for us and thus redeemed us from the curse of the Law.” 
For, you see, all those other things I mentioned a moment ago were true. There is such a thing as right and wrong in this world; and those who do wrong are not, and they know they are not, acceptable to God; and by nature, as a sinner, when man is brave enough to allow himself to think about it, he knows he does not have peace with God;
 and all that is true of everyone of us, every single one. 
We all know this. Why all the sacrifices of every nation on earth at every time in history? Why? To appease a conscience that feels guilty before one’s god. Of course, we don’t have sacrifices in the West; for the last couple of hundred years we haven’t believed in such things. We still don’t. But we still have a problem with guilt and we still have priests. The priests of the religion of the West of the last two hundred years would be the psychiatrists and the psychologists who take it upon themselves so often to assuage guilt; only in their case, not by dealing with sin, but by denying it, by making out that the guilt is not real. 
But sin is a foundational reality in the life of mankind and for man to have peace with God – and that’s the only way to have peace with himself – he must be acceptable to God. But we cannot be, as sinners. 
And the message of Christianity is that God sent Jesus Christ into the world to deal with the problem of our sin and our guilt. And he dealt with it by meeting it and taking upon himself the burden of our guilt. He, Jesus Christ, took the curse of God that we lived under because of our sin and bore the penalty of that curse himself. He died the death we should have died and so, as Paul says, “redeemed us from the curse of God’s Law.”
Christianity is a message about the Son of God, who came to this world as a real man of this world and who therefore could take our place under the judgement of God. And in standing where we should have stood, or hanging where we should have hanged, he dealt with the curse of our sin; and so he has dealt with our real need. 
But how may I receive the benefit of Jesus’ dealing with what I know is my real need? For, if Peter’s word is true so far – about God sending Jesus into the world and testifying to his life and death and resurrection – all which Cornelius and therefore we have very good reason to believe is true – we also ought to believe another thing that Peter speaks about almost as a historical reality, even though it’s not yet taken place, and that is, verse 42; “Jesus Christ is he who has been appointed by God as judge of the living and the dead.” 
For if this is a moral universe, such as the cross also demonstrates, we should expect that there will one day be a day of reckoning. So fourthly,

4.
Christianity is a message about the forgiveness of sins

This is a moral universe and God is going to break into history once again. He’s going to bring the history of this world to a close and there will be a judgment at which we must all stand and be judged according to how we have lived upon this earth. Jesus Christ will be that judge and we will be judged particularly according to what we have done with him and his death on a tree, as a curse. “Of him all the prophets bear witness that through his name everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins” (v.43). 
So what will we do with Jesus Christ and his death and resurrection? It’s a question we all have to answer for ourselves, congregation; because at the judgment you won’t be able to stand, children, with your parents; you won’t be able to stand with your husband or your wife or your mates or the psychologist. It will be me and God. It will be you and God. 
So you must make up your mind about this message. Do you believe it? Do you believe the facts of Jesus’ life, to which the apostles have borne witness and which Cornelius, a very practical Roman centurion who had heard, via his own sources no doubt, and believed too? Do you believe that Jesus of Nazareth is the Son of God who could not have died for his own sins because he had none? and whom, therefore, God raised from the dead; to which resurrection there were very credible witnesses who sealed their witness with martyrdom – and people don’t die for stories they have made up; they only die for what they believe is true – which resurrection a very worldly-wise Roman centurion believed. 
Do you believe, therefore, that that death of Jesus Christ was a death for sins not his own; that he took the curse of others; which curse-bearing God accepted and therefore the burden of guilt was in principle dealt with? Everyone, whatever race, gender, current religion, social standing, “everyone,” says Peter, “who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins.” 
That is the message of Christianity: freedom from the curse of God; an end to this enmity between us and God which we all feel as guilt and sense as unworthiness in the presence of holiness; the assurance of the forgiveness of our sins at the final judgement; to meet Jesus Christ as a Saviour rather than as a judge. It is a message exactly suited to our need; the need for forgiveness, the need for an easy conscience, the need to know that the Almighty God, who holds our lives in his hands, has accepted us. 
 Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 30th October, 2006
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