The real usefulness of Christianity

Acts 13:13-43 (text)
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, friends and visitors here with us this morning, just as it was in Jesus and Paul’s day, the world today is full of many religions. And New Zealand is full of far more religions than I ever grew up with, forty or fifty years ago. There has been a great influx especially of eastern religions; so much so that we even approach any kind of religion, and many Christians are approaching Christianity, with the eastern approach to religion – the mystical approach, the idea of having direct and immediate communion with God and revelation from God. 
The thing that strikes me about many of these religions is how escapist they are and how unreal they are. I was in somebody’s home some years ago – I just had to be there to use the phone; this person wasn’t a Christian and one of his friends dropped in and I overhead them talking about arranging a social evening the next week. The chap who had dropped in said, “Yeah, let’s do that. We’ll have a nice meal and then we’ll do the spiritual bit and then we’ll play a few games.” That’s unreal in two ways. The emphasis is on spirituality merely. Whether it’s true or not is not a valid question; that you’re having a spiritual experience, however that is to be understood, is valid in and of itself. Further, whether that spirituality deals with reality is not the question. There are many kinds of truths, and that being so, the ‘spiritual bit’ can just be a separate part of life having no necessary relation to the rest. 
But a Christian can never merely do the ‘spiritual bit’ because Christianity is concerned, first of all, about the true God who really is. Christianity is concerned, secondly, with truth and reality and dealing with man’s real problems and concerns therefore. And Christianity is concerned, thirdly, with living all of life, including having a nice meal and playing games, in the light of that truth. 
Christianity is most definitely spiritual and in a sense quite other-worldly. As a matter of fact, one of the great problems of the church today, I believe, is that we are far too this-worldly, far too taken up by things of merely this life. Nevertheless, Christianity is the most down-to-earth, real thing in the world. And Paul shows us this in our text this morning, his first recorded sermon. 
Paul and his band left Antioch and Syria. They crossed the sea to Cyprus. They passed through Cyprus and chapter thirteen records them leaving Paphos, a city in Cyprus, and crossing northward over a little bit of the Mediterranean to Perga in Pamphylia in southern Asia; known as Turkey today. They didn’t stay on the coast; they travelled due north over the Taurus Mountains that rise to three thousand, six hundred feet, eleven hundred metres.
 So they came to Antioch in Pisidia and in the synagogue on the Sabbath Day they are invited to preach; which Paul does and Luke gives us a summary of his sermon. I don’t want to go through it as such this morning. What I want to do is take a note of Paul’s approach, of the way he thinks about religion and the gospel, and then I want to conclude by seeing the real usefulness of Paul’s approach and of the gospel to us. So, first of all, 
1.
Christianity is about the real world and about real history 
“Men of Israel,” begins Paul, “and you who fear God.” “You who fear God” refers to Gentiles who had given up on the old pagan religions and come to believe in the God of Israel. They used to worship in the synagogues. Paul sets about to give a little summary of Israel’s history. That, you will recall, is exactly what Peter did at Pentecost and what Stephen did when he defended himself against the Sanhedrin before he was martyred. For it is not just Paul’s approach; it is typically Jewish; indeed, it is the whole Bible’s approach to religion. Psalm 89, some of which we sang earlier, is an example. Psalm 78 is another. This morning I read Nehemiah’s prayer of confession in Nehemiah chapter nine. I suppose three quarters of his prayer is a recital of Israel’s sin and God’s mercy, which is what their history is all about, as is ours. 
Paul’s summary is quite brief. It’s almost, if you like an Old Testament ‘Apostles’ Creed.’ As we recite the Apostles’ Creed, usually just before we give our tithes and offerings to the Lord, so, when Israel presented their first-fruits to God, they also used to give a little recital of their history. I’ll read you just a few verses from Deuteronomy chapter 26 where Moses, speaking to Israel, says to them in verses five through ten; 
  You shall answer and say before the Lord your God, My father was a wandering Aramaean (Syrian is the word we use today). He went down to Egypt and sojourned there, few in number, but there he became a great, mighty and populous nation. And the Egyptians treated us harshly and afflicted us and imposed hard labour on us. Then we cried to the Lord, the God of our fathers, and the Lord heard our voice and saw our affliction and our toil and our oppression. And the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great terror and with signs and wonders, for he has brought us to this place and given us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. Now, behold, I have brought the produce of the ground which you, Lord, have given me. And you shall set it down before the Lord your God and worship before the Lord your God.
So in our Sunday evening Service we too recite what God has done for us in the Apostles’ Creed and then we give our tithes and offerings. 
Well, in this little recital of Israel’s history, Paul only goes as far as David, for a reason we’ll see in a minute. But a Christian, congregation, must have an interest in this world and in history, for all of us are a product of our history. You cannot know who or what you are unless you know your history. We cannot know who or what we are by merely meditating in some mystical way on the name of some god, reciting it as a kind of mantra so we clear our minds and lose ourselves in nothingness almost. Many people do that, of course, and they claim it gives them great peace. We don’t have to deny that. It may well do so. And it may even make them more useful in the world because they can go about life in a more peaceful frame of mind. 
But it doesn’t ultimately help anyone because what we need to do is meditate on the world, on our own lives and on our history, personally and as a race, as a nation, as a church, as a family; and then we need to meditate upon what the Word of the one true God says about all of these things. That’s where real, true, lasting peace comes from: meditating on the world of God, including ourselves and our whole life-situation, under the Word of God, because only from God can we really know who we are; only from God can we really know why things have gone wrong in the world. And nobody denies that things have gone wrong.

So parents and Sunday-school teachers, be concerned to teach your children the history of the Bible – and history in general, for that matter. We even have God’s example for this because the Bible is essentially a history book. God teaches us as much through the stories of history in the Bible as he does through the doctrines of Paul’s letters. 
So Paul gives us this little summary of Israel’s history and he ends with David. Why did he end with David, for there is another thousand years of Israel’s history between David and the apostle Paul? Well, there is another factor involved. So secondly, I want to say this morning,

2.
Christianity is a testable religion, a verifiable religion 
Earlier I said that while Christianity is very much about this world it is also truly other-worldly and especially is it so in the sense that it is a revealed religion. In other words, while it is very much about life in this world, it is a life guided by a word given to mankind from God who is outside and over and above the world. And the Bible is that Word. While it was written by human beings, all of those who wrote it claim that they were given what to write by direct revelation from God in heaven. 
How do we know this? How do we know there is a true God in heaven? Why should we believe such a claim? Basically because God, throughout the history of his people, gave promises and prophecies and then fulfilled them. The promises of salvation to Abraham were by now two thousand years old and the prophecies about David were by now a thousand years old. 
#
Look at verse 22 of our text. God first of all gave Saul as king. “After he had removed him he raised up David to be their king, concerning whom he also testified and said, I have found David the son of Jesse a man after my heart, who will do all my will. From the descendants of this man David, according to promise, Paul says, God has brought to Israel a saviour, Jesus.” Compared with Saul, David did do God’s will; but only partially, for he was only a man and sinned as we all do. But in second Samuel chapter seven, God had told David that he would raise up one of his descendants to sit on his throne forever over the people of God. According to these promises
 God sent Jesus, descended from David, to be Israel’s saviour, and introduced him to Israel by John the Baptist. 
#
You see the same idea again in verses 28 and 29: “though they found no ground for putting him to death, they asked Pilate that he, Jesus, be executed when they had carried out all that was written concerning him.” The Jews didn’t receive Jesus when he came to them. They didn’t receive him as the fulfilment of the promises of salvation. They got rid of him as an impostor. But in doing so they fulfilled other prophecies, prophecies that said they would reject him; Isaiah 53, for example. 
#
But it is God who rules history and he overturned their death sentence. He raised Jesus from the dead and so fulfilled further prophecies; for example, in verse 34, Isaiah 55 verse 3 is quoted. Isaiah 55 was written long after David but Isaiah 55 speaks of God making the promises to David sure, making them certain.
 Well Jesus, David’s descendant, was if you like, the greater David and those promises were made sure to David in Jesus. To Jesus eternal rule was given when God raised him from the dead. 
#
Speaking about rising from the dead reminds Paul of Psalm 2, which he quotes in verse 33. Psalm 2 says of the Messiah, “You are my son; today I have begotten you.”
 Jesus was always God’s son but when God says “When I raised you from the dead I begot you,” it is referring to begetting him as the absolutely, and demonstrated by the resurrection to be, perfect man; he who overcame temptation, unlike Adam, and would be the perfect man to rule over all the world – even though a few moments ago he was being scoffed and mocked by the Jews. After the resurrection Jesus ascended into heaven. Peter tells us at Pentecost that there he was given David’s throne, and so the prophecies about the Messiah dying and yet still having an eternal kingdom are all fulfilled in Jesus Christ. It could only happen because of the resurrection. 
#
And David himself made a remarkable prophecy about the resurrection in Psalm 16, quoted in verse 35 of our text, that “God would not allow his Holy One to undergo decay.” But of course, as Paul points out and as Peter pointed out at Pentecost, David did undergo decay in the grave, “But,” says Paul in verse 37, “he whom God raised from the dead just a few years ago in Jerusalem did not undergo decay.” 
Do you see what Paul is saying to these Jews and to these Bible-believing Gentile hearers in the Synagogue in Pisidian Antioch that day? He is saying that all of these prophecies and promises that are loose ends, hanging like tattered bookmarks from their Bibles, were fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth. You should believe it, he says to them. And so should we all today. All of those Old Testament facts about Abraham and Moses and David and so on and the New Testament facts about the life and death of Jesus Christ are well enough attested. All of those prophecies can easily be seen to be genuine prophecies.
Now that puts a question to us: how can it be that one and two thousand year old prophecies could be fulfilled if it were not that they were made by the God in heaven who rules this world and speaks to his people and brings them to pass? God even says several times in the prophesy of Isaiah that “I work in this way, I make prophecies about what will happen in the future and then I then I bring it to pass, just so you will know that I am the true and only God.”
 God intended Christianity to be a verifiable religion in this way. 
But there’s more to it than that. So thirdly,

3.
Christianity is a history-making religion 
If you think about it just a little, that’s obvious. A God who can predict one – two thousand years into the future and bring that prediction to pass is plainly the God who rules and therefore makes history. God is the one who makes things happen in this world. God had prepared the Jewish people for this day all through their history.
 That is what Peter, that is what Stephen, that is what Paul are trying to demonstrate to them by all these recitals of their history. John the Baptist comes, fulfilling the very last prophecy of the Old Testament – the book of Malachi – and he introduces Jesus. Yet they still don’t believe. 
Well, many of them do this day in Pisidian-Antioch – not all, and we’ll look at that next week, Lord willing. But Paul knows his fellow-countrymen; he knows how stubborn they are; he knows that they have been stubborn all through their history and he knows about another prophecy that they are in danger of fulfilling. So he gives them a warning in verse 14, “Therefore,” he says, “take heed so that the thing – the prophecy – spoken of in the prophets may not come upon you! Behold you scoffers and marvel and perish; for I am accomplishing a work in your days, a work which you will never believe, though someone should describe it to you.” 
Paul is quoting from the book of Habakkuk
 a warning Habakkuk gave to his people in his day – the late 600s BC. He says to them, “You have rejected God’s Word for so long and so persistently, God is about to bring a judgment upon you that you wouldn’t believe possible.” And they didn’t listen and God did bring the judgment upon them. He fulfilled his word. The Babylonians came upon them with appalling consequences – the death of hundreds of thousands, the complete destruction of Jerusalem – “not one stone left upon another” was how it was described; captivity for tens of thousands of others for seventy years; and just a few poor left in the land of Israel. Paul is saying to his people, “Don’t you now fulfil that prophecy again by rejecting this word.” 
God makes history. He did it again in 70AD. This time it was Rome who destroyed Jerusalem but with exactly the same consequences, only we have to speak in the number of millions. And it happened for exactly the same reason: Israel rejected God’s word. Only, the rejection of God’s word this time was his Word in person – Jesus Christ, God’s Son, their Messiah, their Saviour. That was the greatest sin Israel ever committed. That is the greatest sin that has ever been committed by mankind; far worse than that which is hung out to us as the greatest and most terrible crime – the Holocaust, as terrible as that was. And yet such is God’s control of history that that rejection was also predicted by God and brought about Israel’s salvation and salvation to all the world. Verse 27; “For those who live in Jerusalem and their rulers, recognizing neither Jesus nor the utterances of the prophets which are read every Sabbath in their synagogues, fulfilled those (utterances of the prophets) by condemning him. And though they found no ground for putting him to death they asked Pilate that he be executed. And when they had carried out all that is written concerning him, they took him down from the cross and laid him in a tomb but God raised him from the dead.” 
God’s control of history is so complete that he takes even the greatest sin to work the greatest blessing that ever could be for mankind – our salvation. Now congregation, if there is such a God, are we not in his hand? If there is such a God will we not therefore answer to him one day? If there is such a God should we not listen to him and heed him and obey him? And since salvation is not just for the Jews but for all mankind, does not Paul’s warning also apply to us? That brings me directly to my last point. 
4.
Because Christianity is true, because Christianity is about the real world, Christianity is truly useful
Where other religions lead people to demonic, spiritual beings, the result is immediately disastrous. Where other religions simply teach people to meditate and so find relaxation in a certain peaceful frame of mind, they can have a temporary usefulness. But the end result – of the one approach obviously harmful and another apparently good – is just as disastrous, because these religions don’t deal with the real problem. They don’t deal with the real world.
Paul and the whole Bible speak about the need for salvation and salvation for all the world, Jew and Gentile; verse 26: “Brethren, sons of Abraham’s family and those among you, you Gentiles who fear God, to us the message of this salvation has been sent.” Salvation only has any meaning if it’s spoken about in the face of danger of great loss. And that is the teaching of the Bible. We are in danger of the judgment of God because of our sins. That is why all of these other religions of our day are useless. In fact they are dangerous, because they give a false sense of peace because they do not deal with the real world. For the reality of the world and the reality of history is that man is a sinner and guilty before a holy God. But modern man and modern religion refuses to recognize that. 
And all of this history is dealt with straight-forwardly and Paul says in verse 38, “Therefore let it be known to you brethren that through him, Jesus of Nazareth, forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you.” That is our essential problem – sin; and that is the cause of all our other problems. We have sinned against God, our maker and our Lord. We have received the goodness of this wonderful world from his hand and we’ve turned our back with no thanks. But we have done more. God has, down through history, shown us continual goodness but when he came in the Person of his own Son, we slapped him in the face, literally and figuratively in any number of ways and, Jew and Gentile, we crucified him on a cross. 
Mankind can often acknowledge that all is not well with us, that we have wrongs and we do not always do right. But there is something within us by which we refuse to listen to God and bow our hearts to his rule and that something within is a principal of rebellion that lies at the centre of every human heart since Adam and Eve first sinned in the Garden of Eden. We will do things our way! And when we recognize that things are not right, we say we will put things right our way. But God says that is not enough. As a matter of fact, our works, our putting things right, are not even on the same playing field as where God is at, for even when we do our best, when we do it as our work and offer it as our goodness, we are still doing all that in rebellion against God. Therefore it is all still sin. 
But trying to do good couldn’t save Israel in the Old Testament and it won’t save us now. What did Paul say in verse 38? “Therefore let it be known to you brethren that through him (Christ) forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you and through him everyone who believes is justified from all things; from which you could not be freed from the Law of Moses.”
 If trying to keep the Law of Moses, which is the Law of God, couldn’t help Israel then, surely nothing we do that we think is right or good will help us now. 
God rules the world and God sets the rules, and they are very gracious rules, and we cannot live in God’s world in rebellious independence. That rebelliousness must be broken. We must bow our hearts in repentance and sorrow and simply believe in Jesus Christ. If we are to be saved at all God must do it and the only way for us to come is with empty hands and contrite hearts and humble spirits. That is all that’s required of us – simply nothing. As Augustus Toplady put it in his famous hymn, 
Nothing in my hand I bring, 
simply to thy cross I cling;
Naked, (I) come to thee for dress; 
Helpless, (I) look to thee for grace; 
Foul, I to the fountain fly; 
Wash me Saviour or I die.
And we know that that is real. We all know that the essential problem of man is a guilty conscience which won’t be quieted any other way. Why all the constant excuse-making, from the first time a little child can speak, all the way up to the Prime Minister? Because sin and guilt is our real problem and we all know it and therefore we all deny it. 
Christianity is about the real world. It is about what God has done in real history to help us with our real problem. Will we give up on ourselves and simply believe it? That is all there is to it. There must be consequences in our life, of course, because now we become God-lovers instead of God-haters. (We’ll have a look at that this evening when we look at what true faith is.) 
Will we carry on as Israel continued on and suffered 70AD and everything else that they’ve suffered in their history since? Or will we be saved? Do not think that God put his only begotten Son, whom he loved, in whom was not one cell of sin, in whom the almighty and absolutely holy God was well-pleased – do not think that God put that Son through all that suffering for nothing. He meant what he did and he meant what he offers us on the basis of it. The offer of salvation is genuine. 
If you have never done so before, why not get real this morning and bow your rebellious heart and give up on yourself and commit yourself into the hand of God, even as the Lord Jesus himself did on the cross of Calvary? 
 Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 21st January, 2007
�    As an overall theme, I would say the text is saying: The gospel is about God working in Israel throughout history to bring Christ to save all who believe by forgiveness of their sins, something the Law of Moses could not do. 


�    We’re not sure why Paul didn’t preach near the coast. Maybe it was because he wanted to get to Antioch in Pisidia which was the chief city of the region, the chief city of south Galatia. Paul always wanted to establish Christianity in major centres. Or maybe it was because the climate was bad on the coast and subject to malaria. That may be the case for in Galatians 4:13 Paul says, “It was because of illness I preached to you at the first.” So perhaps he left the coast to get up into the clearer, cooler, better air of the mountains.


�    Compare 1 Samuel 13:14; Psalm 89:19f.; and Psalm 40.


�    So also Psalm 89:49 which questions God about these promises. Psalm 89 was written during the Exile. So it came to be recognized that these promises would be fulfilled in another. Cf. Ezekiel 21:27; 34:23-28; 37:24f.; Jeremiah 23:5; 30:9. Bruce notes that the Psalms of Solomon (63BC) also contain this expectation (fn.46, p.274).


�    Since at least 60BC, Psalm 2 had been interpreted as speaking of the coming one of David’s line. In Psalm 2:2 he is the Mashiach, the Messiah, at his baptism my beloved Son – hence a declaration as Messiah; in Psalm 2:7 the Son’s first proclamation from his messianic throne is that he has this day become the perfect man, perfected in victory over sin & hence begotten as such that day; cf. Ro.8:23 (cf. 15); Hebrews 2:10.


�    For example, Isaiah 48:5.


�    The subject of nearly all the verbs in vv.17-24 is God.


�    Habakkuk 1:5.


�    The word translated “freed” in some modern translations (as above, from the NASB) is (; it should be translated the usual way, “justified”. Thus in his very first recorded sermon, Paul enunciates his own unique contribution to the full biblical understanding of the Gospel; that salvation is, through forgiveness of our sins, being justified before, set in the right with, God
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