Do you judge yourself worthy?

Isaiah 49:1-7   Acts 13:42 – 14:7

The apostle Peter spoke once about Paul writing some things in the Bible that were “hard to understand.”
 I’m sure that we all find that to be true. However, as somebody once said, “It is not the 10% of the Bible that I don’t understand that gives me a problem. It is the 90% that I do understand that gives me the greatest trouble!” We see that in our text this morning and it gives us a great warning. 
Here are Paul and Barnabas in central Asia Minor, in the city of Antioch in the middle of Turkey. They also went to Iconium,
 about 90 miles south-east, but the events there were pretty much a re-run of the events in Antioch so we won’t look at those few verses separately. They preached the gospel in the synagogue to Jews and to Gentile proselytes and God-fearers. Paul demonstrates from the Old Testament that Jesus of Nazareth is the promised Messiah whom Israel had been waiting for from the beginning of their history, two thousand years; indeed, whom the world had been waiting for since Adam. Their message was received very well. We read in verse 42;

  As Paul and Barnabas were going out, the people kept begging that these things might be spoken to them the next Sabbath. Now when the meeting of the synagogue had broken up many of the Jews and of the God-fearing proselytes followed Paul and Barnabas … and the next Sabbath nearly the whole city was assembled to hear them. 
It must have been very encouraging for Paul and Barnabas. But by the next week Paul and Barnabas were facing the same sort of opposition to the gospel as Jesus was faced with in Jerusalem. 
How is it that this happens? And it is in the church that this opposition arises. Of course, opposition arises from outside the church as well but in our story it is from within, from the Jews, from the Old Testament people of God. And the opposition to the gospel often arises from within the Church today. So it has again recently from our friend Richard Randerson, the assistant Archbishop of Auckland, no less. 
I think we can best see what is going on by having a look at our text under the following five headings. First of all, 
1.
Election is a fact
That might seem a strange place to start but it’s right there in the text and a wrong understanding of the Bible’s teaching of election is part of the problem in the response of the Jewish leaders. The Jews were God’s chosen people. Jesus never avoided that. Paul never avoided it. In verse 17 of chapter 13 Paul says, “The God of this people Israel chose our fathers and made them great.” Israel was God’s people because God had chosen them from among all the nations of the world and it wasn’t because of anything great about them. That is reiterated numerous times throughout the Old Testament. It is also a fact of the New Testament and spoken of many times. Paul discusses the subject at considerable length in the book of Romans, for example; again in the book of Ephesians. 
It’s not an easy subject in certain ways and even Paul in his long discussion in Romans nine, ten and eleven doesn’t claim to understand it all. As a matter of fact when he gets to the end of his explanation and his opponent puts another difficult question to him he simply says, Listen, you can argue about it as long as you like, friend, but in the end God has chosen to save some and he’s not chosen to save others and who are you and I, mere men, to argue? 
He even goes on and says, if you like, “You can see it as crudely as this: doesn’t God, as creator, have the right to do what he will with the creatures he himself has made?” 
So when Paul recites Israel’s history in this sermon in the Antioch synagogue he begins with the fact that began their history: God chose Abraham. And when Luke describes the response to the gospel in Antioch, particularly among the Gentiles, he says in verse 48 that, “The Gentiles began rejoicing and glorifying the Word of the Lord and as many as had been appointed to eternal life believed.” “Appointed to eternal life”: election is a teaching of the Bible. It cannot be denied and so often people, in their jumped-to- conclusions-antagonism-and-indignation, raise their objections. We won’t look at those objections this morning because this sermon isn’t about election as such. But let me say straight away, congregation, that election does not for a moment deny that men and women and boys and girls are responsible for their own actions. It does not deny that God holds us responsible for our own choices. 
#
For example, in verses 38 and 39, Paul preached to the Jews that whatever it meant that God had chosen them as a people, it did not mean that automatically, by that fact, they were right with God. They too were sinners and they needed to repent and believe in Jesus Christ and his work for them on the cross. 
#
Or when you come to verses 40 and 41 Paul warned them not to reject this salvation lest a judgment come upon them such as Habakkuk had warned Israel about six hundred years before would come upon them then. 
#
But they did reject Paul’s message about Messiah Jesus. So in verses 46 and 47 he told them that although they were God’s elect, since they rejected God’s salvation, he was turning from them and he was going outside to preach the gospel to the Gentiles. God held them responsible to believe the gospel. Divine election is a plain teaching of the Bible and yet the Bible equally plainly teaches that God holds every one of us responsible for our own actions and choices. 
Perhaps you don’t understand that. To be quite frank, there are aspects about this teaching that I don’t understand either but Christianity and salvation is not about understanding everything in the Bible. It’s about believing it, however difficult it may be, and simply letting God be God. He has a right to do what he thinks with his own creatures. And let us think for a minute: since he is God, by what logic should we think that we have to understand him or all he does? 
When Jesus talked about this subject once, the Jews said, “Well these are hard sayings. Who can accept this stuff? And many of his disciples gave up on him and left him.” John chapter 6. And Jesus turned to the twelve and said, “Are you going to leave me too?” Peter’s answer is classic and it is exactly the answer that we must give: “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.” Peter didn’t understand it either but he was convinced that Jesus was the Messiah sent from God with and out of the love of God. And he was humble enough to see himself rightly in the sight of God and to bow his intellect before God’s grace and simply receive his merciful offer of salvation. 
Election is a fact. Further, secondly, 
2.
Apostasy is a possibility 
Paul talks in verse 17 of chapter 13 about God choosing the Jews as a nation, as a group, as a people. On the other hand, Luke – and this is not because Luke and Paul have a different viewpoint on the matter; Luke reflects Paul’s thinking throughout – but Luke talks about God choosing some Gentiles as individuals (v.48). Further, Paul says very plainly that even though as a nation the Jews were chosen by God, nevertheless many individuals among them repudiated the Word of God and therefore, verse 46, “judged themselves unworthy of eternal life.” 
How do we put this together, this corporate election and this individual election? God chose Abraham four thousand years ago. He promised that he would be a God to him and a saviour, and a God and a saviour to his descendants. That was a special covenantal promise. It was possible, even in the Old Testament, for a Gentile to believe in God and to become a member of Israel and a member of the covenant. It didn’t happen very often but it did happen. And it certainly happened this day in Antioch and later in Iconium. And because they believed in God and became members of Israel or, as we would say today, they became believers in Jesus Christ and members of the Church, God’s promise to be a God to them and to their children begins to operate for them and their family from that time on. And, while it happened only rarely, there was full provision for it to happen in the Old Testament; and proper procedures laid out. Read Exodus chapter 12.
But a promise must be received. A promise must be taken up. A promise must be acted upon. And God’s promise to our children must be believed by them, individually. There is nothing automatic about it. There never was. And it is this wrong kind of thinking, this ‘automatic’ understanding of God’s covenant that got the Jews into trouble. That was the problem when Jesus came and that was the problem in the synagogue of Antioch this day. 
This truth brings a very solemn warning to us and especially to you young people. We older ones have made our choices. It is possible that we older people could be here, in the church, as members of the church for wrong reasons; that is true. On the other hand, you don’t need to be a Christian in New Zealand; there are no social or business advantages connected with it; it’s not the done thing. As a matter of fact, in certain ways life would be a lot easier without it. So why would we bother if we didn’t really believe? It is possible for us to believe for the wrong reasons, but less likely. 
But it could be possible that you younger people are here this morning because you’ve been brought up in it. You still live at home; your parents still feed and finance you. You haven’t yet fully established your own independent path and identity in the world. Or maybe you have left home but your family connections are still important to you; you don’t want to hurt your parents and so you go along with it and you say the right things to us elders when we come to visit to keep us happy. Too often, I have to say, it happens that we have our doubts about whether your heart is really in it. But we have to take you at your word. But God knows the truth. You can’t fool him. Do not take this fact of election and that you were born into God’s covenant and baptized as little children therefore, as meaning that you must really be saved. We are all born sinners and therefore not right with God. So you too, as an individual, on your own in prayer between you and God, must repent and believe. You must love God for yourself, from the heart; for if you do not, God has a judgment – because he’s an absolutely holy God – a judgment that is far more frightening even than that which Habakkuk warned about and which Babylon brought on Israel twenty-six hundred years ago; far more frightening even than that which Jesus warned about and which Rome brought on Israel 2,000 years ago; and that was awful! But the judgment that comes for rejecting Christ is eternal separation from God and, on the other hand, eternal union with the devil in hell; eternal union with a liar and a murderer – what a horrible eternity! 
Election is real. In the first instance it is an election to privilege. The gospel therefore is your covenant birthright. That’s why Paul says in verse 46, “It was necessary that the Word of God should be preached here in the synagogue to you Jews first.” But within that covenantal election there is a personal and individual election and that doesn’t work automatically. God deals with us as intelligent, thinking, choosing persons. Even “those,” verse 46, “appointed to eternal life,” had to hear; they had to listen, they had to think; they had to make a choice; they had to believe. They had to do those things; and they did. 
So I ask you: have you believed, in the sense we talked about last Sunday evening, in the sense of committing your whole self, your whole future, all your affairs, all your eternity, all your desires, all your pleasures to God? – ready to give up anything, should God ask it, to love and serve him? 
We must all do that, every one of us, individually, for apostasy is a real possibility and it can be committed by doing, simply, nothing! And it results in hell! 
But what causes apostasy? What is it in the human heart, the heart of these Jewish leaders in Antioch that day; and in the heart of the Lloyd Geerings and the Barbara Thierings and the Bishop Spongs and the Richard Randersons of our own day, that they turn against God; that they deny their birthright, that they deny their calling as officers of the synagogue and the church? They deny their sworn duty which they took upon themselves by a freely given oath to uphold the teachings of the Bible, to preach the gospel to the glory of God and the salvation of sinners! What causes this? 
Very often it is put to us as having ‘honest, intellectual doubts’ and such people are held up as the trail-blazers of Huxley’s Brave New World. What kind of a nutty or perverse world have we become that honours as courageous and would doggedly follow brave doubters, who even tell you they don’t know where they’re going? 
Election is a fact. Apostasy is a possibility. Why? – because 
3.
Morality is the problem
What is in the heart of those who turn away from the faith or who never believe is immorality. It is sin; it is rebellion; it is pride that refuses to bow to an authority over us, refuses to bow to God. Why did the Jews in Antioch “contradict the things spoken by Paul,” verse 45 and again in Iconium (14:2)? It was not because they thought Paul was interpreting the Bible wrongly. It was not because they thought that he was applying the prophecies and promises of the Messiah to Jesus of Nazareth, wrongly. “As Paul and Barnabas were going out,” we read in verse 42, “the people kept begging that these things might be spoken to them the next Sabbath.” In verse 43, “Many of the Jews as well as God-fearing proselytes followed Paul and Barnabas … so that the next Sabbath, nearly the whole city assembled to hear the Word of the Lord.” And the same thing happened in Iconium: “a great multitude believed, both of Jews and Greeks” (14:1). The initial response to their message was good. 
When we are told in chapter 14, verse 2, of some Jews in Iconium who “disbelieved”, it uses a word that can just as well be, and often is, translated as ‘disobeyed’. The problem is not in the head brothers and sisters; the problem is in the heart; the problem is sin. In verse 45 we read that “When the Jews saw the crowds they were filled with jealousy.” That’s why their compatriots in Jerusalem crucified Jesus a few years earlier. Then the high priest Caiaphas had said, “If we let this man go on like this, all men will believe in him and the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation.” Only this time it was Paul who would deprive the leaders of the synagogue in Antioch of their religious influence over these Gentile proselytes; they would lose their converts. 
It is said of Pontius Pilate that, “he knew that it was for envy that the Jews had delivered Jesus over to him.”
 And it will be for some reason like this that people don’t believe in Jesus today, or turn away from him – because of sin. 
Jesus said, “If any man is willing to do God’s will – if any man is willing to turn away from his sin, if any man is willing to give up his claim to independence of God, and to do what God wants to do – then he will know of this teaching that I bring, whether it is of God or whether I bring it just of myself,” John 6, verse 17. But that’s the problem, isn’t it? Do we want to do God’s will? Are we willing to have it demonstrated to us that God is? – and that Jesus of Nazareth is his Son and the only Saviour? No, we are not, because then we would have to obey him. So we make out we can’t understand the Bible; that the evidence for its truth is insufficient. 
But fourthly,

4.
The gospel is an inevitability – and its success in the world is an inevitability. 
In Isaiah 49, which Paul quoted in verse 47 of our text in Acts, God spoke to his servant. In Isaiah’s prophecy God’s servant was the nation Israel. But because Israel was so often disobedient the servant came to refer to a faithful remnant within Israel. But then the faithful remnant wasn’t always so faithful; so the servant came to be seen as the promised Messiah. God had big purposes for his servant. His servant was going to bring the remnant of Israel back to himself. But then God says in Isaiah 49, verse 6, “It is too small a thing for my servant to bring back the remnant of Israel. He will also be a light to all the nations of the world so that my salvation may reach the ends of the earth.” 
The real servant was eventually seen to be the Lord Jesus Christ.
 But Paul reminds his Jewish hearers this day in Antioch that it was still their calling to be God’s servant; to be a light to the nations of the world. But, as at Jerusalem so here, they refused to do that. They were concerned about their privileged position with God – as they imagined it. They were concerned about their influence on the Gentiles in Antioch. That the Gentiles would be accepted by their God on the same terms as they, as Gentiles, without having to become Jews, was too much for them and they even stirred up some of the prominent proselytes to instigate a persecution against Paul and Barnabas. They did the same in Iconium, so Paul said, “Since you repudiate the Word of God for yourselves and so judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life
 – since you refuse to be God’s servant – ah yes, you like to gain proselytes from the Gentiles but that is to cater to your spiritual pride. You are not concerned about them having the light of the gospel. You want them to follow you. Well, since you refuse to be God’s servant in the way you ought to be, we apostles will be.” We’re done with you. We’re going to take the gospel to the Gentiles out there in the world. 
That is what may happen when people turn away from the truth that they once professed. It is even said here that “the Jews blasphemed” because they lost their followers. And they caused others to become embittered against the apostles (14:4). What a terrible thing to fall to – like little children: rejecting something for themselves, they don’t want others to have it either. 
But we cannot stop God working in this world for that is just what Paul did; “and,” verse 49, “the Word of the Lord kept spreading through the whole region.” People of God, we Reformed Churches of New Zealand have no mortgage on the gospel. We have no mortgage on the blessing of God. If we think we can keep it as our little preserve God will take it away from us. Maybe we even need to ask ourselves, since God doesn’t seem to be blessing us evangelistically and indeed we sometimes even have quite some problems within our own present congregations, could this possibly be the reason? I am not attacking the Reformed Faith, please understand. The Reformed Faith is the gospel pure and simple. Change that and you are beginning to fall away. Change that and you are beginning on the way to apostasy. You might not go all the way and, thank God, millions don’t. But that is the direction you are headed. But could it be that because in any number of ways, as a church or as individuals, we don’t want to do God’s will, we’re not obedient, we don’t live by what we profess to believe, we’re more concerned about our own position and comfort and place in the world; could it be for reasons like that that God doesn’t bless us as we would like him to? 
5.
Joy is the product of the gospel
If you wanted to sum up this text this morning I think you could put it like this: in the face of a good response to the gospel, for jealousy the Jews oppose and persecute the apostles, on account of which Paul takes the gospel from them to the Gentiles. And “when the Gentiles heard this they began rejoicing and glorifying the Word of the Lord and as many as had been appointed to eternal life, believed … and the disciples were continually filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit” (vv.48, 52). 
Of course they rejoiced, for forgiveness of sins, to be right with the eternal and absolutely righteous God who will one day judge heaven and earth, is the real need of every human being. And until Jesus came into the world the Gentiles were pretty much excluded from that salvation. But now it had come to the world in Jesus Christ as he fulfilled all those prophecies of the Old Testament. And in the fact of such a great salvation, opposition, persecution didn’t matter too much. 
Jesus had said that the peace – and peace and joy are bound up with each other – the peace and joy that he would give with the Gospel was “not as the world gives,” nor could anybody take it away from us.
 
Indeed, people of God, if we stick to the Bible, to “the truth as it is in Jesus,” we should not be surprised that we are attacked, even by bishops and religious leaders who curry up to the powers that be so that you almost have a state-approved Christianity in this country; a Christianity that is okay with the state authorities; but the Bible’s Christianity is not acceptable any more; that’s fundamentalism. We should not be surprised at that. It happened to Jesus. It happened to Paul and Barnabas in Antioch and Iconium. The Jews even got the civic authorities there to side with them and their persecution. 
But as we read our text it seems that opposition and persecution have little to do with joy. For the disciples still rejoiced. Our joy is in being right with the eternal and righteous God. Our joy is that we are forgiven and that we are on the side of the eternal God who will one day put evil completely away and the new heavens and the new earth will come, where peace and righteousness will dwell and we are citizens of that heavenly country, as the hymn puts it. 
Make no mistake about it congregation, the Gospel will be successful in this world. The only question is: will I, will you be a part of that? We must give ourselves to Jesus Christ; yes, in faith to save us from our sins; but also in whole-hearted obedience to serve him and to serve the gospel and to take it to others and to rejoice when others receive it, even if they don’t end up in our ecclesiastical boat. For if we don’t, the Lord may take it away from us, from our children, from our grandchildren. That is the warning of our text this morning. Let us heed it. Let us rejoice in the Lord. Let us rejoice in the gospel. Let us rejoice in the salvation of sinners of whom we are but some ourselves, saved by the grace of God and not by any works of righteousness which we have done. And for that we praise the Lord. 
Amen

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 28th February, 2007
�    1 Peter 3:15f.


�    A prosperous city, according to Blaiklock, and one in which perhaps Paul stayed longer, for Iconium later became a major centre for the diffusion of the gospel.


�    Matthew 27:18.


�    Simeon first applied Isaiah 49 to Jesus in Luke 2:32.


�    Bruce reminds us that there is more in this than the way we often think of it. Eternal life translates (, which in turn translates the Hebrew, היה העולם הבה; or, life of the age to come, ie., the resurrection age. This age has now come with the resurrection of Christ; hence Paul’s emphasis on the resurrection. It was a much more loaded – historical; eschatological – term than it has become for us.


�    John 14:27; 16:22.
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