The Living God or Useless Failures
Romans 1:16-32   Acts 14:1-18 (text: vv.8-18)
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Western world once led the whole world in perhaps every aspect of life; morality, care for the poor and the vulnerable, scientific advance and material prosperity. And what made the West the West by which it led the rest was Christianity. Of course the West has never been perfect. By being Christians we don’t cease still to be sinners. But it has certainly been better than any other civilization except perhaps ancient Israel and Byzantium. But then of course Byzantium was Christian and ancient Israel was Christianity’s older brother. 
But about 300 years ago we began to turn against God and it has been downhill ever since. Last century we saw all this come to fruition, in Communism in Russia and, later, China and whatever other country they could impose it upon. It came to fruition in the National Socialism of Germany and Italy sixty years ago. Communism explicitly denies God. National Socialism perverted faith in the true God. And the results were the most appalling suffering and misery across the whole globe; such that North Korea still starves. 
But the folly and the ignorance and the arrogance of man is astounding, for we are still doing exactly the same thing, only in different, more subtle forms and the results are the same or worse. We who were so horrified at the Nazi horrors murder millions of children in the womb every year. We abuse many of those who survive and we legalize the abuse of women – by the legalisation or prostitution. We do our utmost to dismantle every last vestige of Christian civilization as we look to the State as the only authority in the land, the authority which rules all of life; and by the passing of a law will solve our every problem. That is exactly what Communism and Nazism aimed to do and what we are doing today in the whole world will result in the same misery and failure and destruction of human life. 
Not that we in the West don’t believe in any god at all. It’s just that we no longer believe in the God of the Bible. Indeed we hate him. We make room for every other belief whether religious or supposedly non-religious – and I say supposedly non-religious because the way we look to government today to solve every problem is the way other ages looked to a god or looked to a religion. So some people today speak about ‘political messiahs’ and they are right. 
Congregation, all of these things have always failed and they will continue to fail because, to put it plainly, only God can make his world work. And the whole reason God’s Messiah, Jesus Christ, came into the world was, as Paul said to these Lystrians in our text this morning, that, we “should turn from these vain things to the living God.” The word Paul uses here for “vain things” is a word that means something that is useless, something that produces no results, something that is a failure.
 
The West does not believe in the God of the Bible any more; neither did these people in Lystra of course. So the message Paul preached there that day is exactly the message we need today. 
Paul had been in Iconium, a little to the north in central Turkey. He had preached there to Jews and to Gentiles who understood the Jewish religion. Because the Jewish leaders were jealous about losing people from the Synagogue to this new religion they stirred up a persecution against Paul and Barnabas and they had to flee. They went to Lystra, a little tin-pot place, for a bit of a breather. But I don’t think Paul knew how to take a breather. “He continued to preach the Gospel” even there, we read in verse seven. As he did so the light came on in one fellow’s mind. No doubt Paul had told them that Jesus had shown himself to be the saviour of the world by doing miracles in Palestine and that he had given the same power to his apostles. This chap was lame from birth and he began to wonder if maybe Paul could heal him. Paul noticed the light dawning in the fellow’s face and healed him. 
Well this caused a great stir. The crowd broke out into a discussion in their own native language which Paul and Barnabas didn’t understand. By the time they did, the priest from the local temple of Zeus was beginning to organize a sacrifice to Paul and Barnabas, as if they were gods, and they were horrified. But why did this healing produce this reaction in this town? Paul had done miracles before without people trying to worship him! 

We can’t say for sure but there was a local legend in which the supreme god Zeus and his son Hermes once visited this region disguised as mortal men. When they went around knocking on the doors of the houses seeking hospitality they were rebuffed a thousand times. Finally they were given hospitality by a poor couple by the name of Philemon and Baucis.
 Zeus and Hermes rewarded this poor couple but destroyed the homes of those who had rejected them and since that time Zeus and Hermes had become the patron deities of Lystra. So perhaps it was that the people thought that doing this miracle showed Paul and Barnabas to be gods and they were not going to get caught being inhospitable to the gods a second time! But when the apostles Paul and Barnabas heard of it they tore their robes and rushed out into the crowd crying, “Men, why are you doing these things? We are also men of the same nature as you and preached the Gospel that you should turn from these vain things to a living God.” 
#
Wouldn’t it be wonderful if a few more people in this world, some of these political messiahs in Wellington included, would also realize that they also are only human beings of the same nature as the rest of us; and that they’d be a bit more humble and not think themselves as some sort of deities who had the answers to every question in life and by producing their own commandments could solve the world’s problems overnight. O for some creaturely humility among them! But this, of course, was our first sin, that we could become like God, determining for ourselves what was good and what was evil. 
#
Wouldn’t it be wonderful if man would stop his rebellion against the one true God and stop putting his faith in vain things, all the idiotic philosophies and ideologies that we have been trying since Adam but even more so in the past hundred years and presently, with a blind religious, fanatical fervour, and have all proved themselves void of results? All of them: Communism, Nazism, Secularism, Islam, all the eastern religions, they’ve all proved themselves useless, failures every one. The only results they have produced are horror, terror and utter misery. They have bathed the world in blood and at this very moment they fill millions with despair. And yet we keep on in them. 
God sent Jesus Christ and his gospel into the world to save us from these empty horrors. The gospel came to turn us from this uselessness to the living God, the true God. What a wonderful message in a sad and miserable world. And the wonderful truth is that this is the true and living God. I want to say three things about Paul’s message this morning: just the three points that he makes actually. The first is;

1.
The Living God made the world

That is the first thing Paul says. He speaks about “the living God who made the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them.” But people don’t believe that, you say. I know they don’t but they are fools if they don’t. Although just as likely dishonest in saying they don’t; because the evidence stares them in the face every day. 
How else did this wonderful world get here? Evolution is such a silly doctrine and it answers no questions at all. Something must have been here in the first place. Or are we all really expected to believe that the world came from nothing? But we have an old saying about that, don’t we? “Out of nothing, nothing comes.” That is certainly what scientific observation tells us. No one has ever yet seen something come from nothing! Rather, everything anybody has ever seen has been caused, has been made in some way by something or somebody else. 
But you come along and tell me that matter was always there, or energy was always there. Ah, so I may believe in eternal matter but not an eternal God. And it is more scientific and intelligent and reasonable to believe that all the wonderful order and enormous complexity of this universe just happened by random chance from eternal matter than it is to believe that an eternal God made it. But, you see, not only do you expect me to believe that nothing created nothing, you now want me to believe that dead matter created life. So there’s another nothing creating something; or actually, it just arises out of nothing.

It is true; by faith we believe in God; but it takes incredulity to deny him. The fact that this world is here is proof that God is there. The fact that living, breathing, moving creatures exist is proof positive that the living God exists; indeed the life-giving God exists. He is the only possible answer to the question of life and so let us forget all these other vain things, beginning with evolutionism, and believe in the living God. 
The second thing that Paul says is; 
2.
The Living God speaks
In verse 15 Paul said, “Men why are you doing these things? We also are men of the same nature as you and preach the gospel to you that you should turn from these vain things to a living God who made the heavens and the earth and the sea and all that is in them? Now in the generations gone by he permitted all the nations to go their own way and yet he did not leave himself without a witness.” Remove the negatives from that statement and Paul is saying, “God has always left himself with a witness.” In other words, God has always spoken to us. How does God speak to us? We read it in Romans chapter 1 where Paul says, “That which is known about God is evident within mankind for God made it evident to them; for since the creation of the world his invisible attributes, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made so that they are without excuse.” 
i)
Now, to develop a little what I said a moment ago, it is not just that the existence of the universe and the world and ourselves is proof that God exists because creation must have a creator. God intends to speak to us through the created world and he speaks to us about himself through it. In the created world God is displaying his eternal power and divine nature. 
Man has always sensed that whatever existed in the beginning, from which everything else must have come, must be eternal. Evolutionists want to believe that it was just matter that was always there. “Matter is eternal,” my fourth-form science teacher told me. So everybody knows that back behind this infinite world, there must be an infinite, eternal cause. To say something was always there is to say it is infinite, eternal. To say that whatever was there eternally brought everything else into being is to say that it has eternal power. Man knows that; I was taught it explicitly at school; Paul says man knows it. But something that was always there, something that is eternal and therefore eternally powerful, is necessarily divine. It is God-like. That is anybody’s definition of God. And Paul says, “Man knows that.” He says, “It is evident to him. It has been clearly seen. It is understood through what has been made.” 
The problem is not that we don’t see it; the problem is that we don’t want to see it. Paul says in verse 18 of Romans 1, we know it but “we suppress our knowledge of it and so we do not honour God as God. We do not give thanks but instead we become futile in our speculations and our foolish hearts are darkened.” 
ii)
But Paul is not only saying that God speaks to us through the creation. He is saying that God speaks to us from within our own creation, our own beings, because he says, “That which is known about God is evident within them.” What does Paul mean by that? Let us think for a minute: what sort of beings are we? We are thinking, speaking, loving, hating beings. We are aware of other people and we are aware of ourselves over against the rest of creation. We see, rightly, that we are the highest of all the creatures. We think about history, where we came from. We ask questions about meaning. In other words we’re not just creatures; we’re not just rocks and trees; we’re not even just animals. We are persons and we relate to other persons and we need to relate to other persons.
 
To think about this a bit further, we all know that water will never rise above its source. You young fellows know about that. When you run out of petrol and money at the same time, you have to siphon it out of your dad’s car; and you’ve got to get the can lower than the petrol tank in the car because liquid will not rise above its source. 
Just so, we can not be greater than that which brought us into being. Therefore if we are persons, the God who made us must be a person and therefore Paul says, in Acts 17 this time, “We must not think that God can be constructed by the art and thought of man.” He is not our invention. We are his. If he made us he must be greater than we are and that, by the way, means he must be a Trinity. For if he is eternal and if he is personal, he must eternally have been personal; and if he is eternally personal he must be more than one person because to be a person you must have other persons to relate to. The source of all personality must relate to other equal persons. 

So Paul says, “Men, don’t worship us, we’re only men like you.” But the fact that we are all thinking, speaking men and women who relate to each other as persons means we are the creation of the living, thinking, speaking God of the Bible and not any other god; because only the God of the Bible is a God of more than one person who can relate to each other. Only the God of the Bible is a personal God. We worship the living God, the only God there is: The God who speaks of himself as “I AM THAT I AM.” 
But to make this point I’ve wandered a little from my text somewhat. I’ve shown from other texts how God speaks to us through and in the creation. But in our text this morning Paul speaks about the living God who witnesses to himself “in that he did good and gave you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying your hearts with food and gladness.” So my third point is;

3.
The Living God is a good God
Not only did the world come into being. It continues. Its seasons come and go and the land produces food and clothing and housing, once we’ve worked with it of course; but the raw materials come from the produce of the land. And these things are good. We like them. They are satisfying to us. Everybody enjoys having a good time, friendship, food and drink, even feasting and partying. We all like these things, believer and unbeliever. And so we have strength and comfort to indulge other bodily desires, and lo and behold, little children are brought forth. They too fill our hearts with gladness and joy and someone to pour our love into. And Paul tells us we should honour God for all this goodness. We should thank him for it. 
But little children are sometimes naughty and in our training them we need to correct them because we know that if we don’t they will bring us sadness instead of joy. And there is not a culture in the whole world which has been able to do that without the sanction of physical discipline on occasion. But certain ignorant and foolish people now tell us that that is bad and we must all stop it or else they will use physical force to carry us off and discipline us! 
But whence comes this language of good and bad from these people’s lips? Where does the idea of good and bad come from? And who will say what is good and what is bad? Who has the right to say and on what basis will they say what is good and what is bad? For all of these people who tell us this believe we just came by random chance out of some great lump of a dead something from millions of years ago. 
But if that is the case then we are just things as well and we don’t ultimately mean anything and nobody has any ground to say anything is right or wrong because everything is just how it is, just how it arose; and just how it arose is normal and therefore right. As well as that evolutionism is about the survival of the fittest and if my kid or anyone else is not as fit as me then tough luck for him. That’s just the way of nature. Only, my children are all bigger than me now so it’ll probably be tough luck for me. But that’s the way the cookie crumbles in a world of mindless mud and blind chance. 
Unbelievers have no right to have ideas about right or wrong. They are stealing Christian ideas and language when they speak about these things. But, you see, man has always had in his mind this idea that some things are right and some things are wrong; that one should do this and one should not do that. Why – if we just developed mindlessly out of the primeval sludge, which is all you can believe in if you don’t believe in the living God of the Bible? 
This fact also, this awareness that whatever particular things we might think are right or wrong, people sense there is such a concept. God is making himself evident within them but they won’t admit that it is God within them who gives them that idea. “They suppress that truth in their unrighteousness and sin.” Even as we shove down into the sub-conscious, by scorn and laughter, the idea that we deserve punishment at the hand of God for all of this and every other way we rebel and sin against him. But we know it, otherwise why are we afraid of death? 
Yet, in spite of all this, the world is still full of good and beauty for God is a good God. So good in fact that he sent his only begotten Son, his absolutely good Son into the world to bear his wrath against all our sin and rebellion, this dishonesty of not acknowledging him even though we know he is and he speaks to us. He sent his only beloved Son that we may turn from all these vain, useless, idiotic ideas that produce nothing except failure and suffering and death and eternal misery. 
Up until the time of Jesus and Paul God had left the nations of the world other than Israel to go their own way (v.16) but now he has sent his Son, Jesus Christ, to deal with his moral outrage at our sin; and now he sends the gospel, the good news of what he has done for us through the life and death and resurrection of the only begotten Son of God; not only that we might be forgiven our sin and rebellion; but also that we be restored to a relationship of sonship and love with God as a Father; that we come to find that we are not meaningless bits of fleshy flotsam and jetsam on the stormy sea of life; but that we are the estranged sons and daughters of the living God. 
That is the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. That is the message of the church and there is no greater or more relevant message in the world at this time or any other. Do you believe it? 
You see what a state the world is in – its fear, its despair, its violence, its horror, its sheer terror, countries torn apart, people literally torn apart by war and horrible dictators who live only for their own glory; or by other nations who won’t mind their own business. 
You see what a state so many people’s lives in your own street are in today. They live in despair because they see no hope for themselves or the world: homes broken by divorce, children beaten and abused, others on the street – a feminist government of all things that prides itself that it has liberated young girls to sell their bodies on the street. All this because we’ve rebelled against the God who made us. 
God sent the gospel to save us from all these useless failures, our pride which brings all these miseries upon us:
#
the gospel which teaches us there is a living God who made us for himself and therefore we are the most wonderful creatures in the world, of eternal significance and meaning;

#
the gospel which teaches us that the God who made us speaks to us. He tells us of himself and all the unimaginable good he has in store for his people;

#
the gospel therefore of a good God who loves his creatures and wants only good for them; who loves them so much he sent his only begotten Son into the world that whosoever simply believes in him, that he died the death of eternal debt on our behalf, should not perish but have everlasting life – life that never ends, for sure; but also life of eternal depth and meaning. 
Will you carry on in this stupid pride that brings only such horrible and miserable failure? Or will you turn from all this to the living God, the living God who made us and speaks to us still, the living God who is good and desires only to do good?

Let us pray ….

  Amen

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, Sunday, 6th May, 2007

�    Vine; void of result; Trench; always when used ethically in the NT: resultlessness … the aimlessness, the leading to no object or end, the vanity, of all which has not Him, who is the only true object & end of any intelligent creature, for its scope.


�    Recorded in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, so Bruce, Stott and Gregory. Stott also speaks of archaeological evidence, first discovered by Sir Wm Ramsey, showing that Zeus and Hermes were worshipped in Lystra.


�    My wife and I have been reading lately Francis Schaeffer’s He is There and He is not Silent, in which he tackles exactly the ideas Paul puts before us in this passage, in Romans 1 and in Acts 17. That reading was helpful in my thinking for this sermon.


�    If that phrase in Romans 1:19 (NAS: within them; (is translated “among them”, the point is still proved, for it then speaks not of the personality of each single person, but of the interaction between two or more persons, and which is only possible between persons.
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