The Bible and Salvation, I

or: The most Wonderful Man who ever lived
Isaiah 46:3-13   Acts 17:1-15

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, friends and visitors here with us this morning, I wonder: what part does the Word of God play in our lives? Do we read it often? How much do we read it? How well do we know it? Do we think upon it? Do we meditate upon it much? How well can we use it when the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Mormons come to the door? Are we able to answer them? Do we even think of turning to our Bibles when we come across other teachings? The Bereans did. 
When we look at Paul’s ministry in Greece as a whole, we should see it as being a significant advance for the progress of the gospel as it goes from Palestine to Asia Minor, across the Aegean Sea and thence to Europe in the nation of Greece. But also, within Paul’s ministry in Greece, as we have looked at it in chapter 16 and now continuing into chapter 17, we can see that there is also a development of thought, of ideas. We are being taught things about how God works with the gospel in the world. Let me explain. 
#
At first in Paul’s ministry in Greece there is an emphasis on the work of the Holy Spirit. We read in chapter 16, verse six that Paul was “forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the Word of God in Asia.” We then read in the next verse that “the Spirit of Jesus did not permit them to go north into Bithynia” along the shores of the Black Sea. Rather, God gives Paul a vision of a man in Macedonia on the other side of the Aegean, calling him to “come over and help.” Finally, we read in verse 15 of chapter 16 that “the Lord opened Lydia’s heart to respond to the things spoken by Paul.” 
#
In the second section of his ministry in Greece the emphasis moves to faith. We could sum that up in what Paul said to the Philippian jailor, “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved” (16:31). But the faith Paul preached was the faith Paul lived. So we also saw that he was able to cast the demon out of the young slave girl (16:18). So also Paul and Silas did not claim their Roman citizenship immediately. They accepted the persecution that was coming to them, perhaps to be an example to those who had believed on the Lord through their ministry and whom Paul could reasonably expect would meet persecution when he left town, if not before. In submission, like the Lord Jesus Christ, they overcome this onslaught of the authorities by faith. 
#
And now, as Paul and Silas move on to Thessalonica and Berea, the emphasis moves from the work of the Holy Spirit to the faith the Spirit produces in our hearts, to the Scriptures, through which the Spirit produces faith in our hearts. We read in our text here in verses two and three that “Paul reasoned with the Jews in Thessalonica from the Scriptures” (17:2f.). The Berean Jews “received the Word with great eagerness” (11a). And “they examined the Scriptures daily to see whether these things Paul was teaching really were so” (11b). 
You will remember that in the previous chapter that demon in the slave girl pronounced, “These men are servants of the Most High God who are proclaiming to you the way of salvation” (16:17). But the only valid testimony to God and his salvation is God speaking through his own Word. So Paul rejects the witness of the demon. He casts the demon out. And this idea of God testifying to himself through his own Word is the theme of today’s passage. We might put it like this: God leads the church by his Spirit to faith in the Lord Jesus through acceptance of his word. I want to say two things about this this morning – and I only got half way through my text, so the first point became the whole sermon. But there are two things that I want to say about it. The first is this;

1.
Paul proclaimed Jesus of Nazareth
Verses two and three say, “According to Paul’s custom he went to them – to the Jews in the synagogue in Thessalonica – and for three Sabbaths, he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and giving evidence that the Christ had to suffer and rise again from the dead and saying, This Jesus whom I am proclaiming to you is the Christ.”
Not only did Paul overcome the onslaught of the world by submitting to its persecution like the Lord Jesus, he also followed exactly the same method as the Lord Jesus when he preached the gospel. First of all Paul proclaimed Jesus, Jesus of Nazareth. “This Jesus whom I am proclaiming to you is the Christ.” He certainly went on to demonstrate other things about Jesus Christ, the man from Galilee, but in the first instance he preached Jesus Christ. We must never forget that. 
i)
Christianity is first of all about knowing a person, Jesus Christ, who was born into this world just like we all were, even though at the same time he was the eternal Son of God. Christianity, first off, is about knowing God and his Son whom God sent, as Jesus put it in John 17, verse 3. 
Christianity, people of God, must be something that engages us in a personal way because Christianity is not, at heart, a set of doctrines or philosophical ideas. Doctrines and ideas are certainly important and to know Jesus Christ we must have right ideas about who he is and right teachings about what he came to do. But the teachings must lead us to know Jesus Christ personally. They must lead us into a personal relationship with the Almighty, through his Son. 
So, in a sense, being about relationships, we can even say that Christianity is a very human thing – in the sense that it is perfectly suited to human beings. For we are made in the image of God and God is a relational God. He is Father, Son and Holy Spirit and from all eternity the three Persons have enjoyed perfect fellowship with each other. We have been made in God’s image – male and female. We are made for relationships. We are made for companionship. Congregation, is this how we see our faith? Do we strive to live in communion with God? Do we hear him speak to us through his word and so we commune with him through prayer? That is often difficult, I know, and many times it seems a barren exercise. Often we strive to pray but somehow we don’t seem to connect. God seems distant. Our own hearts are often cold. 
Well let me, brothers and sisters, encourage you to persevere with it because, do you know what? You should expect that to be difficult. For when we commune with God, when we really strive to listen to his Word and pray to him and speak to him, heart to heart, we are doing the greatest thing, the most ennobling thing in the world. All God’s work of salvation can be summed up, if you like, in one of Jesus’ names – Emmanuel, God with us. We were originally made in fellowship with God and we were made for fellowship with God and that is the heart and that is the ultimate end of our faith. That is the final picture we see in the book of Revelation – Jesus walking among us. So that, therefore, is the thing that the devil hates most in the world and therefore he tries his hardest to prevent it happening; to make our communion unreal, difficult, for when we are in communion with God, then he has lost us absolutely and completely. Then the victory of faith has been won as much as it won at any time. 
To seek communion with God, whether in our private devotions or here in public worship, is to engage in, from satan’s point of view, the most defiant act we can. And he hates it and he will do all he can to wreck it, to disturb you, to distract you. He will cause your children to play up. He will try to make our worship seem irrelevant by bringing into your mind thoughts about the events of the week, or the big wide world, or business worries, or family concerns. He will try to lead our minds away by making it a bit warm with the sun streaming in the window and so we fall half-asleep and have pleasant day-dreams instead. Worship, brothers and sisters, is work. And we need to prepare for it. We need to pray that the Lord will help us in it, publicly or privately, and we need to ask God to remove other thoughts, to take distractions from our minds, to calm the hearts of our children, to give his Holy Spirit to us, to lead us, to help us to pray. 
Christianity is essentially communion with the Living God, the ruler of all the universe through his Son, Jesus Christ and you can bet the devil hates it and he will do all he can to wreck it. 
But the other thing about this first point, that Paul proclaimed Jesus of Nazareth, is that: 
ii)
Christianity is about Jesus Christ, the Man – that wonderful man, that most wonderful human being who ever lived. 
#
He is a man whom little children can love. Some of us aren’t so good with little children. Jesus was perfect with them. He loved them. He could take them up onto his knee. He could talk with them. He could communicate with them at their level without talking down to them. And I suppose – we don’t have a record of it – but I suppose he could have fun with them as well. 
#
He was a man whom women could love and know that he loved them in absolute purity. He could see that they were beautiful, and sexually desirable no doubt, and yet they never felt his eyes on them like that. He loved them as Paul exhorts pastors and elders to love the women in the congregation – as sisters, as mothers, and maybe the little ones as daughters. Not of course that it is wrong for us to desire a man or a woman sexually; only, it is to be only for one, the one God gives us; and if God doesn’t give us the one, we have to ask God to help us to be satisfied with that as well. 
#
But he is also a man whom men can love in manly purity as well; because in him we see all that we ought to be and desire to be – pure sexually, but in every way. He never envied another man’s talents or success or money. He was a man’s man. He was strong. He was hard. He could be angry. He could be very angry at times, but never sinfully so. He was tough. He was patient. He could take suffering like no other. He knew his way in the world. He could handle other men. For that matter, he could handle anybody, yet never manipulate them. He could face men down if necessary. He knew his place in the world. He knew his task and he calmly and deliberately went about it. He was never put off for a moment. He was the most purposeful man who ever lived. He was never distracted. And yet he was a gentle man, tender even, and without the shred of embarrassment about showing it. And somehow he always had time for interruptions, without anyone getting the feeling that they were imposing on him or being a nuisance. 
#
And he was a man young men could love. Young men, especially, love to test the limits. They love to face down authority. Well, here is a man who faced down authority, in righteousness, when it had to be done for the cause of God, for the cause of the kingdom. 
#
And finally, he is a man we all – men, women and children – feel understands us. He knows our needs. He knows our weaknesses and we feel we can go to him with them. 
And this man, Jesus Christ, was the Son of God who came from heaven because he loved us. Here we were, all of us like sheep gone astray, wandering and lost. But we were gone astray and lost because we were rebels. We wanted to go astray, “We turned everyone to his own way,” out of God’s way, and we have actually become God-haters, the Psalms tell us, and Paul quotes them in Romans three. Of ourselves, none of us seek after God – not truly, not the God who is. And yet he came still because he loved us. And how shall we for whom he died not love him in return? “I beseech you therefore, brothers,” says Paul in Romans 12, “by the mercies of God,” because of all this I have been telling you in the previous eleven chapters that God did, “present your bodies as living sacrifices. That is your reasonable service.” That’s the least and the most you can do. 
Do we love the Lord Jesus Christ as a perfect and holy man and as the eternal Son of God? For if we don’t, we are not Christians. For one who has been loved that much must love in return; and if we do not love much in return, then it is plain, says Jesus, we don’t know that love.
Paul proclaimed Jesus of Nazareth. And here’s the final thing I want to say about that fact: 
iii)
“He loved us and gave himself for us,” in obedience to the Father, who himself loved us so much “that he gave his only begotten Son.” He came into this world as a man, “not to be served but to serve and to give his life a ransom for many.”
 
Paul didn’t proclaim some imaginary Christ, some ideal Christ of faith, more or less unrelated to Jesus of Nazareth in Galilee. Paul proclaimed and Christianity is about Jesus, the son of Mary and, as it were, the son of Joseph, born in Bethlehem, fled to Egypt, grew up in Galilee, “went about healing and doing good” in Galilee and Judea for three years; and around 33 AD was crucified on a Roman cross. He died. He was buried. He was a real flesh and blood man. But on the third day he rose again from the dead. These are the things Paul preached that day and always preached. He says in 1 Corinthians 15, verse 3, “I preached these things as of first importance” about the man, Jesus Christ, for these very earthly matters, the whole bunch of details of Jesus’ life story, were the saving works of the God of heaven. If Jesus didn’t live, work and die as we read in the Gospels, if these, in a way, very natural earthly events are not true, “then”, says Paul, “your faith in the supernatural God is useless: it is vain.” It’s like the clouds in the sky – here today and gone tomorrow. 
And the way Paul preached is exactly parallel to the way Jesus preached. 
#
Jesus came and said, “I am the way, the truth and the life.” Jesus didn’t preach like the Old Testament prophets: “Thus saith the Lord.” He just said, “I say.” He proclaimed himself! How then could Jesus be anything else but God? How do we react to anybody who proclaims himself? Well, some may follow the David Koreshes of this world – if you have perhaps watched that programme the last couple of Wednesday nights – but most will just reject them and say exactly what they are: they are nutters and egotists at best! Nevertheless, Jesus proclaimed himself – and the strange thing is, coming from his mouth, it seems right; and we believe and we follow him. And even those who don’t believe in him don’t accuse him of pride or egotism. 
#
But then Jesus also showed that he rightly preached himself, for he said, “All the Scriptures point to me.” I can’t rightly preach anybody else! he was saying, in effect. “You search the Scriptures,” he said to the Jews, “for in them you think you will find eternal life, and you are absolutely right, for they testify of me.” So as he walked along the road to Emmaus with those two disciples, we read, “Beginning with Moses and all the prophets, Jesus explained to them the things concerning himself in all the Scriptures,” the Old Testament, that is (Luke 24:27). And Paul did exactly the same. He proclaimed, first of all, the man, Jesus Christ. Secondly,

2.
Paul proclaimed Jesus Christ according to the Scriptures
Listen again to verse two: “And according to Paul’s custom he went to them and for three Sabbaths reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and giving evidence that the Christ – the Messiah, the promised Saviour – had to suffer and rise again from the dead, and saying, This Jesus of Nazareth in Galilee whom I am proclaiming to you is that Christ.” 
Paul was preaching to Jews in Thessalonica and a little later in Berea. They were steeped in the Old Testament. They lived in its prophecies of a coming Messiah. Under the heel of Rome they ached for the fulfilment of those prophecies. For there was Jerusalem, across the Mediterranean there, trodden underfoot by another empire – Rome, this time. The Promised Land wasn’t even called Israel anymore! It was just divided up into various Roman provinces, even sometimes called Palestine, the land of the Philistines, of all things. More of its people lived outside the land given to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob than in it; scattered to the four winds; first of all by Babylon, then by Assyria, then by Greece and now by Rome. Israel, who was supposed to be the head of the nations, had been reduced to a very scraggy – we might even say daggy – bit of tail indeed. 
So the Jewish people lived in all those wonderful Old Testament prophecies about the Messiah who would one day come and deliver them; and they prayed that God would fulfil those prophecies, just like you see Orthodox Jews at the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem today. 
And that is exactly what Paul showed them had, in fact, happened. 
#
“He reasoned with them from the Scriptures.” That was the Old Testament then. 
#
“He explained and gave evidence,” we read, “that Jesus of Nazareth was the Messiah,” the Christ that those prophets spoke of. He gave evidence. Those words mean: he laid alongside. Paul proclaimed Jesus of Nazareth and he laid Jesus’ life and doings alongside the prophecies in the Old Testament about the coming Messiah and showed those Jews the only possible conclusion. What is prophesied there is what was done here by Jesus of Nazareth. “This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is this Christ” you are looking for in the Scriptures! The prophecies are fulfilled, he was saying. Your great Saviour, the world’s desire, the deliverer of Israel has come. 
#
He “gave evidence” from the Old Testament prophets; he showed from those prophets that the Christ prophesied in those prophecies “had to suffer and rise again from the dead.” This was “of first importance,” he said in 1 Corinthians 15, “what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures. He was buried. He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures.” Peter speaks similarly in some of his sermons earlier on in the Book of Acts and in his first letter. That is what Jesus did on the road to Emmaus. “It was necessary,” Jesus said, “for the Christ to suffer these things and to enter into his glory.” “And beginning with Moses and all the prophets he explained to them the things concerning himself in all the Scriptures.” 
Congregation, here is another great wonder of our faith. It’s old. It’s as old as the hills. It’s the outworking of a very old plan which was not only in God’s mind before the foundations of the world, but which he revealed to his people years before it began to be outworked. We read about that earlier in Isaiah 46, verse 8, “Remember this and be assured,” says God. “Recall it to mind you transgressors. Remember the former things long past, for I am God and there is no other. I am God, there is no-one like me. I declare the end from the beginning and from ancient times things which have not yet been done, saying, My purpose will be established. I will accomplish all my good pleasure…. Truly I will bring it to pass. I have planned it, surely I will do it.” 
God worked in this way, of prophesying and then bringing things to pass hundreds of years later, exactly to help us believe. In this case he prophesied the coming of the Christ in Isaiah and six hundred years later he brought it about. The oldest copy of the Book of Isaiah we have was made around the time Jesus lived and worked. In those days when books had to be copied by hand and were distributed very slowly, you can be sure the copy Paul was reading in Thessalonica was not made in Jesus’ day and shipped to Thessalonica. Almost certainly, Paul was reading an older copy, yet it was the same as those we have now found in the Dead Sea Scrolls copied in Jesus’ day. The prophecy Paul was quoting was not a ‘prophecy’ written after the event. It was genuine. 

We confess in the Belgic Confession, “We receive these books, believing without any doubt all things contained in them, because they carry the evidence that they are from God in themselves. The very blind are able to perceive that the things foretold in them are being fulfilled.” (Article 5.)

Paul proclaimed Jesus Christ as prophesied in the Scriptures. Do we believe the Bible? Do we believe God’s own testimony about himself? Jesus talked about this once and said, “You believe the testimony of men.” And of course the Jews did; and so do we. We believe what other people say all the time. “Well then,” says Jesus, “the testimony of God is greater.” So why don’t you believe the testimony of God? And God has gone out of his way to demonstrate the truth of his testimony by prophesying years beforehand and then fulfilling it. 
The reason people do not believe is not because they are not convinced of the truth of the Bible. The reason they do not believe is because they are prejudiced. If you’re not a believer here this morning, is that the reason you don’t believe? – as prejudiced against God as any Jew of Thessalonica was against Jesus of Nazareth because Jesus of Nazareth couldn’t be the Messiah because the Messiah they sought was a great Roman Empire-conquering hero? That’s the real reason people don’t believe – because of their prejudice and their preconceptions. If people want a god at all, they want a god who fits their requirements, who lives up to their expectations, who does what they want a god to do; which is to turn everything on its head. For the God who is is the God who made us and all things. He is the God who works in the world according to his will and purpose. He saves according to his plan. And since he made us, he knows our real need. He knows what is really best for us. 
If you want God, you must stop playing God yourself. God is and we must simply fall in step with him. He has revealed himself in the creation. He has revealed himself in his Son. And before he revealed himself in his Son, he told us in the prophecies of Isaiah and others what the Son would be like, what he would do, and the very blind ought to be able to see that the things foretold in the Old Testament are fulfilled in Jesus Christ. 
So let me ask you this morning: do you believe this Book? It is the most well attested book upon the earth, even in terms of human scholarship. It speaks about the life and work of the most wonderful human being who ever lived, a man whom even his enemies acknowledge is the most attractive man who ever walked this planet, Jesus of Nazareth, who came in fulfilment of the prophecies that God gave about his Son who would be the Saviour of the world. Your salvation depends on what you do with God’s own testimony. May the Lord break down that rebellion and prejudice and plant faith in every heart. 
  Amen
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 15 July, 2007

� John 3:16; Mark 10:45.
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