They will also listen
Acts 3:14-26   28:16-31 (text)   Romans 11:7-24
In the eighth verse of the book of Acts, Jesus said, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and in Samaria and to the uttermost parts of the earth.” What Jesus had called his apostles and his church to do, they had done. 
First of all, we see the gospel being preached in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost and thousands putting their faith in Jesus Christ. Yet there was resistance and persecution, which led to the death of Stephen.

As a result of this persecution, because the Christians had to flee Jerusalem, the gospel is preached in Samaria by Philip and it is confirmed with its own Pentecost under Peter and John in Acts chapter 8. 
Then the gospel is preached by Peter in Caesarea and accepted by Cornelius, the Roman centurion and other Gentiles. They also received their own Pentecost as the Holy Spirit was poured out on them as it was upon the Jews in chapter two. At the same time a church had been established in Antioch by un-named, ordinary believers; and meanwhile the apostle Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles, had also been converted. 
As we read the book of Acts, it is as if the baton is passed from Peter to Paul in chapter 12, and the gospel is taken up through Syria (now Lebanon), across Asia Minor (Turkey) and over the Aegean to Greece. At some point unknown to us, but probably quite early, it made its way to Rome and now in our text this morning we find Paul’s ambition fulfilled as he too enters the city of Rome in the company of other believers who had come out to meet him. 
So what Jesus had sent the apostles out to do after the Holy Spirit had come upon them they had done, yet only in principle, for it is a never ending task. Thus we find at the very end of the book of Acts, in the very last verse, Paul in Rome, “preaching and teaching the gospel with all openness, unhindered.”

For sure, Paul is facing a trial, but we have extra-biblical evidence which leads us to believe that he won his appeal and was released and saw another two or three years’ active ministry. It appears that he did finally get to Spain. 
 During that time was the great fire of Rome which the emperor Nero blamed on the Christians and unleashed a terrible persecution. Towards the end of that time Paul was re-arrested and martyred.
 But always the work of God is bigger than any individual Christian. Surely we would not want to make any one of our selves the centre of the universe and the purposes of God.

So the book ends with Paul in Rome “preaching and teaching the gospel with all openness, unhindered.” Yet in a sense the book doesn’t end it all because the preaching of the gospel does not end until the Lord Jesus Christ comes again. 
But what is happening in this last section of the book? We see a repetition of another sad pattern we have seen throughout the book, the rejection of the gospel by the Jews and Paul in consequence turning to the Gentiles. What is God saying to us in this? He is saying this, people of God: God sends the gospel to those who listen. I want to say three things about this. First of all, 
1.
The gospel is about the kingdom of God and Jesus Christ
In our text this morning, the term ‘gospel’ is not used to describe Paul’s preaching and teaching in Rome. But since Paul always understood the gospel to be “the power of God to salvation to everyone who believes,” Jew and Gentile; and since, when Paul went to Corinth he “resolved to know nothing among you save Jesus Christ and him crucified,” and that is the heart of the gospel; and since in Athens, where he preached his most philosophical sermon recorded, he concluded by declaring Jesus’ resurrection, which necessarily implies his death, and he spoke about the need to repent and be saved from the coming judgment,
 you can be sure that what Paul preached in Rome, however it is described, was the gospel. 
But in our text this morning Paul’s preaching, the gospel, is described as “the kingdom of God and Jesus,” or, “the Lord Jesus Christ,” verse 23, verse 31. What is Paul emphasizing then when he preaches the gospel described as the “kingdom of God and the Lord Jesus Christ”?
First of all, the kingdom of God. For far too many Christians Christianity, the gospel, is far too small. It is far too much about me and my personal salvation. And for too many Christians that will even exclude a real living commitment to Jesus Christ in fellowship with his body, the church. Christianity has been both individualised and privatised and that is all unbiblical. When Paul defended himself before Agrippa he reminded Agrippa that what Christ had done in his life on earth and his death on the cross “was not done in a corner.” It was public business because it was the business of the people of Israel, as the church then was, and because it was a work for all nations of the world. So when Jesus gave the Great Commission he sent the disciples out to “disciple all the nations.” And although the church since the time of Christ is no longer to be confined to any particular nation, nor to be identified with any particular nation, it is still described, interestingly, as a nation. Jesus said in Matthew twenty-one that the “kingdom of God would be taken from the Jews and given to a nation producing its fruits.” In Ephesians chapter two, Paul describes the church as “the commonwealth of Israel.” 
So the book of Acts begins with the risen Christ ascending into heaven to take his seat on the throne of the kingdom that he had won by his life and death and resurrection; a complete victory over satan. “The prince of this world is cast out,” Jesus said in John twelve, “and the Son of Man” is raised to the throne of David in heaven. There he received from his father the spoils of victory, the gift of the Holy Spirit, which immediately he shared with his generals, as it were, as he poured out the Holy Spirit on the church which shares in that victory. God had promised the prophet Daniel that he himself would establish a kingdom on the earth, a kingdom that would grow to rule the whole earth, a kingdom that would have no end (2:31ff.). And that kingdom was to be given to one like the Son of Man who would come to God on the clouds of heaven to receive it. That is what happened in the Ascension when Jesus went up into heaven on the clouds to receive his kingdom. 
So now the church, under the rule of King Jesuseaven to take his , empowered by the Holy Spirit, has the task of taking that victory in principle that Jesus had won and carrying it into every nook and corner of the planet. 
The book ends, therefore, with Paul in the capital of the world’s ruling empire “preaching and teaching with all openness, unhindered, the kingdom of God.” The church continues to do so to this very day and will continue to do so until the victory is complete; until the Word of God has achieved all that he has sent it out to do; until the last of God’s elect has been called to faith in Jesus Christ by the convicting and regenerating power of the Holy Spirit; until the nations are discipled and own him, and bow before him, as Lord. Then the last trumpet will sound and the King will return in his glory and great splendour to bring his victory to ultimate perfection. In the meantime, Paul tells us in Ephesians chapter one, “Christ rules over all things for his church.” 
People of God, the gospel is a very big affair; it is a multi-national business. It is about the whole world being brought into subjection to King Jesus. And this Paul preached in the capital of the nation that thought it was the empire of the world. We too must proclaim, and live in the joy and the hope of, the fact that there is now and only ever will be one world empire, one world government, and that is the moral and spiritual empire of the Lord Jesus Christ, the United Nations and its machinations notwithstanding! And God expects the nations as nations to recognize that. In Romans thirteen we are told that the rulers of the nations are appointed by God to reward and protect the righteous and to punish the wicked, as God defines righteousness and wickedness. 
Yet, at the same time, the gospel is very definitely personal, for it is about the Lord Jesus Christ. For Jesus Christ is the king of the kingdom and without him there is no kingdom. Throughout the gospels John the Baptist and Jesus preached that the kingdom of God was coming. It comes in and with the person of Jesus Christ and nothing else and in no other way. And this means that unless we know him personally we cannot be in that kingdom and we are not saved. Jesus said in his high priestly prayer, “This is eternal life that they may know thee, the only true God and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.”
 Therefore, often throughout Paul’s letters believers are described as people who are “in Christ.” By that phrase, “in Christ,” Paul means a relationship of one person with another person. A Christian is one who was once an enemy of God but has now been made a friend of God through Jesus Christ. 
It is true, we can speak about Christianity as a set of beliefs, or as a way of life, but that is never enough. Being a Christian is not first and foremost about formal church membership and so forth, as important as that is. It is about being in a personal, living relationship with the man, Jesus Christ. 
So I want to ask you this morning congregation: is that what you know yourself to be? Are you a friend of God? Are you a child of God? Do you have that felt sense of sonship that Paul speaks about in Romans chapter eight by which you naturally, but not presumptuously, turn and speak to God as your Father? Do you know Jesus Christ person to person as your older brother? Do you fellowship with God? Do you speak with him every day by listening to him speak to you through his Word and responding with your prayers and your meditations? 
I am not saying that that is an easy business. It isn’t. There is probably nothing the devil will try to make more difficult for us than fellowshipping with his greatest enemy. If we are the Lord’s, he cannot take us back. But he will do his level best to make us useless in the service of our Lord. By coming between us and fellowship with God and Jesus Christ he can make us miserable Christians and therefore terrible advertisements for the gospel. And he doesn’t have to do this by dragging us into some great sin. He only needs to distract us with any number of good things in this life, let alone the silly, the trivial, the merely unprofitable time-wasters, of which this world is full. He even only needs to get us so terribly busy in the work of the kingdom and the church that personal communion with our blessed and loving Lord is crowded out. 
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, we must never minimize the gospel. We must never narrow down what God wants to do by it. On the other hand, never forget its heart. It is about the kingdom of God, and our place in the kingdom of God is rooted in a personal love relationship with “Jesus Christ who loved us and gave himself for us.” 
The second thing I want to say from this text this morning is this: 
2.
The gospel of the kingdom of God and the Lord Jesus Christ is the hope of Israel
When the Jews in Rome agreed to come and meet Paul and hear what he had to say, they said, in verse twenty-one, “We have neither received letters from Judea concerning you, nor have any of the brethren come here and reported or spoken anything bad about you. But we desire to hear from you what your views are; for concerning this sect, it is known to us that it is spoken against everywhere” (vv.21-22). But Paul denied that the Way or that the Christians were a sect. 
Paul never tried to distance himself from his own people. He always tried to identify himself with them, for he believed that the gospel was the true continuation of the faith of Israel. That is why he had called “the leading men of the Jews” in Rome and said, “I am wearing this chain for the sake of the hope of Israel” (vv.17, 20). Likewise, he said that he had “appealed to Caesar” but I did not have “any accusation against my nation” (v.19). 
In the book of Romans Paul says that, “Christ is the end of the Law.”
 In other words, Christ is the end result; all the Law and the Prophets, the whole Old Testament point to Jesus Christ. He fulfils it all in every way. Jesus Christ and the gospel and the church are not something new and unexpected in the world, nor are they an addition to God’s work with Israel in the Old Testament. They are not an add-on. The church is not an optional extra. And I emphasize this point because there are still Christians today who believe that the hope of Israel is something different from the gospel and the church of the Lord Jesus Christ and salvation through him and him alone. And that is a big mistake and a great distraction. Peter said in Acts chapter three, verse twenty-six, “For you (Jewish people) first God raised up his servant and sent him to bless you by turning every one of you from your wicked ways.” God sent Jesus Christ into the world to save the Jewish people on the same basis, with the same privileges, as the Gentiles, and to bring the two together into one flock (John chapter ten; the whole book of Acts). And there is no hope for Israel, nor for anyone else, outside of faith in Jesus Christ. Israel as Israel is not the people of God. The church, the body of Christ, made up of whomever is the one people of God, in direct descent from Old Testament Israel. 
So Paul says in Romans eleven that one day Israel, the Jewish people naturally speaking, will wake up and the veil will be taken from their blind spiritual eyes, and they will see,  and say, “Hey, the Gentiles the have got our salvation. The Gentiles have got our Messiah!" And they will repent and they will be graft back in to the olive tree of the life of God and be saved in exactly the same way as anybody else; and they will join with us and they will become one with us. There never should be any such thing as Messianic Jews, for example; not really. There should just be Christians; whatever race, culture, colour; believers in the Lord Jesus Christ because, thirdly: 
3.
The hope of Israel is the hope of the whole world
I don’t need to say much about that because that’s been the message of the whole book of Acts. In Romans 11:15, we read that Jewish rejection of Jesus Christ and the gospel resulted in the reconciliation of the whole world, of all the other nations. How did it happen? 
#
It began with the leaders of Israel in Jerusalem demanding that Pilate crucify him. And so he was. They continued along that path in seeking to shut down the apostles and stop them preaching. 
#
Then, in chapter thirteen, verse forty-six, we find Paul in Antioch in central Turkey, and the Jewish leaders there reject the gospel. So Paul says, “It was necessary that the Word of God be spoken to you first. Since you repudiate it and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life we are turning to the Gentiles.” 
#
The same thing happened in Corinth in chapter eighteen (verse six). 
#
The same thing happened in Ephesus in chapter nineteen (verses 8-9).

#
Now in chapter twenty-eight, Paul has gone all the way from the home of Israel in Jerusalem to the home of the ruling empire of the Gentile world. And “some were persuaded,” we read in verse twenty-four, “but others would not believe.” In response, Paul quoted a prophecy from Isaiah chapter six, which predicted that exactly this would happen, and he said in verse twenty-eight, “Let it be known to you, therefore, that this salvation of God has been sent to the Gentiles. They also will listen.” 
“They also will listen.” I thought about that phrase for a long time. Had the Jews not been listening? No, they had not! Paul had been preaching and they had been hearing, but they hadn’t listened. They didn’t heed. And it was not just that it had gone in one ear and out the other. That would have been bad enough with the Word of God. 

#
But in Jerusalem they crucified him; they forbade the apostles to preach, and they persecuted the Christians.  
#
In Antioch they “repudiated” the gospel. 
#
In Corinth they “resisted and blasphemed.”  
#
In Ephesus some “became hardened and disobedient.” 
#
In Rome some “would not believe.” It wasn’t a misunderstanding or a lack of evidence. They “had deliberately hard hearts, deaf ears and closed eyes,” as John Stott puts it.  “They would not believe.”
So God cut them off, as they have been by and large for two thousand years. Interesting. For two thousand years God worked mainly with the Hebrew people from Abraham to Jesus Christ. For two thousand years God has laid them aside and worked mainly with Gentiles. It is we now, part of the church for two thousand years, who are today in the place that Israel was then. We have been hearing the gospel for two thousand years and many of us here this morning, personally speaking, all our lives. 
You have been hearing it. But have you been listening to it? Have you been drinking it in? Have you been turning it over in your heart? Have you been considering your sin? Have you been thinking about the fact that as you came from your mother’s womb you are a horror and an obscenity to God, a rebel and under his judgment therefore? 
And yet God loved us still. He “so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son that whosoever believes in him should not perish but have everlasting life.”
 Will you believe it? Will you bow to God’s judgment about you? After all, he is the all-knowing One. He’s the one who knows every secret thought. He knows you better than you will ever know yourself. Will you therefore turn from whatever idols you presently live for and chase after and waste time and money on and turn to the living God; to the loving God who offered the blood of his own and only and absolutely holy and therefore beloved Son on the Cross of Calvary? 
God sends the gospel to those who will not only hear but who “will also listen.” His Spirit does not always strive with man, we read elsewhere. If we resist him, there comes a day when he concludes that it is “pearls before pigs,” and he will turn from us and take the gospel elsewhere. For they, elsewhere, will not only hear, “they will also listen.” 
It may very well be that after two thousand years God is taking the gospel from the western world, in general, right now. For so many in the West have heard it but not listened. They have not heeded it. They have not obeyed it. They have not been convinced by it and convicted by it. And it’s not because they didn’t understand it. It is because they preferred to go their own way, as we all prefer to go our own way, and have done since Adam and Eve. 
Congregation, let us think about this very carefully, very seriously. You who are older, what is this business every Sunday? Is it just a formality? Is it just a way of life you’ve got used to, you were brought up in and you’ve carried it on? Or does it live in your heart day by day? Young people, have you ever sat down and had a good hard think about where you really are with God? Are you really sorry for your sin? Have you really turned away from it and want to turn away from it? Have you really cast yourself completely upon the Lord Jesus Christ as desperately lost otherwise, and want to live for the Lord and not yourself? Then you had better do it today, for tomorrow it may be taken away and given to China or North Korea or Islam! And maybe it will be “they who will also listen.” 
But for the moment the Lord is still with us. He still offers us his love and salvation through the death of his only beloved Son. Let us all be certain that our calling and election is sure, that we really do love the Lord.

Amen
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 1st June, 2008
�   According to Gregory, Clement, in his letter to Rome says Paul had gone to “the extremity of the West,” a phrase often used to describe Spain; in the Muratorian Canon, it is said, with regard to Acts, that Luke “… omits the journey of Paul from Rome to Spain”; Chrysostom says “St Paul, after his residence in Rome, departed to Spain.” From Philemon 22; Philippians 2:24; 1 Timothy 1:3; 3:14-15; and Titus 1:5; 3:12, it would appear he also visited Asia again.


�   Probably in Troas in 66 or 67, according to Gregory; according to Stott in 64. As a Roman citizen, he could not be tortured or crucified. He was probably beheaded outside the city, so Gregory.


�   Romans 1:16;  1 Corinthians 1:18, 2:2;  Acts 17:30-31.


�   John 17:3.


�   Romans 10:4.


�   John 3:16.
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