Acts 13:43-52

The Word of the Lord

You wont find it on any list of the world’s most powerful institutions, companies or people, and social theorists will spend little time considering it, yet it is the one thing in this world that has the capacity to radically change not just individuals, not just our society, but the world.  It is the one thing that can recast life as we know it and make it fundamentally and eternally better.  And yet in Australia at least, it’s very easy to miss, it’s very easy to underestimate.  Perhaps already this morning, you’ve missed it, even though it is in fact the main player in our Acts reading, the protagonist and the one thing that all others in the passage are reacting to and are measured by.  It’s the word of the Lord.  The word of God.

  Maybe you missed it, I did the first time I read this passage through, yet here it is, unobtrusively making its way through our Acts passage.  Verse 44 “almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord”, verse 46 “It was necessary that the word of God should be spoken first to you,” verse 47 “the Lord commanded us saying”, again it’s the Word of the Lord, and again in verse 48 the Gentiles “praised the word of the Lord,” and finally in verse 49 “the word of the Lord spread throughout the region.”  Over and over again it is the Word of the Lord that features, it is the word of the Lord that is at the forefront of the action.  Not Paul, not Barnabas, not the Jews or the Gentiles, but the word of the Lord.

Well, what do we mean when we talk about the word of the Lord?  In the context of Acts, the word of the Lord is the gospel.  1 Peter 1:24-25 says that “the Word of the Lord endures forever and that word is the good news that was announced to you.”  The good news, the gospel, the news of the death and resurrection of Jesus for the forgiveness of sins, this is the great power that can change this world, that can redeem our societies and restore our hopes and our hearts.

It’s no wonder then, that when it’s unleashed it leads to radical responses.  Radical responses personally, regionally, and globally.  And those responses can be either radically positive, or radically negative.  For the Jews, the religious leaders of the area, the response to the word of God was radically negative, for the gentiles, the response was radically positive.  And throughout our reading, these two groups are contrasted. 

On the personal level, the religious leaders hear the word of the Lord and they blaspheme, they contradict what Paul was saying, and what Paul was saying was the word of the Lord.  

Now, this kind of thing isn’t confined to the Jewish leaders in our reading, you can find that sort of thing happening today all over the place, indeed it’s quite lucrative to do that these days.  Spong, Barbara Thiering, they made lots of money out of doing just that.  Contradicting and blaspheming the word of the Lord.

But that’s not the only response, no we hear that when the Gentiles hear, far from blaspheming and contradicting, they’re glad, and praise the word of the Lord.  They affirm it, they rejoice in it, they agree fully and whole heartedly.  They go beyond mere assent, they’re actually happy when they hear the gospel.  

Another personal response is that they are filled.  Like the rains gushing into our water tanks this week and filling them up, the word of the Lord fills those who hear it, but it doesn’t fill all people with same thing.  Rain’s much less complicated, you know that what your tank’s being filled with is water.  With the word of the Lord, we see in our passage that the people are either filled with jealousy, or filled with joy and the Holy Spirit.  Verse 45, “But when the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy; and blaspheming, they contradicted what was spoken by Paul.”  The crowds had come to hear the word of the Lord and this filled the Jews with Jealousy, and it was from this filling that they acted to oppose the word.  In contrast, the disciples, verse 52 “were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit.”  Two quite different fillings, one of jealousy which leads to sin, the other of joy that leads to the Spirit filled life.

The other thing to note about this personal impact is that it has eternal consequences.  In verse 46 Paul and Barnabas say that by rejecting the word of the Lord, they judge themselves to be unworthy of eternal life.  It is by their own actions that they disqualify themselves from the life that has been so freely offered.  Again in verse 48 the consequences are likwise eternal – “as many as had been destined for eternal life became believers.”  Those who believe have an eternity of life with God as their destiny – this is as true today as it was then.  Do you believe?  Well, you are destined for eternal life.  You have a destiny that is beyond work, beyond rest, beyond the joy of watching grandkids born and grow, beyond whatever this life might hold.  We have a destiny, it is eternal and it is full of life.

These two responses are also worked out regionally.  Verse 49, the word of the Lord spread throughout the region.  People heard the gospel, received it and spread it throughout the region, this whole area was enveigled with the gospel.  Isn’t that a great picture, if only we could say the word of the Lord was spread throughout the region of Mitcham!!!!  That we could go into the Mitcham shopping centre and find the word of the Lord on the lips of people as they shopped, that we could hop on the bus that stops at the end of the road here and sit down in the middle of a conversation about God’s salvation.  

Sounds far fetched?  I’ve actually lived in a place like that.  Papua New Guinea really only has one major highway, and that stretches from Lae to Mt Hagen.  It’s an amazing road, only two lanes, and it winds its way up enormous mountains, and it’s a road populated largely by bus drivers with delusions of formula 1 grandeur.  There’s a cliff down one side and a cliff up the other and bends in the road every two seconds, yet the drivers have no qualms in overtaking whoever’s slow enough to be doing the speed limit.  I went on one of these buses up to Mt. Hagen, and pretty much for the whole of the 4 hour trip the general conversation on the Bus was about God.  That was a region where the Word of the Lord had spread throughout.   Wouldn’t it be great if Mitcham was like that?

If we were to spread the word of the Lord throughout the region of Mitcham, we’d have to be prepared for some opposition, wouldn’t we?  We see in verse 50 that “the Jews incited the devout women of high standing and the leading men of the city, and stirred up persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and drove them out of their region.”  These people gathered the who’s who of the society pages and turned them against Paul and Barnabas.  They’re religious extremists, they’re upsetting the status quo, they’re bad for business.  I’m not sure what the arguments they used were, but they’re the usual ones.  It’s interesting that it was the devout women of high standing and the leading men of the city.  As an affluent parish, we certainly have our share of devout women of high standing and leading men.  If Paul and Barnabas came through those doors, would we be the ones driving them away, opposing the word of the Lord?  I trust not, but it’s worth thinking about.  In verse 51-52 we see that they succeed in driving Paul and Barnabas out, but they fail to drive out the word of the Lord.  Because the end of the matter is that disciples remain there and are filled with joy and the Holy Spirit.

But it’s not quite the end of the matter, is it?  Because the word of the Lord not only has a personal and regional effect, but it also has a global effect.  Our passage draws to a close with Paul and Barnabas driven out of the region, heading out to Iconium to preach the word all the more.  Going beyond the region, into the rest of the world.  We know from the rest of the book of Acts that the word spreads throughout the Roman empire.  Indeed, we know that it goes further, that it does go to the ends of the earth.  We know this because here we are, in Mitcham Adelaide, surely a place which those living in Pisidian Antioch would have considered the ends of the earth, and we are listening to the word of the Lord.  Just as Paul said when he quoted Isaiah 49:6 in verse 47 of our reading, “I have set you to be a light to the gentiles, so that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.”  

We live in Mitcham, we live in the ends of the earth and these words are for us as much as they were for Paul and Barnabas.  God says to you this morning “I have set you to be a light for the gentiles so that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.”  to your neighbours, to your families, to your suburb, to the world.  Like Paul and Barnabas, if you go with the word of the Lord you will find joyful acceptance and bitter opposition.  But you’ll be playing a part in saving not just another person, not just another suburb, but the world itself.  In the end it’s not us that must be powerful, for we have the word of the Lord, sharper than a two edge sword, the sword of the spirit, the power for salvation.  It is the word of the Lord that will save not just us personally, not just our region, but the whole world.

