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Text: Acts 13:44-49 (#45)

Acts 13:44-49  44 On the next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord.  45 When the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy and talked abusively against what Paul was saying.  46 Then Paul and Barnabas answered them boldly: "We had to speak the word of God to you first. Since you reject it and do not consider yourselves worthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles.  47 For this is what the Lord has commanded us: "'I have made you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.'"  48 When the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and honored the word of the Lord; and all who were appointed for eternal life believed.  49 The word of the Lord spread through the whole region.

Summary from last week(#44)
Man’s religious belief looks holy and honor, yet  its reality is a wicked sinfulness that has inclination to kill God. When one’s religious spirit is captured by the power of the devil, a supernatural power can be demonstrated. So, we can see many appearances of shamans, magicians, fortune tellers, and prophets in the world who can perform incredible miracles. Inside the church, they act in a form of false prophets and false Christs. They become agents of the one who is ‘the ruler of the kingdom of the air’ and try to influence the power of darkness in every aspect of our politics, economy, and culture. The problem is of God’s saint’s ignorance of such evil activity and lack of discernment toward those false activities.  In spite of the great power of truth given to our hand, many churches spiritually fall into sleep. Even more,  they mistakenly build up strange gospel ideologies and culture together by mixing their faith with other religious beliefs.  To make our gospel become the true gospel as originally intended by God, each saint must listen to the word of truth more deliberately and try to realize the real intention of God’s messages in the bible with a prayerful heat. In addition, we must constantly fight a spiritual battle in truth with our own false beliefs and wicked religious sprit that have already been planted inside of us.   “If a prophet, or one who foretells by dreams, appears among you and announces to you a miraculous sign or wonder,  2 and if the sign or wonder of which he has spoken takes place, and he says, "Let us follow other gods" (gods you have not known) "and let us worship them,"  3 you must not listen to the words of that prophet or dreamer. The LORD your God is testing you to find out whether you love him with all your heart and with all your soul.  4 It is the LORD your God you must follow, and him you must revere. Keep his commands and obey him; serve him and hold fast to him.  5 That prophet or dreamer must be put to death, because he preached rebellion against the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt and redeemed you from the land of slavery; he has tried to turn you from the way the LORD your God commanded you to follow. You must purge the evil from among you” (Deuteronomy 13:1-5).  We should cast out all false and religious beliefs and lifestyles that have been affected in the past by using the power weapons of the word entrusted to us and build up together the true church of God. 

“Since you reject it and do not consider yourselves worthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles” (v.46)
When the apostle Paul preaches the gospel, so many crowds especially among the Gentiles carefully begin to listen to his message and receive salvation. However, the Jews become so jealous of their gathering and so try to interrupt Paul’s preaching with all kinds of refutation.  Then, Paul rebukes them saying, “you reject it and do not consider yourselves worthy of eternal life.” Who are the Jews? They received the word of God first. They’ve tried so hard to meditate, study, and keep the word with all of their hearts. They are proud of their faith and dedication to God thinking themselves they are only special and righteous people on earth. However, Paul describes them that all of their religious words and deeds eventually make themselves judge “unworthy of eternal life.” The word, “worthy”(“axios”: deserving, suitable <”ago”: be guided, pulled, taken, seized) means that one is led and taken by someone and granted a reward.  In other words, eternal life is gained as one is seized by God’s perfect love and deserved as a righteous one through the merit of Jesus Christ. “I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven (the third temple, i.e., the Holy Spirit). Whether it was in the body or out of the body I do not know-- God knows” (2 Cor. 12:2). The word, “caught up”(“harpazo”: to seize, to snatch out < “aihreomai”: to take for oneself, to choose) is a passive verb meaning that one becomes a captive by God’s irresistible power and taken to His side.  This only becomes possible through the work of the cross.  God fist chooses to save us and then sends His Spirit to give us the grace of regeneration and repentance so that we may realize the mystery of the cross and accept Jesus Christ as our Lord and savior.  As a result, we become His captivity. Receiving eternal life means our whole being is robbed and seized by the new “life-giving Spirit” of Jesus Christ.  We are born as a completely new being in the grace of Christ.  We come to realize that we are totally wicked sinner who can’t do anything on our own to gain eternal life, but only through God’s grace and power, the salvation is granted to us freely without any condition. However, the religious belief causes one to work to gain eternal life through his own efforts is.  That is actually the same as resistance to God’s plan that tries to seize and takes us to His side.  That is why Paul says that “you don’t consider(“krino”: judge, set apart, decide) yourselves unworthy of eternal life.” 

What is the hidden motive of religious people? They’ve never had any interest in truth from the very beginning. All they want is to become “rich” in the world so that they can display their power, glory, and wealth by using the outer forms of a religion such as the law and temple. “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God."  26 The disciples were even more amazed, and said to each other, "Who then can be saved?"  27 Jesus looked at them and said, "With man this is impossible, but not with God; all things are possible with God” (Mark 10:25-27 ).  The word, “a rich man” (“pleusios” < ”pletho” :full, furnish) isn’t just one who is wealthy materially but points to a condition where one’s heart is filled with selfish ambitions and the lustful desire of good and evil. Jesus was so angry toward the Pharisees saying that, “You brood of vipers, how can you who are evil say anything good? For out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks” (Matthew 12:34 ). "Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men's bones and everything unclean.  28 In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness” (Matthew 23:27-28).  Without truly possessing God’s intended message spoken by Jesus, one’s Christian living becomes only holy and righteous outwardly and superficially.  His inner being, in fact, becomes filled with more of hypocrisy and wickedness.  This kind of person is the rich person who considers himself unworthy of eternal life. Therefore, every religious life is an evil deed to dig himself his own grave of judgment and curse.

However, then why must we do work our hard for our Christ living? Why do we try hard to keep attending our Sunday service, participating in fellowship, making offerings, and doing various services in the church? It is because we want to gain more true knowledge of the gospel, our whole life to be more seized by the message of truth, and to give glory to God who gave us such amazing grace of salvation. One who is considered to be worthy of eternal life realizes more depth of truth through his communal life in the church of God.  When we serve the Lord as one body in the church, many kinds of temptation and troubles we have to face willingly or unwillingly, and consciously or unconsciously. In the midst of those trials, it is very important for us to focus on finding God’s hidden message out of troubles.  We shouldn’t try to solve our matters too quickly and cover them up humanistically. Instead, God’s intended message and guidance should be discovered, i.e., our wicked religious beliefs are revealed through trials.  As a result, by His grace, we are molded to become more reliable people of God. It is a necessary journey for all of us to see God’s sovereign work during the time of trials in which our old beings are taken away and we become captivities of God. If we can find more truth and experience the living God through our suffering and hardship, so that we grow into more maturity as a man whose heart is worthy eternal life, that is the greatest blessing ever and the most important answer to our prayer. 

Many Christians try to overcome their trials by asking themselves, “If Jesus was in my situation, what shall he do?”  That is a very good question to apply, yet we shouldn’t apply it through a religious mind and deed. For example, just trying to forgive our enemies with our own efforts by thinking of that question is nothing but just a self-religious and righteous behavior. In fact, it is a very sinful deed in God’s eyes.  Jesus taught us, “Love your enemy.” But we must understand the intended message of God in its context (Matt. 5). Loving our enemy is a command that we should give the message of true gospel first to oneself as well as to others so that the both can experience the unconditional grace and forgiveness of God. It wasn’t Jesus’ intention that we have to prove ourselves to be a good Christian by doing such agape love without knowing and experiencing God’s mercy. One who truly realized God’s forgiveness of his wicked sin can give others the same message of God’s great love so that their sins are also forgiven by His grace. This “heavenly” forgiveness should be learned first as we go through the time of trials in pain and tears, desperation and anger, and suffering and hardship.  Our forgiveness isn’t impossible without deeply experiencing God’s forgiveness within us first. So, we can’t boast of our deed of forgiveness for others because it is not our power to do such “heavenly” forgiveness.  Resembling Jesus isn’t the goal of our Christian living. The gospel demands us to unite with Jesus and get out of our old being completely so that we  become a “Jesus.”  Our forgiveness is a natural result of God’s bearing truth in us.

“For this is what the Lord has commanded us: "'I have made you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.'"  48 When the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and honored the word of the Lord; and all who were appointed for eternal life believed” (vv.47-48)
When the gospel becomes a religion in one’s life, he will stand against God eventually. Although he tries to serve God diligently, his religious spirit is already angry toward God and waits for a chance to kill God if he can. Look at the Jews. The word of God given to them sets them apart from the grace of God’s eternal life because they misunderstood the word with their religious minds. God’s redemptive promise toward the Gentile was already given so many times from the age of Abraham.  God changed the name of Abram to Abraham and promised that he would be “a father of many nations” (Gen. 17:5).  He promised again when Abraham gave his son Isaac as a living sacrifice, saying, “Through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me” (Gen.22:18).  God appeared to Jacob who was running away from his brother and resting at Bethel saying that, “Your descendants will be like the dust of the earth, and you will spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south. All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring” (Gen.28:14).  However, the people of Israel selfishly abused God’s promise as a mean of blessing to make themselves superior.  They completely misunderstood the word of God and even more used it as a weapon to curse and attack the Gentiles. They religiously interpreted and applied the word of God for their own success and wealth. They treated the Gentiles as a dirty animal who should be thrown outside of Gods’ salvation. They even legalized their religious beliefs as their custom and tradition by law. We can see that this deep religious root is still remained in the minds of apostles holding back their ways to the world mission. They can’t overcome the boundary of their ministry over Jerusalem and the Jewish people.  False ideologies and traditions deeply rooted in our minds don’t come out easily. They try to keep confining us in the same old ways as much as possible and stop the new life of the gospel to flow abundantly within us. Jesus gave His apostles the last word before His ascension that they would be His witness “to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Even afterwards, they experienced the incredible power of the Holy Spirit at the upper room of Mark seeing the widely opening door of salvation for many people. However, they are still strongly bound to the false ideology and old tradition in which they’ve grown for a long time. Therefore, God has to lift up a new apostle, Paul, for the Gentile mission. When Paul boldly preaches the gospel to the Gentile, they wholeheartedly open their minds and accept Jesus Christ as their own savior and the Lord as if they waited for this very moment.  The writer Luke expresses this way, “All who were appointed for eternal life believed”(13:48).  We have to understand this precious statement very carefully in its context.  Some liberalist takes this as too far as an extreme predestined conclusion in which our salvation is already determined by God, so each chosen one will be naturally saved when appointed time comes no matter what. This is a completely wrong idea. If so, why did Paul strive so hard to preach and teach the message of the gospel at his own stake? What is the real intention of this statement mentioned by Luke?  Of course, our salvation is within the boundary of God’s predestination. The word, “elected’(“tasso”) means “assigned, appointed, arranged in an orderly manner.” It is a verb in a particle perfect passive form.  It primarily points that God’s saving grace precedes our works, i.e., our response to His invitation for salvation is only possible through His ordination in advance.  It is because our corrupted nature can’t get involved in the work of God’s divine salvation. Without Gods’ absolute intervention, our salvation is impossible. Only through the work of the Holy Spirit, our hearts can be opened and led to His calling. However, the real important emphasis of this statement lies upon the fact that God’s salvation applies to anyone no matter who they are and what they do.  God’s election surpasses any of our standard, ideology, background, and power and takes place irresistibly when God decided to do. Jews harshly judged the Gentile as one totally cursed outside of Gods’ grace.  But they clearly see now the salvation made for the Gentile out of their expectation. Luke sees himself God’s abundant grace and unconditional love poured upon anyone among the Gentiles whom God decided to give.  This is the same case as a murderer hanging on the cross right next to Jesus.  After he confessed that Jesus is the savior, he was saved instantly right before his death.  The Grace of God’s unconditional election caused him to open his heart to accept Jesus as His savior. He was already sentenced to death for the penalty of his sin by law. Nevertheless, if God decides to save, anyone will be forgiven for his sin and saved from his death. God already showed His abundant grace and irresistible power which surpass our worldly judgment.  However, if anyone still remains in wicked sins  even after knowing the gospel, it won’t be the same case. God can forgive any sin yet will not forgive anyone who intentionally misuses His grace.  The core message of the gospel is that we all are like a murderer, living in a sinful life, so we must be put to judgment to death, yet if God choose to save us, our life will be worthy of eternal life and taken as His captivity in His abundant grace and agape love.

What is the real stumbling block to the grace of God’s salvation? It is not weight of our sin. The real cause is that people do not know the true reality of sin spoken by God, and even more they consider themselves to be righteous or wicked according to their own standard.  People are intoxicated in their own religious beliefs. They try to judge and measure their own salvation.  That is the original nature of all mankind who were born with the lustful knowledge of good and evil.   Without solving this fundamental problem, one will be judged according to every word and deed he has made in all of his life and thrown to eternal death. However, those who are chosen to receive eternal life by God’s determined grace will be led to repent their sins and will be set free from the fundament sin and curse because God removes it through Jesus’ sacrificial love demonstrated on the cross. What is our task then? We must earnestly seek this amazing grace and accept God’s love with a thankful heart. “As God's fellow workers we urge you not to receive God's grace in vain.  2 For he says, "In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you." I tell you, now is the time of God's favor, now is the day of salvation” (2 Corinthians 6:1-2).  We shouldn’t randomly interpret the meaning of “predestination” by using this statement, “Thos who were elected for eternal life believed.”  First, the voice of grace that preaches the truth of the gospel should be present first. Secondly, a hunger heart for seeking the grace of God’s salvation from one’s sin needs to be prepared. Then, no matter how one is bound to one’s own wicked sin, his sin will be forgiven and his life will be captive to God’s elected grace and love. 

Conclusion
Salvation belongs to God alone. Our wicked sinfulness can’t add any help to His work. We can respond to God’s invitation of salvation only because God elected us to save and sent the Holy Spirit to regenerate our soul prior to our acceptance of Jesus.  We have to do a spiritual fight with our own wicked religious minds in our daily life. Our religious spirit always becomes a stumbling block to make our faith as well as others’ faith grow in true faith. Let us deeply enjoy the truth of the gospel and boldly preach the living word entrusted to us to our neighbors and friends. Let us listen more deliberately to the word of truth together and pray together for a revival in our land. 
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