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Introduction: How to Read Your Bible
Acts 13 is fascinating example of biblical interpretation.

If you want to understand how to read the Old Testament,



watch and learn from Paul here in Acts 13.


If you want to understand how to use the Scriptures in ministry,



pay attention to how Paul uses the Scriptures here.

We’ve been talking about having a class in “how to use the Bible,”

but maybe our study in the book of Acts,

combined with Andy’s Sunday School class on Ruth will be sufficient for that!

Today we are looking at Paul’s first sermon in the book of Acts.

Luke gives it to us in pretty full form –



probably because it is a good example 

of what Paul preached on his missionary trips.


Even so, it is probably a short abstract of the sermon,


since it is likely that it lasted longer than the three minutes it takes to read it!

But the way in which Paul has become the leading character in the story is clear from verse 13.

At the beginning of chapter 13, it was “Barnabas and Saul,”

but very quickly Paul took center stage in Cyprus, so that as they leave Cyprus is verse 13



it is “Paul and his companions.”


Barnabas is not mentioned until verse 43.

We’re also told that John Mark left them when they came to Perga and returned to Jerusalem.

We’ll hear later that this will cause some dispute between Paul and Barnabas,



but at present we are simply told that they came to Antioch in Pisidia.


There are two Antioch’s in the book of Acts.



Antioch in Syria – where Paul and Barnabas were sent from in verse 1;



Antioch in Pisidia (central Turkey) – where they come now.

And on the Sabbath day they went into the synagogue and sat down.

Following their standard practice they start with preaching to the Jews – 



telling them that the Messiah has come.

After the reading from the Law and the Prophets 

(this twofold reading was the common practice of the synagogue – 

it was taken over by the early church)


the rulers of the synagogue sent a message to them, saying, 



Brothers, if you have any word of exhortation for the people, say it.
It was the common custom in the synagogue to invite visiting rabbis to speak to the people,


so when Paul and Barnabas arrived as visiting rabbis, 



they would expect to be given this opportunity.


And Paul makes the most of it!


He explains how the whole history of Israel leads up to Jesus (verses 16-25),



then shows how the resurrection of Jesus was foretold by the Scriptures (26-37)



and finally exhorts them and warns them not to disregard the message (38-41)

Notice that in verses 16 and 26 he addresses both Jews and God-fearing Gentiles:


Men of Israel and you who fear God, listen.

Paul addresses his sermon both to Jews and to God-fearers,


indicating that there were many Gentiles in Antioch of Pisidia who were inquirers, 

regularly attending the synagogue.

But Paul now speaks to them as a significant part of his audience.
1. The History of Israel Leads to Jesus (13:16-25)
Children, do you like reading the Bible stories of the Old Testament?

When I was a boy I loved to read the historical books.


I understood that all of these stories were part of the big story that led to Jesus,


but I didn’t think about how they all fit together.

And I certainly didn’t think that these stories had anything to do with me.
They were just interesting stories.

But Paul tells us that the story of the Old Testament is our story,

because the story of the OT is all about Jesus – and we are in him.

I’ve given you a handout in the bulletin.

It is a simple diagram that may help you understand what Paul is doing in this passage.


When you are reading a passage, it can be tempting to ask “what is it saying to me?”


But how do you know that you are getting the answer right?

This model can be helpful for thinking through how the whole of scripture speaks to us,



and calls us, and reshapes us and remakes us after the image of Christ.

Usually I simply try to model this.

Today I would like to explain the model –



partly because today we are looking at a passage 

where Luke and Paul take us through all the steps!


We’re not sure which passage Paul started from 

(because we don’t know what the readings from the Law and the Prophets were).



but the theme that he follows is the theme of Israel – the people of God.

And Paul takes this theme of the people of God through the whole of Scripture


(the top line of the rectangle)


in order to show how this theme takes us to Christ.

He starts with Abraham and Moses:


(v17) The God of this people Israel chose our fathers 

and made the people great during their stay in the land of Egypt,

and with uplifted arm he led them out of it.


It is our fathers that God chose (referring to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob).



And God made the people great in Egypt.


Watch what Paul does with “this people.”


And for about forty years he put up with them in the wilderness.



After all, Israel rebelled in the wilderness.




They refused to follow God and obey his voice.




And so God destroyed the wilderness generation,





and called their children to succeed where their parents had failed.



And after destroying seven nations in the land of Canaan,




he gave them their land as an inheritance.



All this took about 450 years.

So the basic history of the people of God for that period could be summarized as:



God called a people to himself.



They blew it.



God judged them,



but God had mercy in the end and gave them an inheritance.


So having received mercy, how will the people of God do?


And after that he gave them judges until Samuel the prophet.


Luke doesn’t give much detail in this sermon.



He assumes that his readers know the story.




How did Israel do?



Did the people of God obey the LORD their God?



No.




The people of God continued to rebel.




One generation would follow the righteous judge,




but the next generation would turn away.


Then they asked for a king, and God gave them Saul the son of Kish,



a man of the tribe of Benjamin, for forty years.


And when he had removed him he raised up David to be their king,



of whom he testified and said,




I have found in David the son of Jesse a man after my heart,





who will do all my will.


You could say that Saul and David recapitulate the history of Israel.



Saul started off well, but then turned aside.



David—though he made mistakes—was yet faithful to God.

What Paul is doing is showing how the people of God needed a Savior.


And he brings that history up to the present time in verses 23-25:


Of this man’s [David’s] offspring God has brought to Israel a Savior,



Jesus, as he promised.


Before his coming, John had proclaimed a baptism of repentance 

to all the people of Israel.

(Notice again the emphasis on the “people of Israel.”)


And as John was finishing his course, he said, 



What do you suppose that I am?



I am not he.



No, but behold, after me one is coming, 

the sandals of whose feet I am not worthy to untie.

It appears that John the Baptist was quite well known,



since Paul’s reference seems to assume that everyone knew about John.


John was almost universally respected (outside of temple circles) as a prophet,


so Paul could appeal to him.

(This, combined with the fact that Paul and Barnabas were asked to speak,

suggests that at first the Jewish community was quite open to the possibility 

that Jesus was the Messiah)

So we see first how Paul takes the whole theme of the people of God

from Abraham to the present –



all focused on the coming of Jesus as the fulfillment of Israel’s history.
This is a good example for us in helping us think about how to read the stories of the Bible.


If you pay attention to how the story all fits together,


then you can be better prepared to understand your place in the story!

2. The Resurrection of Jesus from the Dead Proved by Scripture (13:26-37)
But Paul does not content himself with simply recounting the flow of the story.

He also has particular texts in view to demonstrate his point.

You can see that this is very explicitly Paul’s second point by the form of address in verse 26:


Brothers, sons of the family of Abraham, and those among you who fear God,



to us has been sent the message of this salvation.

Once again Paul includes both Jews and God-fearers –


namely, all those who believe the scriptures.


But Paul points out that not all who claim to believe the scriptures really understand them


For those who live in Jerusalem and their rulers,




because they did not recognize him 

nor understand the utterances of the prophets, 

which are read every Sabbath, 

fulfilled them by condemning him.




And thought they found in him no guilt worthy of death,





they asked Pilate to have him executed.



And when they had carried out all that was written of him,




they took down from the tree and laid him in a tomb.



But God raised him from the dead, and for many days he appeared 

to those who had come up with him from Galilee to Jerusalem, 

who are now his witnesses to the people.





(there is that theme of the people of God again)



And we bring the good news that what God promised to the fathers, 

this he has fulfilled to us their children by raising Jesus, 

as also it is written in the second Psalm,





You are my Son, today I have begotten you.



What does it mean “today I have begotten you”?


Usually we think of “begetting” as something that occurs at the beginning of life.




But in Psalm 2 (as here in Acts 13)





begetting is a royal theme.




When the king is enthroned, 

that is the day he becomes the royal Son of God.



Here Paul says that the resurrection of Jesus was his royal begetting.



(Paul will say the same thing in Romans 1:3-4,




“he was declared to be the Son of God in power 

according to the Spirit of holiness 

by his resurrection from the dead.”)



Jesus was the Son of God from all eternity – 



but what is the point of that for the people of God?



The people of God were under God’s wrath and curse.




We needed a king to save us from our enemies.



It is only if Jesus passes through death into life as the royal Son of God




that we can have such a king.


We need a king who has defeated death –


and so Paul says, And as for the fact that he raised him from the dead,



no more to return to corruption, he has spoken in this way:




I will give you the holy and sure blessings of David.


This is a quotation from Isaiah 55:3,



a passage that is addressed to “everyone who thirsts.”


Isaiah says



“Incline your ear and come to me; hear, that your soul may live;



And I will make with you an everlasting covenant, 

my steadfast, sure love for David.



Behold, I made him a witness to the peoples, 

a leader and commander for the peoples.



Behold, you shall call a nation that you do not know, 

and a nation that did not know you shall run to you, 

because of the LORD your God, and of the Holy One of Israel, 

for he has glorified you.

Isaiah 55:3 is plural.


Isaiah is speaking to faithful Israel and saying – 

If you listen to the LORD your God,

then I will make an everlasting covenant with you.

As God did for David,

so God will do for the faithful people of God.

God will glorify the faithful people.

Paul keeps the plural.


His quote comes straight from the LXX (the Greek OT)




“I will give y’all the holy and sure blessings of David.”



Paul acknowledges that this promise was to the people of God.


And yet he says that its fulfillment is found in Jesus.


Because God has raised Jesus from the dead in fulfillment of his promises to his people.

All that God had promised to Israel has come true in Jesus.



Jesus is the people of God.



Do you see how Paul’s sermon gradually narrows the people of God,




from all Israel in verses 16-20,




to David and his seed in verses 21-25,




and finally to the one man, Jesus Christ in verses 26-37.



The people of God were called to succeed where their fathers had failed.



But we are too much like our fathers!

And so God has done in Jesus what we could not do ourselves.


Therefore God says also in another psalm:



You will not let your Holy One see corruption. 


This is from Psalm 16 – which we sang earlier.



Peter pointed to this Psalm in his sermon in Acts 2.

Paul points out that 


David, after he had served the purpose of God in his own generation, 




fell asleep and was laid with his fathers and saw corruption.


Do you like that way of putting it?



“After he had served the purpose of God in his own generation” he died.




If this is true of David, that most eminent servant of the Lord,




then how dare we think any more highly of ourselves.




The best we can hope for is for someone to say of us,

“When he had served the purpose of God in his own generation…”




Is that the way you think?



Is your goal to serve the purpose of God in this generation?




Or is your goal to get ahead in a career 

that will promptly forget you as soon as you retire?



So Psalm 16, with its comment about God’s Holy One not seeing corruption



can not refer to David.



But he whom God raised up did not see corruption.
3. Exhortation and Warning (13:38-41)
Paul concludes his sermon then with an exhortation and a warning.

Let it be known to you therefore, brothers, that through this man


forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you, 

and by him everyone who believes is freed 

from everything from which you could not be freed by the law of Moses.

Here, in Paul’s first sermon, 
you already begin to see the roots of his teaching on law and gospel!

It is only through Jesus that we receive the forgiveness of sins.

It is only through faith in Jesus that we are freed from the curse of the law.

Which means that there is also a warning involved!


Because if it is only through Jesus that we are freed from sin and death,



then we must:



Beware, therefore, lest what is said in the Prophets should come about:




Look, you scoffers, be astounded and perish; 

for I am doing a work in your days, 

a work that you will not believe even if one tells it to you.

This is a quotation from Habakkuk 1:5.


In verse 6 Habakkuk refers to the Babylonian invasion.



Paul suggests that what Habakkuk said about the Babylonian invasion,



that decimated Jerusalem and left it in ruins,




is precisely what will happen again.


Paul has come to tell them of the great work of God.


If they will not listen, then they will perish.

This is precisely the sort of message that many Christians feel uncomfortable with.


We don’t like saying “repent or die!”

But that is the message of the scriptures.

If you scoff at this message, you will be astounded and perish.

Okay,

so far we have traced the message of Paul 

and his tracing the theme of the people of God through the history of redemption, 

and we have come to the conclusion that Jesus is the people of God – 

and so therefore anyone who wants to be part of the people of God 

must repent and believe in him.
Conclusion: From Jew to Gentile – the Old Testament and the Church (13:42-52)
But that is not the end of the passage.

Nor is it the end of our study of the people of God in this passage.

Luke tells us about the fallout of this sermon,



which is properly speaking the conclusion of the sermon account.

As they went out, the people begged that these things might be told them the next Sabbath.

The initial response is quite favorable,



And after the meeting of the synagogue broke up, 

many Jews and devout converts to Judaism followed Paul and Barnabas, 

who, as they spoke with them, urged them to continue in the grace of God.

Notice this: the proper way for a Jew or a devout convert to repent and believe


is called “continuing” in the grace of God.


After all, these people are faithful members of the old covenant,


and so when they hear the message of Jesus, 

if they respond in faith and repentance, 

then they are simply continuing in the grace of God!

But this rosy start does not continue.

(v 44) The next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord.


But when the Jews saw the crowds, 

they were filled with jealousy and began to contradict what was spoken by Paul, 


reviling him.

Since the theme has been “the people of God” 

we can assume that the crux of their objection 

was Paul’s claim that Jesus is the people of God.

Once they realize that Paul’s message has such radical implications,


they quickly turn against him.

(v 46) And Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly, saying, 


It was necessary that the word of God be spoken first to you.


Since you thrust it aside and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life,



behold, we are turning to the Gentiles.


The gospel was proclaimed first to the Jews – because they were the people of God.


But those who rejected the good news of Jesus



judged themselves “unworthy of eternal life.”



And so Paul says that they will turn to the Gentiles.


But here is where it gets interesting.


Paul’s whole argument is that Jesus is the people of God.


He used the plural “you” of Isaiah 55 to refer to Jesus alone.



He has said that the whole history of Israel leads up to Jesus.

But it doesn’t stop there.


(v47) For so the Lord has commanded us, saying




I have made you a light for the Gentiles,





that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.


This is a quote from Isaiah 49,




where God says “You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified.”



From everything that Paul has said so far,



you would expect him to say that Jesus is the servant, Israel.



And that is true.




Jesus is the true Servant of the LORD.


But you are in Christ.



And in Christ, Paul and Barnabas have been sent forth.


What is the theme of the book of Acts?



You will receive power from on high, 




and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, 




and in Judea and Samaria,




and to the ends of the earth.


So in the end, we see that the church is the people of God.


The church is called to be a holy nation,




living in the midst of the nations





as a light shining in the darkness,





so that we may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.

And when the Gentiles heard this, they began rejoicing and glorifying the word of the Lord,

and as many as were appointed to eternal life believed.
Verse 48 is a great encouragement in the work of bringing the gospel to the nations.

You can’t worry about how people are going to respond.

Those who hear the voice of the Good Shepherd will follow him.


As Jesus said, “my sheep know my voice.”

God is the one who appoints people to eternal life.


We preach, but God does the work.
And even though Paul and Barnabas got driven out of Antioch in Pisidia (v50-51),


The disciples were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit.
The word of God is what builds the church.

The word of God is what shines within us.

PAGE  
10

