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Looking In the Mirror of Acts:  I Believe…

It is two days before the 4th of July, and I am thankful to be in church today.  I am immensely grateful that we are able to freely gather today to worship in freedom.  I am grateful that no one compels us to be here today and that no one may lawfully prevent us from gathering here.  As we gather in freedom today, let us remember our brothers and sisters in Christ who will be persecuted today simply because they choose to follow Jesus and to worship God.  What we are doing freely today – the simple act of attending worship – continues to be a life-threatening choice for millions of Christians around the world.


As we resume our study of the book of Acts this morning we come to chapter 19, which breaks down neatly into three sections, and I want to look at the theme of each section today in light of the freedom and liberty we have been given as Americans and as God’s creation.  I have titled this message I Believe, and I want to tie in some beliefs that are very important to me as we look at the themes in this passage.  I will also depart from my usual delivery as I read the text of my message this morning.
1.  I believe the gospel of Jesus is a gift, not condemnation.


When Paul came to Ephesus, he found some believers who knew only the baptism of John.  Paul saw to it that they were baptized in the name of Jesus, and I find this to be a significant point.  John was not only the forerunner of Jesus, he was also had a different approach than Jesus.  John’s approach was more of a get right or get left message while Jesus brought a message of the gift of grace.  John was a thundering prophet who did not hesitate to condemn the religious leaders of the day (Matthew 3:7-10 tells us John called the Sadducees a brood of vipers when they came to him for baptism – not a very good church growth strategy) or even Herod (Matthew 14:1-4).

There is, I believe, a lot of confusion on this point.  Some people think that if you talk too much about grace you are condoning anything and everything.  I don’t believe that to be true.  There are many things about our society that concern me greatly and of which I do not approve.  But I must proclaim my belief that the gospel is above all a gift of grace, something totally and completely undeserved, but given to us anyway.  By emphasizing the gift of grace I don’t believe I am at all condoning or sanctioning sin and rebellion against God; I am simply agreeing with Jesus when he said God did not send the son into the world to judge the world; but that the world should be saved through him (John 3:17).  Jesus could certainly be very pointed in his criticisms and was at times judgmental, but I will leave that role to him, which is where I believe it rightfully belongs.  And I will at times point out matters I believe to be wrong, while seeking to avoid the danger of judgment and condemnation.

There is a great danger in wanting to play the card of judgment, as judgment is a two-edged sword.  Jesus reminds us in Matthew 7:1-2 not to judge because when we do we bring that judgment upon our own head as well.  We may want to call down fire from heaven at times upon this sinful world but that fire may fall upon us as well.


I understand that some people want me to take on the role of a John or even an Elijah, the great thundering prophet of old.  The truth is I’m much more of a Barnabas, an encourager who feels more comfortable walking alongside and encouraging rather than passing judgment.  Part of this is certainly personality, but much is also my theological persuasion.  I agree with the writer who said every sinner has a future, but every saint has a past.

I am content for God to be my judge, as well as the judge of others.  I will always do my best to be a messenger of the Gospel, but will understand that my role is to love and serve and allow God to keep his role as the judge of mankind.

2.  I believe in first-hand faith.


In verses 11-16 of this chapter we read about some men who wanted to have the power of healing that Paul had demonstrated.  You can read these verses and discover they were very unsuccessful.  The problem was they were trying to take something that belonged to Paul, when they should have sought to be like Paul, who was empowered by his profound faith in God.  The power of God was upon Paul in such a profound way that he was able to heal many of the sick in Ephesus.


The problem with these men, I believe, was that they settled for a second-hand faith (I am indebted to Bruce Larson for the term second-hand faith from his book Wind and Fire, page 132).  Second-hand faith is a faith that is always dependent upon someone else and cannot stand on its own feet.  First-hand faith is when people understand they are solely responsible for their faith.  We may depend upon others for encouragement, but our faith is wholly and completely ours.  I believe too many people today are trying to survive on second-hand faith.  The vitality and authenticity of their faith too often rests upon what someone else does or believes, and it is a faith that continually needs a push from others because it has no power of its own.  It is a faith that depends too much upon the faith of a religious leader or pastor, Sunday School teacher or someone else.  

My faith rests solely and completely upon me.  It was my decision to become a follower of Jesus.  That was a decision I made many years ago and one I continue to make every day of my life.  Too often we witness the tragedy of people allowing their faith to become irrelevant to their lives, evidence, I believe of a faith that was probably not much more than second-hand.

As it is my faith, no one can ever take it from me; it is God’s gift to me and mine to accept or reject.  While a seminary student one of my classes had a visitor who was there to record the words of the professor in the hope of finding evidence that he should be removed from the classroom and fired from his job.  The visitor asked me if the professor had ever said anything that was a threat to my faith or if he had sought to take away my faith.  I thought then, as I do now, that the question was absurdly silly.  No one can take my faith away from me.  My faith can either be embraced or rejected, but only by me.  It can never be taken, as though it were a simple object that could be stolen away by a thief.

My parents took me to church as a child and teenager.  They encouraged me in my faith and encouraged me to continue in my faith when I left home, but it was my decision and my responsibility to make that choice and to have a faith of my own and I will never place the responsibility of my faith on another human being.

Let us learn to be responsible for our own faith and not place it upon the shoulders of others.  While we must encourage one another and seek to strengthen one another, we must always remember that each of us is responsible for our own faith.
3.  I believe in freedom and liberty for individuals and for nations, because they are God’s gifts to humanity.


The remainder of chapter 19 tells us of the clash between Paul and some groups in the city of Ephesus.  This is evidence of the common clash of faith and culture, which is as true for us today as it was in the day of Paul.

The clash of faith and culture in our nation is one that is very troubling to many people, and it is to me as well.  Throughout our nation’s history we have engaged in debate about how the church and state should relate and how faith and culture should relate as well.  The divide seems to be growing ever wider and contentious.  


I am going to give you my belief about faith and culture and church and state in a nutshell.  I believe that when we can bring justice, equality and liberty to others we should join hands with our government and work together.  Americans have a long tradition of religion advocating for justice and equality, and we should never be afraid to be involved in working with the government in seeking to expand those gifts of God.  But we must be very careful when it comes to using the power of government to impose a particular religious creed upon people or in seeking to force faith.  While being open to faith and affirming faith, America has always stood opposed to attempts to tell people what they must believe and how they must practice their faith.  I believe, for example, that there is a place for prayer in public schools, but it can never be a mandated prayer that forces students to accept a religious point of view they may not share.  Far from being removed from schools, I believe today’s students are demonstrating their faith in far greater ways than when I was a student precisely because it must be at their own initiative and not that of a teacher or administrator.

I differ with some religious leaders today because I believe they are trying to impose their particular beliefs upon others by using the power of government.  This was not as common a generation ago, when religious leaders sought to bring justice and equality to all Americans.  Today, it seems as though a frustration with the growing secularism of our country has driven some to seek to impose upon others what they will not willingly accept.  I oppose this vehemently, and while I am more of a Barnabas this is a point where the John or Elijah will come out in me.  To seek to impose faith upon people is not only un-American, it is unchristian.  Faith can only be accepted freely.    

The driving force behind the misguided efforts of those who wrongly combine the church with the state, I believe, is fear.  Fear is beginning to pollute much of the faith in our land.  God promises that faith can and will overcome fear.  We should never allow fear to overcome our hope and our belief in freedom.  God created us to be free and we should not become enslaved by fear.  As I observe so many people whose lives are defined more by fear than faith, my heart is saddened at their captivity.


I am forever grateful to live in a nation recognizing religious liberty and the important role of faith in our lives.  This faith is to be free, and the cost of this free faith was paid by our forefathers not only by their toil and sweat, but by their blood as well.  I will never diminish their sacrifice by seeking to rob another person of their freedom, especially when it comes to their faith.

You may be in disagreement with some or all of what I am saying this morning.  I support your right to disagree with me and I would fight to protect your right to your opinion and to disagree.  But if I disagree with you, I pledge you will hear it from me, not through the channels of second hand conversation.  It is not a sin to disagree with one another, and we should not fear to do so, but we should always do so with respect and reflecting the spirit of Jesus.


The Declaration of Independence contains the immortal words that We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.  Freedom and liberty are among God’s greatest gifts, but it’s not just a political freedom we celebrate but a spiritual one as well.  As Paul writes in Galatians 5:1, It was for freedom that Christ set us free.  We are free, and may we give thanks for that freedom, and may God bless us all.
Lord as we gather on this day we proclaim the great and wonderful gift of freedom that you have given to all of humanity; a freedom we enjoy because it was purchased and protected by the blood and the lives of so many of our fellow citizens.  While this gift of freedom has at times been stolen by thugs and despots we will proclaim that they act against your will and your desire that people be free.  We anticipate the day O Lord, when the twin scourges of oppression and tyranny will be driven from this earth and liberty will reign over all.
Lord we thank you for this land, a land of freedom, but we ask that our love and thanksgiving would know no boundary.  Let our love not stop at our neighbor, or at the border of community, state or even nation, but may it shine abroad as a city on a hill that will reflect your glory and your love.

Lord we ask that your wisdom would be upon our leaders, from our local community to the highest offices of our land.  Though fallible humans they may be, they are entrusted to guide us and do so with great responsibility that weighs heavily upon their shoulders.  May they act for the good of all and be given the gifts of faith, vision, courage and love. 

Lord we thank you today not just for political freedom but certainly for our spiritual freedom as well.  We are no longer slaves to sin; we are no longer bound by guilt and condemnation but have been given the free gift of grace through your son Jesus.  Lord we pray that our world will come to know that freedom.  We know that you are at work in this world and we pray you would work through us so we will be a part of your redeeming work in the world.

We place every need in your hands this day Lord, and reserve our deepest gratitude for you.  These things we pray in the name of Jesus – 
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