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Looking In the Mirror of Acts:  Unhindered

You may be familiar with the name of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was a well-known German theologian.  Because of his opposition to Hitler and the Nazi party he was forbidden to preach or to engage in any form of public speaking.  Eventually, Bonhoeffer was imprisoned in a concentration camp and only three weeks before it was liberated he was executed.  While imprisoned, it is said, Bonhoeffer’s guards had to be constantly changed because he kept converting them.

(Wind and Fire, Bruce Larson, p. 166)


As we have studied the book of Acts over the course of several months, we have discovered how God uses even very difficult circumstances to further his kingdom.

Today, we come to chapter 28, the final chapter in the book of Acts.  We are focusing on the final two verses, and in particular, the final word – Unhindered.  This is the theme of the enter book of Acts, that nothing could hinder the spread of the gospel.  In fact, the opponents of the gospel found the more they tried to stop the growth of the church, the faster the church grew.

We know, for instance, that there were Christians in the Praetorian Guard, which served as the personal bodyguards to the emperor; we know also there were Christians in Caesar’s own household.  Was this from Paul’s witness?  We don’t know, but there can be no doubt that Paul made a tremendous impact in the two years he was imprisoned in Rome.   


When you think about what Luke has been telling us through the book of Acts – the explosive growth of the church and the spread of the gospel throughout the Roman Empire – it makes such an interesting comparison to what we see in the world today.  In Latin American, Africa, and much of Asia, the church is booming.  In other parts of the world, especially Western Europe, the church is very much in decline and the growing secularism has led a large percentage of the population into total nonbelief.  In our country, we are seeing somewhat of a mixture.  The rise of megachurches and the popularity of Christian music and Christian authors give the appearance of church growth and kingdom growth.  I am not sure, though, if that is really the case, as there are other indicators that may be telling us the church in America is on the decline.


What accounted for the explosive growth of the early church?  How did the kingdom of God grow so quickly in a culture that was hostile to the gospel?  I want us to examine some of the answers to those questions that we find in the book of Acts.
1.  Their message was simple – Jesus.

About eight or nine years ago we took the youth to a week of Centrifuge at Carson-Newman College.  Kevin Slemp, who is now the pastor at First Baptist Church in Berea, was the camp pastor.  Kevin preached some great messages that week, but his best was during the closing worship time on Friday morning.  The format for worship at Centrifuge is different from many churches, and was new to many of the campers.  There was a great worship band, there was a video projector and screen, the worship was very creative; it was a worship experience unlike anything many of the kids had ever experienced.  The kids loved the worship, and one of the comments you heard during the week was a variation of the complaint that their home churches were so boring in comparison.

At that closing time of worship Kevin did something incredibly wise.  He stood in front of this group of about six hundred kids and he said this, and I’ll paraphrase – many of you are going back to churches that don’t have a worship band, or a video projector or a big video screen. Many of you are going back to churches that will seem boring in comparison to what you have experienced here.  And that’s okay.  My church doesn’t have a band; it doesn’t have a projector and screen; it doesn’t have much of anything.  Remember you don’t need all of those things to be an effective church.

I hope those words stuck with those kids; they sure stuck with me.  My home church didn’t have any of those things either.  Of course, that’s partly because video projectors didn’t exist back then.  But we didn’t have much of anything.  Our services weren’t very exciting.  We didn’t have a bus or a van to take us places.  We didn’t have a youth minister, a children’s minister or a music minister.  We didn’t have an organized youth or children’s program; we had some adults who tried to lead some meetings with us.  We didn’t have a softball field or a family life center.  We didn’t have any of the things that people assume you must have if you are going to be a growing and successful church.


But somewhere in the midst of all that we seemed to be lacking, I learned the message of Jesus, and I have found over the years that’s all I needed.  And I’ve come to believe that part of the reason for the ineffectiveness of many churches is they are offering something that people can get anywhere these days, which is activity.  People don’t need more activity; they need less.  What people need is to hear and experience the transforming power of Jesus.

That’s what the early church understood and that was the foundation of everything they did.  In fact, that was pretty much all they did.  There were no Christian book stores and no Christian music industry.  There were no megachurches and no workshops on how to improve your life or how to get more out of life.  They simply communicated the truth of Jesus.  

We are so big on experiences but the ultimate experience is what Jesus can do to a person’s life.  We are not to worship the experience of a well-designed service with great music and lighting; we are not to worship a long list of activities; we are not to worship the most technologically up-to-date buildings; we are called to worship Jesus who wants to transform our lives.  And if we want to reach people, as did the early church, that’s what we must offer them.  We must offer them Jesus, who can radically transform their lives and give them a life that is greater than anything they may have ever imagined.
2.  Their attitude was simple – it was about serving others.


I was looking at a link on a web site recently that was truly bizarre.  It was a list of Christian products that were absolutely amazing.  Did you now it’s possible to purchase a Bible that when opened, has a button you push and a flame shoots out of it?  I kid you not.  Or you can order a Jell-O mold of a human heart and human brain for children.  This has something to do with spirituality but I’m not sure what.

Unfortunately, there is a lot of crass marketing that seems to be about nothing more than making money off the name of Jesus.  Religion is a big business. Some people use Jesus to hawk their latest faith-promise gimmick or as some kind of a magic potion to get their share of the good life.  There are people getting rich off the name of Jesus and proving that millions of dollars in profit can be made in his name.  Some are even turning the gospel into nothing more than the American dream wrapped up in religious language.  It’s a message that never talks about the centrality of serving others in love but is centered on a message that says here’s what you can get for yourself.  It’s all about you; get what you can for yourself.  Don’t ask how you can serve others but ask what you’re getting.

Look what it got Paul!  Under arrest and chained to a Roman soldier, awaiting a trial that would lead to his execution.  If Paul had demonstrated a little bit of self-interest he would have been a free man, but that was not his goal.  When self-interest is the primary motivation in relation to the gospel, it is heresy.  Central to the gospel is the call to a serve others.
3.  Their lifestyle was love.


The book of Acts ends with one of the strangest ironies of Paul’s life.  Up to this point we see conflict and struggle for Paul; hardship after hardship; being stoned, beaten, suffering in countless ways.  He finally makes it to Rome and Luke tells us Paul stays two full years in his own rented quarters, and was welcoming all who came to him, preaching the kingdom of God, and teaching concerning the Lord Jesus Christ with all openness, unhindered.  It was not until he was under house arrest that Paul is finally able to have some peace in his life.  He could have visitors even though he was under constant guard and probably remained chained to a Roman soldier, but is certainly different from the constant harassment and other problems Paul constantly faced.  


Paul had two years, and he used it to continue his mission; a mission that was founded upon the call of Jesus to love others.  I am getting so tired of the screeching and harsh attitude that comes from so many corners of the church in our society.  It is an attitude grounded in an attempt to compel people rather than to serve them in love.


The growth of the early church was driven not by Christians demanding their rights but by Christians who were willing to suffer persecution and in many cases, give up their lives.  We’re pretty comfortable as well; perhaps too comfortable.  


I want to close with a story about Cyrus, the King of Persia, who was facing constant harassment by a rebel chieftain named Cagular.  He finally sent his entire army to capture this man, his wife and his entire family.  They were brought to Cyrus for trial and execution.  Cyrus changed his mind about executing this great warrior when they came face to face.  Cyrus asked him if I were to spare your life, what would you do?  Cagular replied I would serve you the rest of my days.  Then Cyrus asked, what would you do if I spared the life of your wife?  Cagular answered, if you spared the life of my wife, I would die for you.  Cyrus made an alliance with Cagular, putting him in charge of his troops at his southern border.  Journeying home, Cagular discussed these events with his wife, asking, did you notice the marble courtyard?  The magnificent armor on the soldiers?  The gold throne of Cyrus?  His wife said no, I didn’t notice any of these.  He was amazed and asked then what did you see?  She replied, I saw only the face of the man who said he would die for me.


(Larson, pp. 167-168).


It is love that will reach our world; it is love that will allow the church and the gospel to spread unhindered.
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