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Bridge Builders
Acts 8:4-8

I did some browsing this past week on the web and looked up some bridges.  There are some very unique structures and I found just a few that I thought were intriguing.  Some of these are engineering marvels; others are accidents waiting to happen.  You decide for yourself.  (Show pictures)

The dictionary defines a bridge as a structure built over a river, railroad, highway, etc. to provide a way across for vehicles or pedestrians; it is a thing that provides connection, contact, or transition.
In our study of Acts we are at a bridge.  Up to this point we have been focusing on the work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of the apostles and the growing church in Jerusalem, specifically among the Jews.  Literally thousands have become born again, saved by faith in Christ.  There has been relative peace between the church and the Jewish community with the exception of the Sanhedrin.  Their hatred for Christians and Christianity escalated to a fever pitch as we saw last week when they stoned to death Deacon Stephen.  Saul approved of this decision and then went in an attempt to eradicate the church.  We noted that persecution mobilizes God’s servants; persecution means accepting God’s sovereignty; and persecution matures God’s saints.
As a result of the persecution Christians scattered to the wind.  They left the comfort of life in Jerusalem and ventured out to the surrounding areas to make a new home, hopefully devoid of persecution.  
It was religious persecution that drove my ancestors from their native land in Germany to migrate to Switzerland and then eventually to Pennsylvania in the mid 1700’s.

 Our challenge last week was to consider where God has scattered us in an effort to fulfill His Great Commission of going and making disciples.  I would suppose that perhaps in this crowd there might have been those who pondered God’s intentions in this persecution.  There were those who may have wondered about God’s presence.  They may have questioned God’s ability to stay the hand of persecutors.  Was God really around?  Did He really care about what they were going through?

It was perhaps to them that the apostles may have reminded of Jesus’ own words prior to His ascension as He said to them: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” Matthew 28:18-20 (emphasis added)
Those concluding words would bring solace to the heart longing to know God’s comfort in persecution.  It was a promise made to all of us that He would always be with us to the very end.  We learn in both John and Acts that this promise is fulfilled through the presence of the indwelling Holy Spirit.  Please remember that His silence does not mean His absence.  God is with you and you and you and me, if we have trusted Christ as Savior.  So to those believers some 2,000 years ago undergoing persecution and to us today we have this assurance that the Lord is with us.  
Today we’ll look at Acts 8:4-8 and consider the following:
The reach of the Gospel expands – v. 4

The revelation of the Gospel is exhibited – v. 5-7

The response to the Gospel encourages – v. 8

Turn there with me in your Bible and read together.

I. THE REACH OF THE GOSPEL EXPANDS 

 v. 4

Last week we took the teens over to Paradise Park in Novi for a fun afternoon of Putt-Putt golf, rock climbing, trampolines and laser tag.  We decided as a group that our last event would be for us all to do laser tag.  Doug thought it would be funny to watch me play laser tag.  We all ended up on one team against another group.  For my first time playing I ended up with 4th highest in points.  During the course of play you could attack the enemy’s space ship.  Lights would flash indicating it was captured.  When the lights started flashing Doug would holler “EVERYONE SCATTER” and we would break up and run in different directions.
Persecution began with Saul going from door to door attacking Christians.  Consequently word got out that he was on the warpath and so the church scattered.  We looked at that word last week and found that as used in the New Testament it speaks of a farmer who is scattering seed.  The dictionary defines it as driving in many directions.  In this instance it does not mean to disperse into dissolution where the parts break up and ends what had once been together.  It speaks rather to the fact that there is a scattering for the purpose of sowing.

In verse 4 we read that those who left Jerusalem, who were scattered, went to live in the surrounding regions.  Now the point of the verse is that in their scattering, wherever they went they preached the Word.  They didn’t let the dispersion from persecution dispel their desire to proclaim God’s truth.  They didn’t run and hide.  In this verse we see the reach of the Gospel expanding.  
As I said earlier, this passage is a bridge.  It’s a transition from one thing to another.  It crosses one area and spans into another area.  What once was considered unreachable God was now reaching into through His church.  They were crossing cultural barriers.
But here we see an important truth about the early church, not just the leadership of the church, but the laity of the church.  They were compelled to preach the Word.  Persecution did not cause them to shrink from their commitment or their commission of preaching the gospel to make disciples.  They could have just as easily melted into the cosmopolitan life of their new surroundings to avoid any undue notice.  They could have chosen to keep quiet about their faith.  After all it was their faith that got them in the throes of persecution in the first place.  Instead the dispersed church declared the gospel.
I have to tell you this.  It’s rather funny but serious at the same time and I don’t want to minimize the seriousness of the issue.  If any of you have spent any time at all around David, you know much he enjoys talking.  He has a lot to say.  The other morning he didn’t want to go to school.  Here we are in week four of his kindergarten year and he’s already wanting to stay home.  Come to find out he had received a warning card for some excessive talking.  He was pretty upset about it and didn’t really want to talk about it.  I had to reassure him that I got in trouble once in Kindergarten and even had to go to the principal’s office later on.  
Sometimes when you get in trouble you’re doubly sure not to do that again to avoid getting in trouble for the same thing.  When we get a ticket for speeding most of us will drive extra carefully to avoid getting another ticket.  Do I have a witness?

These believers in Jerusalem had gotten in trouble by the local religious law and got out of dodge but that didn’t stop them from preaching the Word of God wherever they went.  They may have left Jerusalem for the purpose of self-preservation but it didn’t stall their proclamation of the good news. Can I have a witness?
Imagine with me for a moment a conversation they may have had with a new neighbor.  They’re unloading the donkey taking their goods inside their new home and the nosey neighbor wanders over to introduce themselves with a bag of fresh bagels.

“Looks like you’re new in town.”

“Yep, we just moved from Jerusalem.”

“Did you get a job transfer or something?”

“Nope, we moved out of town because of religious persecution.”

“What kind of religious persecution?”

“The Sanhedrin are out to get the Christians.”
“Christians?  What’s that?”

“Well, we believe in Jesus as the Messiah, the one who was prophesied in the Old Testament who would come and save His people from their sins.  If you want to go to heaven you have to be born again.  You have to believe that Jesus died for our sins, was buried and that He rose again.”

I don’t know if that took place but we have to wonder how it was that they were able to preach the gospel wherever they went.  I’m sure they met opposition there as well, but none the less, they preached.  It is the Greek word in which we get our English word “evangelize” which literally means to preach the gospel.  Some call it “gospelizing.”  The gospel is the good news about Jesus Christ.

Later on Paul would write in his second letter to the Corinthians that we do not preach ourselves but Christ Jesus the Lord (II Corinthians 4:5).  The gospel isn’t about me, it’s about Christ.
To the Romans Paul would write “For I am not ashamed of the Gospel of Christ for it is the power of God unto salvation, the Jew first and also to the Greek.” Romans 1:16

Matthew 28:18-20 assures us of God’s presence in witnessing.

Acts 1:8 assures us of God’s power in witnessing.

Matthew 10:19-20 assures us of God’s provision in witnessing.  “But when they arrest you, do not worry about what to say or how to say it.  At that time you will be given what to say, for it will not be you speaking, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you.”
Our challenge again today is the same as last week, to be bold in our proclamation of the gospel wherever God has scattered us.  Our commander and Master has released us to go and make disciples.  As God’s people were scattered, with them went the Gospel. Does the gospel go with us?
Notice as well that they did not preach “a” word, but they preached “the” Word.  Consider that when Paul preached to the Corinthians he reminded them that his “message and preaching were not with wise and persuasive (enticing) words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that their faith might not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power.”  I Corinthians 2:4-5

Or when he preached to the Thessalonians he exclaimed that the gospel did not come merely “with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction.” 

I Thessalonians 1:5
The gospel is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes (Romans 1:16).  “That if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.  For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved.”  Romans 10:9-10
Millions upon millions of people around this globe have yet to hear of the sweet name of Jesus, the only name by which men will be saved.  They need to hear the truth of the gospel as it relates to Jesus.  Not just that He was a good and moral man; not just that He was an exceptional teacher though He had no formal training; not just that He did some astounding feats like healing the lame, the blind, the deaf or raising the dead, but that this Jesus is the One, the only One with a name given among men whereby we can be saved.  

It isn’t in the name of Muhammad.

It isn’t in the name of Buddha.

It isn’t in the name of Confuscious.

It isn’t in the name of Hare Krishna.

It isn’t in the names of the gods of Hinduism.

It isn’t in the gods of any nation or religion or world view past, present or future.
It is only in Jesus Christ that we can have eternal life.  It is this Jesus, this gospel, that they proclaimed and in none other.

Preachers and churches want to soft sell the gospel today and make Jesus a social gospel, that trusting Jesus will help with all the social, political, emotional, physical, and mental ills of society.

Come to Jesus and He’ll help you with your marriage.

Come to Jesus and He’ll help you with your kids.

Come to Jesus and He’ll help you with your finances.

Come to Jesus and He’ll help you with your job.
Come to Jesus and He’ll help you with your illness.

Come to Jesus and He’ll help you with whatever is going on in your life today and they leave it short of declaring the most important thing.  Can Jesus help with all those things?  He can and He does.  But what is forgotten in the message is that we must first come to Jesus for salvation, that Jesus is the only way to eternal life.  Jesus is the only remedy for sin that stains and separates me from God’s eternal presence.  Jesus is the only way, because He is the only one who is life and can offer life.  

And so we sing:

Jesus, name above all names,

Beautiful Savior, glorious Lord.

Emmanuel, God is with us,

Blessed Redeemer, Living Word.
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Do you know that Jesus today as your Savior?  Have you believed the gospel of Christ, which is the power of God for salvation?

On the night in which Jesus entered into this world clothed in the body of a newborn child, it was a joy for the angels to proclaim that the Savior had come.  Through persecution the reach of the gospel expanded to wherever Christians relocated.  In spite of the jeopardy they faced it was a joy for these believers to proclaim the eternal life giving nature of salvation through Christ.

Oh, again, dear people, that we also might have the same resolve to preach, to evangelize those around us who need Christ.

Let me complete the passage in Romans 10:

“As the Scripture says, ‘Anyone who trusts in Him will never be put to shame.’  For there is no difference between Jew and Gentile – the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on Him, for, ‘Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’  How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?  And how can they believe in the one of who they have not heard?  And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?  And how can they preach  unless they are sent?  As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!’”  Romans 10:11-15 (emphasis added)
As I sit in the examining room at the doctor’s office there is a sign on the wall.  “IF YOU’RE  DIABETIC, SHOW US YOUR FEET.”

For us it should read: “IF YOU’RE A CHRISTIAN, SHOW US YOUR FEET.”  

Do you have beautiful feet?  

How can they call on one they have not heard about?

How can they believe if they have not heard?
How can they hear if we do not go and tell them?

We have been released, dispersed, scattered to preach/evangelize/share the good news of Christ.

I was recently talking with someone who has written on their white board at work one of my favorite thoughts.  It’s taken from I John 3:2-3.  You’ve heard me say it before: “I’m not what I was and neither am I yet what I’m going to be.”  This person says that it’s a great conversation starter as people ask about what it means.  Christ is shared.
There is an interesting verse in the Apocryphal book of II Barcuh (1:4) “I will scatter this people among the Gentiles, that they may do good to the Gentiles.”

Let’s be a part of extending the reach of the gospel by not just giving to missions but going to the lost.

II. THE REVELATION OF THE GOSPEL IS EXHIBITED – v. 5-7

In this passage we are re-introduced to someone we met back in chapter 6.  Philip is one of the men selected for service to the widows.  As with Stephen, Philip was also filled with the Holy Spirit.  We see in this passage that Philip was not only part of the group of believers who left Jerusalem, but also where he went.  Most likely he was a target because he was a Grecian Jew.  His religious beliefs held more loosely to Jewish traditions because of his Greek background.  
Of all places, he arrived in the city of Samaria.  It was part of the Northern Kingdom the city that lay about 40 miles north of Jerusalem and was founded by King Omri ( I Kings 16:24).  You will remember that when King Rehoboam came to the throne following Solomon’s reign, the Kingdom was torn in two.  Ten tribes became known as the Northern Kingdom and two tribes (Judah and Benjamin) were known as the Southern Kingdom.  The Northern Kingdom under its various kings became steeped in idolatry and in 722 B.C. they were conquered by Assyria. When a kingdom was conquered the conquering nation would take some of its people and disperse them to other conquered regions and, as well, take other conquered peoples and relocate them to the newly conquered region.  

Consequently this once Jewish area eventually began to intermarry, which had been forbidden in the Law of God and continued in idolatry.  The Jews considered them racial and religious half-breeds because of their wayward practices.  Jesus would visit them and have a discussion with the woman at the well about their worship of God on Mt. Gerizim, the place the Samaritans had set up as their place of worship rather than at the Temple in Jerusalem.  Centuries of hostility between them fueled ongoing animosity.  Keep in mind that up to this point the apostles were still adhering to Jesus’ instructions to go only to the lost sheep of Israel.  Enter Philip and a new page in early church history.  Here’s the bridge I spoke about earlier.  The gospel is no longer just being proclaimed to the Jews, it is now going out to those with both Jewish and Gentile background.  It is in this place, where people were already open to religious ideology, that Philip went to proclaim the message of Christ.  

It’s a different word than used in verse 4 where they preached or evangelized.  Here to proclaim means to herald or announce as a messenger.  Verse 6 indicates that crowds gathered around him.  Samaria was a pretty good sized town as it had been the capital of the Northern Kingdom.  Crowds were hungry to hear what he had to say and it says they paid close attention to them.  It may be that their shared hope in the coming Messiah gave Philip a platform from which to easily transition in sharing with them that Christ had already come and they could believe in Him for salvation.  I imagine he had them sitting on the edge of their seats, spell bound by the Holy Spirit working on their hearts to respond to the message of salvation in Christ.  
As we saw earlier in Acts 2, the same takes place when Philip proclaimed the good news of Christ to them.  As he revealed the truth of the gospel, he substantiates the Word of God through miraculous signs.  Miracles were spiritual eye openers.  People possessed by demons were released from their oppression.  Others were healed of physical abnormalities.  These all were an evidence that what Philip was proclaiming to them that day was true.  
This is yet another evidence of the power of God’s Holy Spirit to both save and to heal.  

Let me ask you this.  If you declare the gospel of Christ to others, is the message of what you are proclaiming substantiated by a life that is consistent with that message?  Do they see that the gospel has made a miraculous change in you?  Is the message of salvation believable by how you live?  

The revelation of the message was exhibited through the miracles Philip did.  In the same way the revelation of the message we proclaim is exhibited in the miracle of a changed life.
III. THE RESPONSE TO THE GOSPEL ENCOURAGES – v. 8

The confirmation of what had taken place in the life of these new believers was evident to all around as verse 8 states that great joy was in the city.  Joy is the proof of the gospel’s work in the heart of one who was once burdened with the load of sin.  Freedom in Christ released the heart to experience and exhibit joy.  
Joy is more than the response to favorable circumstances or life events that seem to go our way so that we’re happy.  Joy is an inner peace that cannot be diminished regardless of what is happening around me.  Joy hinges on what’s happening inside in spite of what’s happening outside.  If we lose our joy because of what’s going on outside, then the joy we had was not from God’s Spirit.  Joy is an external expression of what has taken place inside through our relationship with Christ.  It’s what Paul and Silas experienced in spite of their beating and imprisonment.  
The chorus to Philips, Craig and Dean’s song Counting on God echoes that as they sing:

Joy unspeakable that won’t go away

Just enough strength to live for the day

So I never have to worry what tomorrow will bring

‘Cause my faith’s on solid rock I’m counting on God.

The miracle of Christ in me, 

the mystery that set me free,

I’m nothing like I used to be

Just open up your eyes, you’ll see.
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That’s what happened in Samaria.  They were different because of a new relationship with Christ.  It showed in their joy.
“You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit.”  
I Thessalonians 1:6

If you don’t have the Spirit in you, you can’t experience this joy because according to Galatians 5:22 only He can produce it in you.

People attempt to find joy in all kinds of things from sociology to politics to work to sports to play – things all good in and of themselves, but they fall short of giving what the heart really yearns for.  It’s evident in such poems as written by philosopher Walter Savage Lander:

I strove with none, for none was worthy my strife,

Nature I loved, and next to nature art:

I warmed both hands before the fire of life…

It stinks, and I am ready to depart.

Where has your search for joy taken you?  What pursuits are you striving for that are leaving you empty and longing for something more, something better?  Have you experienced joy by knowing Christ?  Has He set you free?  

The circumstances had not changed in the city, but the people had changed because of the gospel and there was a noticeable joy that permeated and radiated throughout the city.  Think of the changes that could take place in cities around America if people found true joy in Jesus.  From Detroit to Denver to Dallas to D.C.; from Hartland to Howell to Holly; from Flint to Fenton to Fort Worth to Fort Lauderdale Jesus said that if we trust in Him we will have joy because there won’t be anything about the present or the future that will trouble us.  Our eternity is secure and that ought to bring joy, His joy.
So here’s the bridge, it’s for anyone.  There is only one bridge that takes us where we are to where we want to go.  It takes us from where we are in sin to where God desires us to be – that place of eternal life where we will be a part of His forever family.  Christ is the bridge to take us over what we otherwise could not cross.
The Bridge to Life - Navigators
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Step 1 - God's Love and His plan
God created us in His own image to be His friend and to experience a full life assured of his love, abundant and eternal.

Jesus said, "...I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full." (John 10:10b)

"...we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ." (Romans 5:1)

Since God planned for us to have peace and abundant life right now, why are most people not having this experience?
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Step 2 - Our Problem: Separation from God 

God created us in His own image to have abundant (meaningful) life. He did not make us robots to automatically love and obey him, but he gave us a will and a freedom of choice.

We chose to disobey God and go our own willful way. We still make this choice today. This results in separation from God.

"For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God." (Romans 3:23)

"...your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face from you so that he will not hear." (Isaiah 59:2)

On our own, there's no way we can attain the perfection needed to bridge the gap to God. Through the ages, individuals have tried many ways...without success.

Good works won't do it...or religion...or money...or morality...or philosophy...

"There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death." (Proverbs 14:12)
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Step 3 - God's Remedy: The Cross
Jesus Christ is the only answer to this problem. He died on the cross and rose from the grave, paying the penalty for our sin and bridging the gap between God and people.

"For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God..." 

(I Peter 3:18)

"For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Jesus Christ." (I Timothy 2:5)

"But God demonstrates His own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us."

(Romans 5:8)
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Step 4 - Our Response 

Believing means trust and commitment - acknowledging our sinfulness, trusting Christ's forgiveness and letting Him control our life. Eternal, abundant life is a gift for us to receive.

"For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life." (John 3:16)

"I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes Him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life." (John 5:24)

Is there any reason why you shouldn't cross over to God's side and be certain of eternal life?


How to receive Christ: 

1. Admit your need (I am a sinner). 

2. Be willing to turn from your sins (repent). 

3. Believe that Jesus Christ died for you on the cross and rose from the grave. 

4. Through prayer, invite Jesus Christ to come in and control your life through the Holy Spirit (Receive Him as Lord and Savior of your life).

What to pray:
Dear Lord Jesus,
I know that I am a sinner and need Your forgiveness. I believe that You died for my sins. I want to turn from my sins. I now invite you to come into my heart and life. I want to trust and follow You as the Lord and Savior of my life.
In Your name. Amen. 

God's assurance of eternal life
If you've prayed this prayer and are trusting Christ, then the Bible says that you can be sure you have eternal life.

"...for, everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved." (Romans 10:13)

"For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith - and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God - not by works, so that no one can boast." (Ephesians 2:8-9)

"He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life." (1 John 5:12-13)

Receiving Christ, we are born into God's family through the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit who indwells every believer...this is called regeneration or the "new birth." 

God’s word was declared.  They preached wherever they went and Philip is but one example.
God’s power was demonstrated.  He proclaimed the gospel and performed miracles to authenticate the truth of the message.

God’s promise was delivered.  Many heard and were saved bringing them into the Kingdom of God through their faith in Christ.  

Let’s reach out with the gospel to those who need to hear.

Let’s reveal the gospel to those who need the Savior.

Let’s watch the response to the gospel as others trust Christ and find joy.

We’re not just to gather.  
We are not just to grow. 
We are called to go.  
Are you ready?  
Are you willing?  
Are you able?

If asked by someone, could we share the essence of the Gospel as did these believers who were scattered?

