Uniquely Jesus: The Story Continues				March 31, 19
Acts 8:1

Coffee/Question: what has God done in the past, that you would long to see him do again?

Today’s passage, which is only one verse, is going to teach us of something that God has done again and again for his people.
It is not necessarily the first thing we would ask for; but it is something we need.

In Acts 8, we are introduced to a young man named Saul, who was super religious. 
Saul said this of himself:
[image: ]
Without question, Saul was all-in; he was dedicated, he was committed, he was on fire, he was zealous. 

But for what?

If you had asked Saul on the day Stephen died, he would have told you that he was zealous for God and for his honor.
The members of the Sanhedrin would have told you the same thing.
Let’s begin to unpack today’s verse.

[image: ]
When the Sanhedrin stoned Stephen, they broke the sixth commandment – “You shall not murder.”
How was it they could not see this?
How did they convince themselves they were protecting the honor of God?

They were self-deceived.

Something else was exposed that day.
The men of the Sanhedrin had endeavored to live a faultless life.
They had worked hard to avoid having contact with “sinners.”

And then, Stephen came along, just like Jesus had, and provoked in them a most unexpected response.
Their reaction revealed to them that the problem of sin, was not just in others.
It was in them as well, and all their religiousness had not eradicated it.

Saul painfully, but gloriously learned these truths about himself when he encountered the risen Lord Jesus on the road to Damascus. 

William Barclay wrote of how this encounter with Jesus changed Saul:
[image: Image result for william barclay quotes]

[image: ]
This day described in verse 1… was long remembered, but not necessarily for the reason that seems most obvious.

If you have followed Jesus for anytime, you have read, you’ve prayed into, you’ve held onto… the promise of Romans 8:28.
[image: Image result for romans 8:28]
How did God work in the tragedy of Stephen’s death and cause good to come about? David Guzik explains:  
[image: ]
https://www.preceptaustin.org/index.php/acts-8-commentary

God was at work in that tragedy.

The peace that transcends understanding (Philippians 4:7) can only settle on and guard the heart and mind of the believer who lives in trust of the Sovereign One, who rules from heaven over the earth; who knows the end from the beginning, and who does all things right, bringing about his perfect will and his good plan for the creation and humanity, through unexpected and surprising means.

Jonathan Edwards as he lived in response to the sovereignty of God, in his life and in the circumstances that happened around him, prayed:
[image: Image result for jonathan edwards - stamp eternity on my eyeballs]

This is a prayer, not limited to Jonathan Edwards, or the time in which he lived.
This prayer and variations of it has been spoken by all who live by faith in the Son of God.
[image: ]

What does the word “persecution” mean?
[image: ]

What does the word “great” mean?
[image: ]
In this verse it is not used in the sense of something wonderful, amazing.
This word “great” quantifies the extent of the persecution - it was not a small; nor a limited thing.

What is meant by the phrase “broke out?” 
Derek Thomas explains: 
[image: ]

[image: ]
I remind you the church is not a building.
This “great persecution” which “broke out” was directed at the people who followed Jesus; who were his body.
[image: ]

These people in the church at Jerusalem, were Jesus’ family; they were a holy nation, not because of blood as we typically understand it – but because of the shed blood of Jesus.

In these people God lived by his Spirit.
They were like a city set on a hill, a colony of heaven, that gave light to the world.

At first, there was only, as Acts 8:1 says - The church in Jerusalem…
But in the years to come, as the gospel was shared with the Gentiles, there would be, 1 Corinthians 1:2 – The church in Corinth…; 1 Thessalonians 1:1 – The church of the Thessalonians…

Two things happened to the church in Jerusalem as a result of the great persecution that broke out.

[image: ]
1. The apostles stayed in Jerusalem. Why?

William Barclay says, “These men were determined to face whatever dangers threatened, because the Holy Spirit within them had made them to be men of courage….”

And how had they become men of courage?

[image: Related image]

Courage is not a rare virtue possessed by a few extraordinary people.
Its how a person lives who has been radically and unconditionally loved by God.

2. The rest of the church was scattered.
[image: ]
James Montgomery Boice writes – 
There are different words for “scattered” in the Greek language. 
[image: ]
One means dispersed so that the item is gone from that point on, like scattering a person’s ashes on the ocean’s waves. 
The other means scattered in order to be planted.
[image: Image result for scattering of seed]
The intent of Saul and the others who persecuted the church was to disperse the believers in order to get rid of them.
On both accounts they failed because the Father had another plan.
God turned the scattering into a means to plant his people all throughout Judea and Samaria.

Why Judea and Samaria?
Do you remember the last thing Jesus said to his followers?
[image: ]
Was there anything else Jesus said at that moment?
Yes, there were 13 additional words.
[image: ]
Could Jesus have been any more explicit?
He had told them to go, but they had stayed in Jerusalem.

In Acts 8:1, there is an enduring principle applicable for the church in every generation.
[image: ]
When things go well; when things come easy; when there is abundance; when safety isn’t a challenge, do you know what can and what often happens?

The church begins, ever so subtly, to depend more on their own skills; their own resources; their own organization; their own planning; their own wisdom; their own hard work, rather than on God.

Acts 8 doesn’t explicitly say if this had happened to the church or was beginning to happen.
What it does say though is that God through Saul shook up his church and got them back on track with the mission of Jesus.

If and when God shakes up his people, it’s because they need to be shook up.

Elevation Worship has a song entitled “Do It Again.”
Let me share with you some of the words of that song.

Walking around these walls I thought by now they'd fall
But You have never failed me yet
Waiting for change to come, knowing the battle's won
For You have never failed me yet
Your promise still stands, great is Your faithfulness, faithfulness
I'm still in Your hands
This is my confidence, You've never failed me yet

I know the night won't last Your Word will come to pass
My heart will sing Your praise again
Jesus You're still enough, keep me within Your love
My heart will sing Your praise again

Your promise still stands, great is Your faithfulness, faithfulness
I'm still in Your hands
This is my confidence, You never failed
[image: Related image]

When we sing to God our songs of praise, in doing so, we remind ourselves of who the Lord is and what he has done.
He is the Creator, our Maker.
He is our Father.
He is the King, the Lord of heaven and earth.
He is our Rescuer, our Savior.
He is our Rock.
He is our Defender
He is our Comforter.

And he is…the Shaker.

Jesus loves his people too much to allow them to love lesser things and to waste their lives on anything other than the one purpose that matters most in this world – the rescue mission of the Father, Son and the Spirit.

[image: Image result for martin luther king - take the first step]

This passage in Acts 8 encourages and challenges us to live by faith, boldly trusting the One who does all things right, even if and when we don’t see how or understand why.

It is enough that we are radically and unconditionally loved.
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What Saul said to King Agrippa in Acts 26 confirms why he did what he did.
[image: Image result for acts 26:9]

Saul did many things to oppose the name of Jesus of Nazareth….in Jerusalem.
But he did not act alone.
He was given
He locked up many of Jesus’ followers.
He punished some and voted in favor of putting others to death.
Saul tried his best to get followers of Jesus to deny Jesus.
His opposition to Jesus grew into a raging fury.
It wasn’t enough to destroy the church in Jerusalem


Somehow, someway Saul had convinced himself or been convinced to not only reject Jesus of Nazareth, but to actively oppose him.

Regarding Stephen’s death - Saul didn’t reluctantly approve - he was strongly in favor.
He didn’t try to talk the Sanhedrin down; or stop them.
He supported what they did.

And in turn, the actions of the Sanhedrin, gave an opportunity for the zeal which had been boiling within Saul, to finally be expressed; unleashed.

Remember Gamaliel from Acts 5?
He had urged the members of the Sanhedrin “to consider carefully what they intended to do to [the apostles” – v.35.
He had advised them to “leave these men alone!” “To let them go.” – v.38.
Because Gamaliel was greatly respected, he had been able to persuade the Sanhedrin that day to not kill the apostles.
But when Stephen was put on trial, or better said, when Stephen put the Sanhedrin on trial, if Gamaliel was there, his voice was ignored, and his previous advice rejected.

There is a detail you need to be aware of.
Saul had trained under Gamaliel.
In what happened that day, Saul made a break from his teacher.
Saul acted as his own man.
Saul  
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The hostility of the religious leaders had 
grown incrementally until like a volcano it 
broke out in a great rage.       Derek Thomas
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