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Text: Acts 22:14-23 (#61)

14 "Then he said: 'The God of our fathers has chosen you to know his will and to see the Righteous One and to hear words from his mouth.  15 You will be his witness to all men of what you have seen and heard.  16 And now what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptized and wash your sins away, calling on his name.'  17 "When I returned to Jerusalem and was praying at the temple, I fell into a trance  18 and saw the Lord speaking. 'Quick!' he said to me. 'Leave Jerusalem immediately, because they will not accept your testimony about me.'  19 "'Lord,' I replied, 'these men know that I went from one synagogue to another to imprison and beat those who believe in you.  20 And when the blood of your martyr Stephen was shed, I stood there giving my approval and guarding the clothes of those who were killing him.'  21 "Then the Lord said to me, 'Go; I will send you far away to the Gentiles.'"  22 The crowd listened to Paul until he said this. Then they raised their voices and shouted, "Rid the earth of him! He's not fit to live!"  23 As they were shouting and throwing off their cloaks and flinging dust into the air,

Summary from last week (#60)
Why do we confess that Jesus is the only way to salvation? It is because Jesus became a representative of the law, destroyed the curse of the law, and passed the heavenly life and righteousness that surpasses the righteousness of the law over us who were bound to sin.  Men’s power can’t do this. There is no one among men who can keep the law perfectly. “But if you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers.  10 For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it” (James 2:9-10). Only God who is the author of the law can completely fulfill the law’s requirement through His way.  The law exposes our sins, yet grace covers them. Jesus Christ came to reveal our sins wrapped with false lies and then, fulfilled all the demands of the law as one truth (‘Love your neighbor’).  He nailed all of our transgressions on the cross and imputed His perfect righteousness which surpasses men’s righteousness upon us by God’s grace. Through His blood, He covered our sins and recreated us as new creations who are perfectly united with His righteousness.  This is the ‘redemptive work of God’s grace’ that can only be done by God Himself.  Men of the law are transformed as men of grace. In order to reveal this mystery of the gospel, God has to first add His law to men who were bound to the law of the knowledge of good and evil so that men could find the grace of new life in the midst of their exercising His law.  True grace comes out of the law, and the law is fulfilled through God’s grace alone.  After all, the law and grace are one. By realizing and experiencing the procedure of this spiritual reality, we begin to come out of our sinful nature that is in bondage to the lustful desire of good and evil and naturally become partakers of His heavenly nature.  “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness.  4 Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires” (2 Peter 1:3-4).  What is the divine nature?  It is the nature of heavenly mercy and love that is free from men’s lustful knowledge and judgment of good and evil. That is the heavenly heart united with truth in which the law and grace are one. 

"Then he said: 'The God of our fathers has chosen you to know his will and to see the Righteous One and to hear words from his mouth.  15 You will be his witness to all men of what you have seen and heard” (vv.14-15)  

When Paul went to Jerusalem, he was immediately seized by the crowed in the city. They begin to beat him and tried to kill him.  Seeing this, a commander of the Roman troop stops them to find out the reason. As soon as Paul gains an opportunity to speak under his permission, he begins to testify to the crowd about his amazing conversion experience through Jesus. What is the core message of his testimony?  It is all about the grace of God revealed through Christ.

The core of our faith is to continually see the work of God’s amazing grace prepared for us instead of to continually give our service to God with our own passion and efforts. Paul first identifies himself as one who was ‘zealous for the law’ just like them (v.3).  But he tells them that his zeal for the law led him to severely persecute the way of the cross and kill God’s messengers. That such evil behavior was enforced by his ‘zeal’ for the law.  Man’s deep religiosity has a tendency to eagerly serve anyone who is stronger and more powerful.  It is an idolatrous faith given by Satan that one eventually tries to put himself in the place of God. Everyone is living in the lies by which Satan deceived man to eat the forbidden fruit.  "For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Genesis 3:5 – the most perfect lie of all lies,  deceiving people to live with fear and comparative minds, and describing God as a god of the knowledge of good and evil).  When legalistic zeal of the law is added to our sinful desire of good and evil, our sinful mind is further enhanced to stand against the gospel of grace.  When the law and grace don’t become one, our faith becomes legalistic and naturally stands against the truth of the gospel by our keeping the law.  The law and grace can’t become one through men’s efforts and power. Instead, men’s sin always divides them further. Therefore, God has to give us the gift of faith so that we can see the power of Christ who put them the law and grace together as one and so that we continue to experience the amazing work of their union in our mind. The gospel is the start of God. The grace of the gospel stops our legalistic exercising on the law so that we can truly bear the life-giving fruit in Christ. “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit-- fruit that will last. Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in my name” (John 15:16). 

The true grace of grace that God wants to reveal to us is the grace of “unconditional election.”  Men delude themselves into the thinking that they can choose God with their depraved minds. They strongly believe that they can choose and serve God at any time according to their lustful taste of good and evil. This mindset leads one to have legalistic and religious zeal for the law.  God is neither swayed by our wicked choice nor chosen by our lustful judgment.  Our nature is deeply rooted in sin that has no life of God at all. Therefore, God has to initiate His redemptive choice before we are born because we begin to sin with the lustful desire of good and evil right after our birth. “Yet, before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad-- in order that God's purpose in election might stand:  12 not by works but by him who calls-- she was told, "The older will serve the younger."  13 Just as it is written: "Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated."  14 What then shall we say? Is God unjust? Not at all!  15 For he says to Moses, "I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion”( Romans 9:11-15).  We might misunderstand this message. It seems that God makes distinction of love and hatred among men unreasonably. That is not true. The emphasis of this passage lies on the unconditional grace of God’s election.  Esau and Jacob are both wicked sinners. In fact, Jacob lived a wickeder life than Esau did in many ways.   Among the same group of, completely depraved sinners who had no choice but to live in a sinful way, one was chosen to be saved by God’s unconditional love and mercy even before he was born.  What did Paul realize about God’s grace? He could see the evil darkness hidden deep inside of his heart (Beginning of true grace).  Through his keeping the law zealously, he was killing God instead of serving Him.  However, God’s abundant mercy and grace finally stopped his evil works forcibly one day and made him realize God’s divine election and the calling of His salvation.
The greatest blessing in our lives is our encounter and communication with God. That is the same as to know Christ’s righteousness or the righteous word of Christ. Through union with Christ, His righteousness abides in us. Why is Christ Jesus the only true righteous man? There are many great people in our history who tried to live very righteously. But in God’s eyes, they are all sinners.  The root of their righteousness comes from their lustful desire of good and evil (original sin). So, their righteousness is nothing more than just building their own tower of Babel. Their efforts and sacrifices are set apart from God’s life.  Christ Jesus didn’t come to simply show us his sacrificial love and great humbleness. That is not the core message of the gospel. He was the only one who showed us the true life of ‘self-denial’ (Luke 9:23).   The word, ‘denial’(‘aparneomai’: ‘apo’ + ‘arneomai’: ‘apo’: away+’a’:not +’leo’: ‘speak’, ‘flow’) means ‘being away from the word that does not have life.’  From our birth, we have naturally lied. We were born with the lustful nature of good and evil and so have been deceived by Satan’s lie and spoken lies every time.  But through Christ, now we realize that we are no longer bound to the lies of Satan. Through the power of the Holy Spirit, we are filled with the word of His living righteousness. His living word consumes all the lies within our hearts.  Without truly realizing the word of Christ, true ‘self-denial’ is impossible.  Christ Jesus came and delivered the word of life alone. That is the life of true ‘self-denial.’ All the words and behaviors that are apart from the life of the gospel are nothing but ‘self-praise.’  Through union with Christ, one can remain in the place of ‘self-denial’ and enjoy true communication with God. 

“And saw the Lord speaking. 'Quick!' he said to me. 'Leave Jerusalem immediately, because they will not accept your testimony about me.'  19 "'Lord,' I replied, 'these men know that I went from one synagogue to another to imprison and beat those who believe in you.  20 And when the blood of your martyr Stephen was shed, I stood there giving my approval and guarding the clothes of those who were killing him.'  21 "Then the Lord said to me, 'Go; I will send you far away to the Gentiles” (vv. 18-21). 

Through the grace of Christ, Paul finds himself enjoying communication with God in truth. Also, he sees now the reality of his darkness and how Satan deceived men to stand against God through their keeping the law. The divine law of God can be used in an evil way at any time by the lustful hand of men who do not realize Christ’s righteousness.  Men’s sinning against God is the same as killing their own parents. What is the message of the Ten Commandments? (Exo.20:1-17/Deut.5:6-21).  Men naturally fall into idol worship because of their sinful nature. Men can’t serve God correctly but always worship God as other gods in order to elevate their own righteousness.  Obviously, they can’t enter into the divine Sabbath. Furthermore, they can’t honor their parents who gave them life (symbolizing God), but always try to resist and even kill them. They will commit adultery because they can’t have Christ as their mate. Then, having Satan as their mate, they will naturally learn lies and as a result, they will become thieves and murderers. That is the life of false witness being filled with the lustful desire of good and evil.  Therefore, all mankind can never be free from the judgment of the Ten Commandments. In order to escape from the wrath of God, they have to be led to enter into God’s grace and receive true forgiveness and freedom in Christ.   Accepting Christ as their own savior, they can turn around from their evil ways and finally receive the new reign of the law by the Spirit of life. 

To the Israelites who can’t receive grace out of their law, but have to still remain in the law standing against God, Paul desperately desires to preach the truth of the gospel at the risk of his own death.  “For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race” (Rom.9:3).  However, God tells Paul to leave Jerusalem and go to the Gentiles because the Jews will not listen to his message no matter what.  Paul tries to persuade God using as the reason for his stay, his great confidence in the power of the gospel that can transform any evil men. He desperately hopes for the same grace of Christ that he received from God to be poured out upon the Jews. He was a Jew of the Jews who once did the wickedest things in God’s eyes, yet he was irresistibly saved from his sin by God’s amazing grace. He experienced the supreme power of God who broke the evil power of darkness holding onto him. He asks God to do the same favor for the Jews. This reveals the consuming passion of the gospel that he gained through his conversion experience. 

Conclusion
We were all criminals in God’s eyes. We were sinners who would be put to death for the penalty of our sins. We should give thanks to God for the amazing grace by which we could come to realize the spiritual reality of our darkness.  Without His grace, one can’t truly confess that “God saved a wretch like me.” The bible teaches us that both the condition and an act of sin are the same. If we truly see the depth of our darkness within us, we will realize the absolute necessity of Christ in our lives. Let us deeply enjoy the grace of the gospel which called us into the light of Christ out of darkness. Let us intercede for our present generation that is more and more losing the sense of sin and righteousness taught in the gospel.  Let us pray to God asking that He will revive and restore our land so that people come to true repentance confessing with their mouth, “God saved a wretch like me!”
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