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Text: Acts 28:23-31 (#69)

Acts 28:23-31  23 They arranged to meet Paul on a certain day, and came in even larger numbers to the place where he was staying. From morning till evening he explained and declared to them the kingdom of God and tried to convince them about Jesus from the Law of Moses and from the Prophets.  24 Some were convinced by what he said, but others would not believe.  25 They disagreed among themselves and began to leave after Paul had made this final statement: "The Holy Spirit spoke the truth to your forefathers when he said through Isaiah the prophet:  26 "'Go to this people and say, "You will be ever hearing but never understanding; you will be ever seeing but never perceiving."  27 For this people's heart has become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and turn, and I would heal them.'  28 "Therefore I want you to know that God's salvation has been sent to the Gentiles, and they will listen!"  29   30 For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him.  31 Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ.

Summary from last week (#68)
Expounding on the word of God means first seeing by faith the predestined reality of God’s kingdom working behind our chaotic world.  And then, it is to explain how His kingdom has been revealed in an orderly manner in the life of His chosen people.  The darkness of our chaos has existed from the beginning. Yet our disorder has been disguised by Satan’s lie. What is the law of creation for man? God sees ‘good’(‘karkon’: a fruit that reveals God’s perfect goodness) when His light comes upon darkness and unites with it. After eating the forbidden fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, man became totally depraved. Because of one man’s sin, the order that has been set up by God for man to enjoy His life was destroyed. In addition, one man’s attempt to stand above the order of God made the whole earth a criminal field. Since then, all men became the slaves of Satan and have to live in a chaotic state (disguised order) until their death in eternity. However, by God’s grace, we can see that even all the self-indulgence of God’s saints living in disorder even lies under His decree and predestination. God establishes His new order of creation in them at His appointed time after fully exposing their disorderly darkness. God’s kingdom is revealed through His chosen people who experience this amazing provision of God (The old creation  corruption  Christ  the new creation).  God’s people have to go through many hardships and sufferings. God allows many incidents in their lives where their orderly lives collapse and they develop mental and physical problems as well. However, God’s saints experience much more grace prepared by God in the midst of their stormy environments. We begin to see our hidden disorder coming to the surface, yet God’s hand instills His perfect order within us. The world is a training field for us to gain the reality of God’s new creation. As we pass through the time of many temptations, God fills our heart with heavenly freedom, peace, hope, and forgiveness. Furthermore, God begins to use us to lead others who live in the same disordered darkness with the word of truth so that they can come into the order of God’s new creation. Let us keep receiving the guidance and filling of the Holy Spirit so that we can grow up as ones who can correctly expound on the word of God. Let us realize God’s divine method: how to set up His new order in the midst of the temptations that make our lives collapse and brings us into disorder. 


“They disagreed among themselves and began to leave after Paul had made this final statement: "The Holy Spirit spoke the truth to your forefathers when he said through Isaiah the prophet:  26 "'Go to this people and say, "You will be ever hearing but never understanding; you will be ever seeing but never perceiving” (vv.25-26)

Why is Paul’s expounding the word of God difficult to understand? Many people showed interest in his preaching and teaching in the beginning. But most of them didn’t believe and left because they couldn’t agree with his message after all.  Why did they “disagree’(‘asumphonos’: ‘a’(not)+ ‘sun’(union) +’foce’(a sound of light): not uniting with a sound that shines or lightens) with him? Paul’s message is the sound that brings the light of God’s life out of our darkness. It reveals the true reality of darkness and God’s intended will hidden inside of one’s darkness. Paul explains God’s true love and grace (the mystery of the cross) that is hidden inside of the rigid law of the Old Testament (‘the law of Moses and the Prophets’-v.23). “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me” (John 5:39). The function of the Old Testament is first to continuously expose man’s limitation and bondage to sin by giving many examples of the Israelis who incorrectly exercised God’s given law and sacrifice.  In addition, the examples are given to repeatedly expose the corrupted reality of the old creation over which the new creation must come and replace. Therefore, all the law and commandments of God are given to us to be used as a means of grace for His people to discover and take hold of the light of Christ as the only solution for their salvation. “Before this faith came, we were held prisoners by the law, locked up until faith should be revealed.  24 So the law was put in charge to lead us to Christ that we might be justified by faith” (Galatians 3:23-24).  The faith of God’s saints is realized more clearly as they go through a spiritual training in which they continue to pass from the Old Testament to the New Testament (The union with God through the demolition of the old way and establishment of the new way). During the spiritual journey in the life of wilderness, God’s saints will find our more clearly about the reality of their disorder, yet it is the necessary process to gain their new establishment in God’s new created order. From the beginning of creation, God has revealed the light and life of Christ in order to bring His people who remained in the old creation into His new creation. Those who still live in the old creation can’t agree with the new voice coming from the new creation.  The sound of God’s grace is not heard by legalistic and religious ears. When our old, lustful sound bound to darkness is seized is self denial, the new sound of truth is understood and is spoken from our mouth.

When Christ came and kept speaking in truth, many people who considered themselves to be His “disciples” began to leave Him and never came back.  “54 Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.  55 For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. . . .   .63 The Spirit (the word of truth, the sound of grace) gives life; the flesh (a life living in darkness, remaining in the law, the old creation) counts for nothing. The words I have spoken to you (‘rhema’: truthful sound that comes out of the law) are spirit and they are life.  64 Yet there are some of you who do not believe." For Jesus had known from the beginning which of them did not believe and who would betray him.  65 He went on to say, "This is why I told you that no one can come to me unless the Father has enabled him."  66 From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him” (John 6:54-55, 63-66).   Christ Jesus, the reality of truth, came and continued to witness to the word of life. Yet, the people who were caught in the sound of darkness had no interest at all in His voice. They couldn’t understand and agree with His word. They didn’t want to pay attention to His word.  That is the nature of mankind. After the Fall, men who lost the sound of true life made their own languages in order to fulfill their lustful desire and ambition. Furthermore, they have worshiped idols who accepted and agreed to their lustful demands.  But Jesus came and began to expose their false lies and evil voices that come out of their legalistic and religious zeal. They became so angry with His words because Jesus denied all of their words and behaviors considering them to be ‘flesh’ (lifeless, things of the old creation). Their pride was hurt. Disappointed and angry they began to leave Him. On the other hand, there were found a very few disciples by grace who mourned for their sins and depended solely upon the words given by the Holy Spirit. God’s saints must train their minds to learn and speak the words of the Holy Spirit. “Whenever you are arrested and brought to trial (a spiritual fight against lies, anti-Christ), do not worry beforehand about what to say. Just say whatever is given you at the time, for it is not you speaking, but the Holy Spirit” (Mark 13:11). 

When Paul sees the apathetic response of many people toward his testifying to the word of the gospel, he understands this division as God’s  predestined will. Isaiah already prophesied about this happening. “'Be ever hearing, but never understanding; be ever seeing, but never perceiving” (Isa.6:9).  Even more, God said that he would harden their hearts and completely cut off His sound from their ears. “Make the heart of this people calloused; make their ears dull and close their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts, and turn and be healed” (Isaiah 6:10).  “His disciples asked him what this parable meant.  10 He said, "The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of God has been given to you, but to others I speak in parables, so that, "'though seeing, they may not see; though hearing, they may not understand.'” (Luke 8:9-10).  Why does God harden the hearts of those who don’t want to listen to His message? We must discern wisely the dualistic message of the gospel. On one hand, we can see many scriptures that describe God’s unconditional love and sacrifice demonstrated to save sinners. On the other hand, there are also many scenes that show God’s intention to harden the hearts of those who were considered ‘evildoers’ instead of opening and helping them to understand His message (e.g.: giving many ‘parables’ in His teaching the word). What is God’s real intention in doing such a thing? Who are the real sinners and wicked ones to God’s eyes? Of course, every man is a sinner from his birth. Everyone has lived in a sinful state. However, among them, two different types of men develop because of God’s grace.  Like Cain, Esau, Pharisees, and Judas Iscariot, there are people who try to stand in the place of God to elevate their own righteousness and fame through misuse of the word of God (sinner > evildoer). On the other hand, like Abel, Jacob, and Jesus’ disciples, there are people who surrender before God with a heart of genuine repentance after a period of spiritual warfare against their own darkness (sinner > righteous man).  All of their beginnings were the same, yet one gradually becomes a son of a viper who distorts truth, and the other progressively becomes a child of God through self-denial in truth (division occurs between lambs and goats inside the church: Matt. 25:31-46).  Those who defile the word of God and distort the sound of truth with their own lustful desire of good and evil are the wickedest sinners of all in God’s eyes.  “And so I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven men, but the ‘blasphemy’(slanderous and injurious speech) against the Spirit will not be forgiven.  32 Anyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven (denial against Jesus), but anyone who ‘speaks’ against the Holy Spirit (the word of truth) will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come.  33 "Make a tree good and its fruit will be good, or make a tree bad and its fruit will be bad, for a tree is recognized by its fruit.  34 You brood of vipers, how can you who are evil say anything good (the sound of truth)? For out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks” (Matthew 12:31-34 – toward the Pharisees). 

In the bible, we can see the ideology of ‘election’ and ‘reprobation’(condemnation) "I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion” (Exo.33:19, Rom.9:15). However, God’s election is not based on any of men’s righteousness. All fell into darkness and are doomed to eternal fire in hell. Everyone belonged to Egypt and is fated to die in the land of Egypt. However, God’s mercy came upon a certain group unconditionally. And as a result, they finally could come out of the power of darkness. Then, why don’t others receive God’s election instead of reprobation? It is not because they are wickeder than those who are elected. The bible simply tries to explain to us how great is God’s love and grace to save us from our sins. God has to use a means of distinction such as ‘election’ and ‘reprobation.’  Men can’t be perfectly saved unless God chooses and pours out His sacrificial love and mercy upon them until they understand and accept His grace.  That is the message of the cross. God must come down on earth, substitute for all of our sins, and give us the new mind of creation in Christ so that we can be completely born again as new children of God by His works alone.  God’s election and predestination are mentioned to emphasize the amazing grace of Gods’ work for our salvation. Men don’t really know what is sin, what is righteousness, and what is the judgment of God’s coming in our future.  People are too apathetic about truth but live everyday within insecure fatalism.  However, God sends His Spirit to His people so that they can realize the mystery of the gospel and live a life of faith in the wilderness of this world.  “When he(the Holy Spirit) comes, he will convict the world(God’s people in the world) of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment:  9 in regard to sin, because men do not believe in me (disunion with Christ);  10 in regard to righteousness, because I am going to the Father, where you can see me no longer(God establishing us as His holy temple, His indwelling place);  11 and in regard to judgment, because the prince of this world now stands condemned (the completion of the cross, the mind of new creation given to His people, the power of Hades can’t overcome us)” (John 16:8-11). 

We must be careful to understand and enjoy this amazing spiritual truth. We shouldn’t judge anyone as God’s elected or reprobated (condemned). God is only authorized to do that. Our faith can easily be like that of the Pharisees if we misunderstand God’s works. If we are truly saved, we should deeply enjoy the joy of our salvation as if we own the most expensive treasure in the world. The reality of our amazing salvation should be discovered and experienced through our strenuous effort every day.  “Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed-- not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence-- continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling” (Philippians 2:12). Living the life of truth by faith in this world of darkness is to establish God’s kingdom. 

Conclusion
How does the book of Acts conclude? It ends with a description of Paul’s consistent act for the gospel. .  “Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ” (v.31).  These acts should be the same acts of the church today. The church should continue to discover the amazing truth that has been revealed from the Old Testament to the New Testament and should spread it to the world until the end.  Let us discover the unfathomable mystery of Christ, unite with the reign of Christ, and witness to His powerful light to others.  Let us carry on the evangelism and mission entrusted by God until Christ Jesus comes back. . “In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge:  2 Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage-- with great patience and careful instruction.  3 For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.  4 They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.  5 But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry” (2 Tim. 4:1-5).  
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