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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Rome at Last - Acts 28
3 months on Malta – 2 major miracles (snake and Publius’s father)
Luke indicates that the effect of these two miracles was profound, v6 & 10, and would have undoubtedly have opened the door for conversation about Jesus and his kingdom. Interestingly Luke doesn’t tell us what Paul, instead it’s as if Luke simply intends to show that wherever Paul went and whatever the circumstances his presence as the ambassador of Jesus and as a man of God made things better for people. 
· There’s his words of faith and encouragement on the boat – 27:21f, 33, 36, 
· There’s his protection and instructions not to kill people – both 27:31 and 42-43
· There’s his help in the very ordinary things of life like getting wood for the fire – 28:3, as well as the wonderful healing of Publius father and others, 28:8-9 and v10. I’m sure that Paul’s actions had a good deal to do with them being treated so well! Through Paul’s faith and through his actions others benefitted from having him around.
And here’s the thing – in these simple things Paul was exactly what God wants all his people to be – be a blessing to others, to make life better. ‘Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go forth from your country, And from your relatives And from your father’s house, To the land which I will show you; And I will make you a great nation, And I will bless you, And make your name great; And so you shall be a blessing ….. And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed”;’ Gen 12:1-2. 
Now, of course the ultimate fulfilment of that was in Jesus, but until then Ab’s family, the people of God, were to be a blessing to the nations wherever they went. People were meant to be glad they were nearby, glad they lived next door to them glad they had good, fair, kind, trustworthy neighbours. The idea was that they were a kind of advert that drew people to want to join them.
And we are too!

Trouble was that God’s people forgot this and became elitist and proud, believing that because God loved and favoured them that he must hate all the rest! Thus rather that treating others with grace and kindness they saw them as the enemy – which just caused other to treat them even worse. Vicious spiral!
Jonah probably sums up what they became! He didn’t want the gentiles blessed – he wanted them judged! 
We need to be careful not to fall into the same mistake – it’s an easy one to make! I know there are forces and people working against us the church, and we hate some of the things that are said and being done in our nation – but we’re called to be light and salt and to make things better for people. We’re not called to retreat to our bunker and fight to the last man standing – we’re called to go out and be light and salt, to make a positive difference to those who live and work and play around us. True there are certainly times when we have to speak up for truth and righteousness – but even when we do I believe that we should do it in as winsome a way as we can. 
I’m reminded of 1 Cor 7:13-14 which speaks about the unbeliever as being ‘sanctified’ or ‘made holy’ (NLT) by the believer. I’m not completely sure how this works – but the broad implication is obvious to – having a Xian around is meant to bring a positive effect on the unbelievers; life is meant to be better for them.  
· This is quite challenging isn’t it! I wonder what our neighbours and work colleagues etc think of us because of our faith! And if they are glad of us then lets ensure that we take the opportunity that good will affords to share with them the best of all news – the news they so desperately need to hear and believe. 
THE JOURNEY TO ROME
The spend 3 months on Malta and disembarked at the nearest port to Rome, Puteoli, Italy – v13. The last leg of the journey was on foot and as Paul and his companions made their way along the road they were met by Xians from the area – Rome and further afield – v15, (Forum of Appius was 45 miles away) who’d heard he was on his way and had gone to meet him. This would have been a huge encouragement to Paul – imagine all he’d been through and all he faced in Rome and here were some bro’s and sis’s come to welcome him and walk along the way into the unknown with him. 

· That’s fellowship – walking with others on the journey; not for what you get out of it but out of love, compassion, respect, etc. This is what church is about really – walking through life together, encouraging, loving, supporting in the good times and in the bad (remember Paul was a prisoner!)
But this was also where Paul had long desired to get to, Rom 15:22f, though probably not in these circumstances. Now he’s here now and one of the first things he does is to invite the leaders of the Jewish community round for coffee and a chat.
This went surprisingly well; the Jews were impressed and interested enough to request another get together. They’d heard about the Christian faith – in fact everyone in the city was talking about it, v22; now they have a bona fide leader and teacher they can really find out more and understand what it’s all about. The next time they meet Paul spends all day explaining, showing that Jesus was the messiah promised in the OT, v23.
As usual, some ‘got it’ but others didn’t, v24, which didn’t surprise Paul one bit, and he quoted from Is 6 (600yrs before Jesus), which had warned that when the Messiah came some (the Jews) would hear but not understand, etc. As a result God was now sending the the offer of salvation and inclusion to the gentiles as well. That was more than enough for many listening and they began to leave.

And that’s pretty much where the story of the Acts of the Apostles ends –in a way it feels like an unsatisfactory ending, as all we’re left with is the little end note that he was there for 2 years in which time he welcomed many into his house and was able to preach and teach about Jesus. It was probably also during this time that he wrote his letters to the Xians in Ephesus, Philippi and Colossae.  But still there was no mention of what happened at the end of the two years, no account of the trial, no account of when and how Paul actually died. Tradition has it that Paul was set free before being rearrested by Caesars men about 5 yrs later and executed.  But we just don’t know – why not? 

Well, I think it was down to what Luke was trying to do in writing this account of the Acts of the Apostles. Come back right to the very beginning – 1:2 – ‘I wrote about all Jesus began to do and teach …’ – this was the sequel, it was the continuation and the theme and purpose was the same – it wasn’t primarily about Paul, Peter, Stephen, John or James. It was about what Jesus did, through the apostles by the power of the H/S. It was about Jesus, it was about the kingdom, it was about how God’s kingdom carried on spreading even after Jesus had ascended.

And so to finish at Rome, with Paul taking the message to the Jews there – the very centre of the then known world represented the summit. We don’t need to know what happened in the trial and what was said – this story isn’t about Paul, it’s about the gospel, it’s about the power of God, it’s about the kingdom of Jesus taking root and spreading far and wide. 
Having reached Rome and been rejected by the Jews as a whole we find just 8 or 9 years later the city of Jerusalem, the heart and soul of the Jewish nation and faith, was reduced to rubble and the nation as a whole scattered. The Jews time had ended – for a while at least. God’s attention for the next part of the story will be on the non Jewish peoples, gentiles, that’s us. Eventually, one day I expect many Jews will come to recognise Jesus and become part of his kingdom. They will come the same way as everyone else – no different – by faith in Jesus, part with us of the one great people of God.  
In the meantime the work of Jesus kingdom continues with us; the work of sharing the good news of Jesus, the work of enlarging the kingdom. Ours is the task to go and proclaim, to share and invite. Around here, and further afield. 
The lesson we finish with today is that like Acts and the last chap isn’t about Paul but the kingdom, so church isn’t for and about us. We are here for Jesus and the church not the other way round. We’re here for the gospel, to give ourselves to work with Jesus in his harvest field, in this great task of reaching the world and bringing in every single last chosen one. That we get a bit of blessing on the way is great – but it’s a side issue! If we pick up some fun and enjoyment and satisfaction or possessions or valuables along the way – that’s fine, we only hold them for him! 
We’re here for God, so may we, like Paul we always willing and ready to give all and be freely available for God to use – here or wherever he leads us to. 
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