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CHRISTIANITY IS NOT AN EXCLUSIVE CLUB  Acts 13:44-48

Every so often you will read about some group or organization that comes

under fire for excluding certain people from their membership.   It may be

an all male country club or a whites only social club.  Whatever the group

it comes under heavy attack and scrutiny because of its policy to exclude

certain people from its membership.  We are living in a time of tolerance

and acceptance.  However, we are not very tolerant nor accepting of anyone

or group that excludes certain people because of their ethnic background or

gender.

Today we are celebrating Gentile Christmas.  I thought we celebrated

Christmas twelve days ago.  We did.  But January 6th was chosen by the

Eastern Christian Church as the date for their celebration of the birth of

Jesus and for remembering the coming of the magi from the East to worship

the Christ-child.  This event reminds us that Jesus came not just for the

Jewish people, but he came as Savior of all the people of the world.  No one

is excluded from the salvation that Jesus came to accomplish.  We western

Christians call this Epiphany.  Epiphany means to reveal or make known.

During this season we focus on who Jesus is and how he made himself known to

the people of this world.

In the Word of God before us today the Apostle Paul and Barnabas make it

very clear that CHRISTIANITY IS NOT AN EXCLUSIVE CLUB.  I) This Good News Is

Meant For Everyone.   However, II) It Is Exclusive

THE GOOD NEWS IS MEANT FOR EVERYONE

The church in Antioch, Syria had sent out Paul and Barnabas to proclaim the

good news that the promised Savior of the world had come in the person of

Jesus of Nazareth.  They left Antioch and sailed to the island of Cyprus in

the Mediterranean Sea.  From there they sailed to modern day Turkey and

traveled inland to the city of Antioch in Pisidia.  On the Sabbath day they

went to the synagogue in Antioch.  Paul and Barnabas were asked to speak

words of encouragement to the people gathered there. Paul began to tell them

that Jesus was the promised rescuer that God had sent to deliver them.  He

noted how Jesus had fulfilled the prophecies concerning the promised Savior.

When they were leaving the synagogue Paul and Barnabas were asked to speak

more and many of the Jews and converts to Judaism followed them and spoke

with them further.

The next Saturday Paul and Barnabas were back in the synagogue and the place

was packed.  There was standing room only.  Luke writes, “On the next

Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord.”  (v.

44) You would have thought that the Jews would have been thrilled to see

their meeting place packed to capacity.  But listen to their reaction, “When

the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy and talked abusively

against what Paul was saying.”  (v. 45) Why?  Wouldn’t you be thrilled if

every week this place was filled to capacity and we had standing room only?

Or would you?

Why were these Jews filled with jealousy?  There may have been a number of

reasons.  Remember Jews did not think too kindly of Gentiles.  In fact, one

of the prayers Jewish boys were taught is – “God, I thank you that I am not

a woman, a Gentile or a dog.”  That was the status of women and non-Jews in

the Jewish community.  Another thing that may have irked these people even

more is that these non-Jews could get in without having to summit to the Law

of Moses and do all the requirements that they had done throughout their

lives.  As Paul had told them the week before, “Through Jesus the

forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you.  Through him everyone who believes

is justified from everything you could not be justified from by the Law of

Moses.”  (Acts 13:38-39)  This just didn’t seem fair to the Jews.  We see

them in the early church continually trying to force all kinds of rules and

regulations on the Gentiles.  In fact, the first church council met to

discuss this entire issue.

How often don’t we at times think that this forgiveness has to be earned?

How often don’t we question how someone can so easily be forgiven?  How

often don’t we look askance as someone because they aren’t like us?  They

may dress differently, talk differently, and follow different customs than

we do.  They may have different views than we do on what’s important in

life.  They may have never heard anything about the Bible.  This news about

Jesus is all new to them.  Do we make these people jump through extra hoops,

adopt our customs, our ways of doing things or are we more concerned that

they know Jesus as their Savior?

Paul and Barnabas did not remain silent when they were attacked.  We are

told, “Paul and Barnabas answered them boldly, ‘We had to speak the word of

God to you first.  Since you reject it and do not consider yourselves worthy

of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles.  For this is what the Lord has

commanded us:  “I have made you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring

salvation to the ends of the earth.’ ”  (Vv. 46-47)

The Good News is meant for everyone, Jews and non-Jews as well.  Everyone

you and I meet throughout our life needs to hear this good news.  Jesus died

for every person that we will ever meet.  Our Lord also wants every one of

them to spend eternity with him in heaven.  When you meet someone, do you

view that person as someone for whom Jesus died, someone God loves dearly

and wants to spend eternity with him in glory?  This is the attitude that

Paul and Barnabas had as they went to the world with the good news.  Notice

that they always began with those who knew the true God, the Jews.  They

announced to them that the Savior they were awaiting had come.

Unfortunately, many of the Jews rejected this good news.  So then Paul would

continue to reach out to the non-Jewish community.

The Christian church is not an exclusive club for people who are like us.

The church is for everyone.  Jesus lived, died and rose for all the people

of this world.

CHRISTIANITY IS EXCLUSIVE

Yet as we listen to Jesus and look at what Paul and Barnabas say, the church

is also exclusive.  There is only one way to God not many ways.  Jesus said,

“I am the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except

through me.”  (John 14:6)  In this sense Christianity is exclusive.  In our

tolerant culture, this is one thing that is not tolerated.  You and I have

heard it said over and over again, “How can you be so arrogant to say that

there is only one way?”  It’s not something that I say.  It’s what our

Savior Jesus says.  Now note Jesus didn’t say, “Only WELS Lutherans are

saved.” Or “Only Lutherans have eternal life.”  He said “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) Remember

Jesus wants all to be saved and to spend eternity with him.  Jesus died for

every person who will ever live on this planet.  No one has been excluded

from the forgiveness that Jesus has won for the human race.

However, many are like the Jews that Paul and Barnabas encountered in

Antioch in Pisidia.  They reject and refuse to believe this good news.  As

Paul said to those Jews, “Since you reject it and do not consider yourselves

worthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles.”  (v. 46) Many of these

people could not accept this free forgiveness.  They felt that they had to

do something.  They thought there must be a catch.  You have to do something

to merit God’s love and pardon.  There’s no such thing as getting something

for nothing.  They would not accept that God had done it all for them.

What happened when Paul and Barnabas went to the Gentiles?  Luke writes,

“When the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and honored the word of the

Lord; and all who were appointed for eternal life believed.”  (v. 48) Many

of the Gentiles trusted in Jesus.  They believed what Paul told them.  Luke

tells us why.  “All who were appointed for eternal life believed.” (v. 48c)

God had chosen these people to believe.  Already in eternity before the

creation of the world they had been predestined.  As the Bible says, “For

God chose us in Christ before the creation of the world to be holy and

blameless in his sight.  In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons

through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will.”  (Ephesians

1:4-5)  Why did God choose us?  It’s called grace, pure and simple grace.

It has nothing to do with us. It has all to do with God.  For the Bible

tells us, “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)

But now the question always comes?  If God chose some to be saved, does that

mean he chose others to go to hell?  No.  Absolutely not!  In fact, Paul is

very clear in saying to the Jews why they did not believe.  He says, “you

reject it” (v. 46c) These Jews were lost because they rejected the good news

of Jesus. God had not predestined them to unbelief.   Did Jesus die for

them?  Absolutely!  Were their sins forgiven?  Of course!  Then why were

they lost?  Because they rejected God’s pardon.  As Jesus said, “Whoever

does not believe will be condemned.”  (Mark 16:16b)

Does that make sense to my reason?  No!  But that is what the Bible clearly

teaches.  If we believe, all the credit and glory goes to God.  If we don’t

believe, the only one we can blame is ourselves.  Not logical.  But it is

Biblical.

Jesus is the Savior of all.  It is a message that you and I need to continue

to proclaim and to share with all we meet.  Our church needs to have an open

door policy as we welcome any and all through our doors.  For these are

people for whom Christ died.  These are people that God dearly loves and

wants with him for eternity.  And we need to remember that all whom God has

appointed for eternal life will believe.  You and I just don’t know who they

all are.  So we have the joy and privilege of spreading the Word of free and

full forgiveness to all whom we meet.

Amen.

