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Verse 11
ASCENDED INTO HEAVEN
‘Ye men of Galilee, why stand ye gazing up into heaven?’

Acts 1:11
The words contain a reproach. Christ had left His disciples not a barren legacy of sorrow and idleness, but an inexhaustible fund of joy and an inheritance of practical labours for His sake. And so with the angel’s words ringing in their ears they returned to Jerusalem and, after tarrying for the promise of the Holy Ghost, flung themselves into practical labours of Divine mission.

I. Gazing into heaven.

(a) It is possible to spend our energies in mourning over sin and in longing to leave the world in which God has placed us.

(b) We may regard heaven as a distant place, forgetting that God and Christ and heaven may be found here and in this life.

(c) We may spend our energies in thinking about heaven, forgetting the heaven that lies about us.

Men speak of the earthly and the heavenly life; but in this division there is the danger that men will forget God altogether.

II. The lesson of the Ascension.—Is it not expressed in the Collect ‘with Him continually dwell’? That is a prayer to enter heaven here and now. This can only be done by prayer and by realising His Presence more fully.

—Rev. H. G. Hart.

Verse 26
THE ELECTION OF ST. MATTHIAS
‘The lot fell upon Matthias; and he was numbered with the eleven apostles.’

Acts 1:26
The lesson of the festival of Matthias is emphatically one of encouragement.

I. The electors.—First, note what a little band it was that gathered together to elect an Apostle in the place of the traitor Judas. The number of the disciples was about one hundred and twenty, and we are told by the historian Gibbon that the Roman Empire at that time contained a population of one hundred and twenty millions—just one to every million. It was enough to make their hearts sink when they thought of the work that had been given to them. ‘Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature.’ Surely their hearts must have failed them when they thought of that.

II. Not the men but the work.—And then notice, secondly, that of that little band—nay, of the inner circle of that little band, the chosen twelve, with Matthias among their number, how little we know of their individuality! If we take out of their number St. Peter and John, and perhaps Matthew, and St. Thomas, and St. James, we know little or nothing of the rest. Just a saying here and a saying there, and nothing more. Why is that? Is it not to encourage us—that the great thought is not the men but the work? The one great object they had before them was not to make a name in the world, not to hand down names that should be remembered and perhaps adored, but simply to give themselves up to the work of the Master.

III. The greatness of the work.—And then, thirdly, notice what a great and enduring work it was. Let us look back on the world as it is presented to us at that time—nineteen hundred years or so ago. There was one man who was lord of half the nations of the earth—in power none could vie with him; in the wisdom of this world but few. What is left now? Here and there a name, and here and there a ruin. But, at the same time, there issued forth a nation among the most despised of the earth, twelve poor men with no sword in their hands, and but scantily supplied with the stores of human learning. They went forth—north, south, east, and west, into all quarters of the world. They were reviled, they were trampled under foot; every engine of torture, every mode of death, was employed to crush them. And where is their work now? As has been eloquently said, ‘It is set as a diadem on the brow of the nations.’

—Rev. J. H. Cheadle.

Illustration
‘There is in Westminster Abbey a well-known monument to the two greatest revivalists of old times—the Wesley’s, and on that monument are three sentences, taken from the arguments and the sermons of John Wesley. These three sentences seem to describe for us the three aspects of the great work of the Apostles and of the Church. When we think of it in the past we seem to think of it in these words: “All the world is my parish”—words which sound rather egotistical, perhaps, when referring to John Wesley alone, but words which express a great truth when we think of the workers in God’s Church. Thus runs the second sentence: “God buries His workmen, but carries on His work.” It is God Who is working in, and by, and through men, working out the salvation of the world. And the third sentence is: “The best of all is that God is with us.” Whether we look on the Church as a whole, and God’s work being done in the world; whether we look on that little part of it that we ourselves are privileged to do—whichever it be, this sentence rings true in our hearts, “The best of all is that God is with us.”’

02 Chapter 2 
Verse 1
PENTECOST
‘And when the day of Pentecost was fully come.’

Acts 2:1
Pentecost is not a splendid bit of past history, the record of a great long-ago event in the history of the Church. It was only the illuminated initial letter of the long and living record of God’s perpetual plan, and of God’s continuous workings in the lives and hearts of men, and in His quickening and informing of the body of Jesus Christ.

I. There is renewed recognition in the world to-day of the well-nigh forgotten truth of the personality of the Holy Ghost—‘the Holy Ghost, Almighty,’ ‘the Holy Ghost, God,’ ‘the Holy Ghost, Lord,’ ‘co-eternal and co-equal in the Trinity with the Father and the Son.’ We have thought of Him so much under our modern idea of the Comforter, when really He is the Paraclete, ‘the other advocate with the Father,’ that we have come to think of Him as only a minister of what we call consolation, the giver of relief in sorrow or of easement in pain; a sort of spiritual sedative; a sort of spiritual anæsthetic to help us endure, by not feeling, the griefs and losses of life. But that is a degradation alike of His personality and of our nature. He is the Comforter, but in the true meaning of that word, the strengthener, the giver of life and of power. And till we come, more and more, to turn to Him and pray to Him, and lean on Him and look to Him for refreshment and invigoration, we cannot hope to grow into the fullness of spiritual force and vigour.

II. Facing, each one of us, from day to day the puzzles and problems of life, doubtful often what to decide and what to do, here is our resort for guidance into all truth, not only, but into all duty as well. There is no little wandering child; there is no struggling man; there is no one anywhere, halting between two opinions, but can find here, in prayer to and independence upon the Holy Spirit of God, guidance to know and grace to do God’s Holy Will, as in that inspired category which defines and describes the manifold gifts of grace, the two gifts that are coupled together, are ‘counsel and ghostly strength.’ Nor do I think that this is a descending climax. By all means let us recall and realise all the mighty and marvellous signs of this first Pentecost, and its instant and immediate results and effects; of conquered cowardice, of utterance, of courageous speech, of other tongues, of this small and feeble body of believers leaping into the growth of the hundred and twenty to the three thousand in a single day. But all these were only means toward the gaining of the great end, of individual lives reached and roused into the forming of character, such as will fit men here to be the faithful followers of the dear and Divine Lord, judging rightly in all things to avoid the evil choices of our blind wills, and ‘evermore to rejoice in His holy comfort’; His grace and strength given to make us and keep us clean and pure and holy in our lives; ‘to support us in all dangers, and carry us through all temptations,’ that growing like unto Him ‘we may die unto sin and rise again unto righteousness, continually mortifying all our evil and corrupt affections, and daily proceeding in all virtue and godliness of living.’

—Bishop W. C. Doane.

Illustration
‘It was said by one who had a right to speak from experience, and who has now gone to his rest, “If you make it a rule to say with sincerity the first verse of the Ordination Hymn (in the Prayer Book) every morning without failing, it will, in time, do more for you than any other prayer I know, except the Lord’s Prayer:—

“Come, Holy Ghost, our souls inspire,

And lighten with celestial fire.

Thou the anointing Spirit art,

Who dost Thy sevenfold gifts impart.

Thy blessed unction from above,

Is comfort, life, and fire of love.”’

Verse 4
FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT
‘They were all filled with the Holy Ghost.’

Acts 2:4
When our Lord manifested Himself to His disciples for the last time before His Ascension into heaven, He reminded them that He had promised to send the Holy Spirit to take His place as their Guide and their Strengthener, and to abide perpetually in their midst. By three symbols, by wind, by fire, by voice, the Spirit declared His Presence.

I. The manifestation by wind.—First of all by wind: ‘There came a sound from heaven as of a rushing mighty wind.’ The stirring power of the Spirit was thus symbolised. Wind is a mysterious force, invisible to men and beyond their control, discoverable only by its results, and so a sudden rush of strong wind might fitly symbolise that a Power more than human was moving men in spite of themselves.

II. The manifestation by fire.—Then, secondly, ‘There appeared to them cloven tongues like as of fire.’ Fire is another of the forces of nature, full of significance. Inanimate though it be, it seems mysteriously endowed with a kind of living force, and in Holy Scripture fire is specially spoken of as an agent of cleansing and purification. The fire which appeared to rest on the heads of the disciples indicated the purifying power of the Spirit’s Presence. ‘He shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost and with fire,’ was the promise and the warning which summed up the Baptist’s message. Not actual fire again, but tongues like as it were of fire, was the symbol which emphasised the purifying power of the Holy Ghost.

III. The manifestation by voice.—And then, once more, ‘They began to speak with tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.’ The second symbol leads fitly into the third, and by this the unifying power of the Spirit’s Presence was signified, for differences of language form the strongest barriers which separate men from each other. The mysterious utterances of the gift of tongues have been, indeed, commonly interpreted in the past as having been made in many foreign languages, but as we read the record again with care we are not led to suppose that this was the case. From St. Paul’s account of the gift of tongues in the Corinthian Church, we are led rather to suppose that these were ecstatic utterances which could only be understood by those who were in spiritual sympathy with the speaker. By all such, whatever their nationality, whatever their own language might be, they were at once understood, and so perfectly understood that the speaker seemed to them to speak the words of their mother tongue. It was more, not less, than the mere power of speaking this or that foreign tongue. It was the power of making utterances which could appeal directly to the heart, and through the heart to the understanding, of men of the most varied tongues. And thus it surmounted the barrier of language altogether, and it drew into common accord men whose languages had hitherto separated them from each other. Thus it was a fitting symbol of the uniting power of the Divine Spirit.

—Dean J. Armitage Robinson.

Verse 17
‘A MESSAGE OF HOPE’
‘Your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams.’

Acts 2:17
The New Testament exhibits no anxiety to make out a formal literal fulfilment of this promise. In such a sense, the seeing of visions is not a whit more frequent after Pentecost than before; much less has it become a permanent and solid endowment of the Church.

I. The promise remains.—What does it mean for us in the twentieth century? We catch a glimpse of the answer as we ask another question, What is the meaning of that great name of God—the God of Hope? Have we realised how much—for mere ardour and expectancy, for energy, courage, and buoyancy of heart—the world owes to the Christian faith? Men who have lost their faith have frankly confessed the horror of the alternative. German pessimism is its natural expression. The Church does believe that the darkest possible outlook, the most sordid misery, the foulest moral ruin, instead of entitling her to sit down benumbed and despairing, are but her call to achieve new triumphs for the Crucified.

II. Before the eyes of the Church there burns and glows the vision of a world far other than the world we see.—We look upon Europe armed to the teeth. We look at our own land—at the horrors of our cities after dark, and we dream of a purified, simpler, more generous nation. And we look for such changes not to alliances nor treaties between realms, not to laws and co-operative leagues at home, but to the deepening and cleansing of character, to the extension and strengthening of the Christian conscience, to a profounder realisation of the nearness of God to us all in Christ the merciful.

III. Such visions have made the Church the greatest and most practical power on earth, for ever dreaming but never sunk in day-dreams; the repeller of Islam, the emancipator of Africa, the educator of the poor, the champion of the masses, the one teacher of a reasonable socialism. And what she has done is the earnest and the evidence that she shall yet see greater things than these; since her high hopes are Divinely kindled, and to perceive them is the pledge that some day they shall come to pass, because He is ‘able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think.’ And we are workers together with Him for these great ends.

Bishop H. C. G. Moule.

Illustration
‘Here is an average mill-girl. Her life is spent in a crowded and noisy room, watching the revolution of a wheel, or tying a thread as often as it breaks. When this deadly monotony is over she retires to a crowded street under a smoky sky, to poor nourishment, a hard bed, and an early return to labour. A few sensational novels have unfitted her for the only domestic ties to which she can aspire. A few Bank Holiday excursions have shown her the mansions and parks, the carriages and conservatories which are (so she thinks) the daily joys of other women. If her health is precarious she contrasts with their December summers by a perfumed sea, her own shivering misery, the infirmary, perhaps the workhouse and the nameless grave. Then there comes to her that great change which is rightly called conversion. Her monotony becomes a discipline. Her loneliness is watched by the Supreme Being, her Father; her sorrows are shared by the King of Heaven, Who is Himself the Man of Sorrows; her life here is the shadowy vestibule to the city of God. Her obscurity is the disguise of an heir of God and a joint-heir with Christ. In her untaught bosom there begins to move a loftier emotion than ever stirred the sententious heart of Seneca. Multiply this experience by tens of thousands, and you begin to understand what a gulf stream to mitigate our climate is Christianity in the secular life of man.’

Verse 38
REPENTANCE
‘Then Peter said unto them, Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost.’

Acts 2:38
In examining this subject we must first clearly understand what we mean by repentance.

I. Respecting its nature.—To repent is an altogether different thing from doing penance. Nor is repentance to be confounded with remorse. Repentance is the tender-hearted sorrow for the sin itself.

II. Its necessity.

(a) Our Lord plainly teaches its necessity.

(b) Repentance is essentially connected with forgiveness of sin. We are never told in Holy Scripture that God forgives the unrepentant. If a man is content with his sins, vexed perhaps at the consequences, but quite unhumbled for the sin; if he neither sorrows for it, nor acknowledges it, nor humbles himself before God for it, and is simply troubled because it has disgraced him, how can he expect forgiveness from God?

III. In what way is repentance to be found?—It is the same with repentance as it is with faith, or hope, or holiness, or obedience, or purity. It is the action of man, yet the gift of God. There is in it a union of the Divine and human element. In repentance there is perfectly clearly the action of man; and accordingly man is called on as a free agent to repent. On the other hand, it is described as being as distinctly a gift of God, as if man had nothing whatever to do with it. It is a gift for which we ought to thank God as much as for pardon, or new birth, or holiness, or any other of the multiplied blessings which He in His mercy has bestowed on us in Christ Jesus.

IV. What, then, is our practical conclusion?—Two things seem perfectly clear.

(a) First, we are not to wait till we are aware of having received some supernatural gift or supernatural impression, and then begin to repent as the consequence of such a gift; but we are to begin to act exactly as we are on the command which bids us repent.

(b) But it also teaches us that we must not expect by any will of our own to soften the heart of stone.

—Canon Edward Hoare.

Illustration
‘We cannot control the Spirit of God. He works when He wills, how He wills, and where He wills. The Spirit of God, when He convinces a man of sin, wakes up sins long forgotten, and makes him feel their burning sting. Just as when a man is drowning, they say his whole life flashes before him like a panorama. Pictures of all he has done from childhood float before his mind’s eye.’

Verse 42
THE APOSTLES’ DOCTRINE
‘They continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine.’

Acts 2:42
This verse gives us the earliest information of the essential features of Christian unity. After Pentecost three thousand joined the Church, and this verse tells us in what their membership consisted. The Apostles’ doctrine, the Apostles’ fellowship, the breaking of bread, and the prayers—these are permanent bonds of unity amongst Christians.

I. What was the doctrine of the Apostles which they required their converts to accept? A perusal of the Acts of the Apostles shows us. They appealed to facts, and principally to the fact of the Resurrection of Christ’s glorious body from the grave. Then when persons were ready to become Christians, we still find the appeal to facts being made. The one condition of admission was Baptism for the remission of sins. That was the second point in their doctrine. The third fact in their teaching was the actual possession of the Holy Ghost by the Church as a body.

II. What was the effect of the doctrine on the lives of those who accepted it?

(a) A strong and vivid faith in the reality of a future life as a point of the Apostles’ doctrine on the Resurrection.

(b) Endurance under persecution, and perseverance under difficulties.

III. Practical application to ourselves.

(a) The Apostles’ doctrine condemns the idea that it does not matter what men believe so long as their conduct is good. A right faith is of the utmost importance.

(b) The belief required is not mere mental assent, but a reasonable active faith having practical effect on life.

(c) The centre of Apostles’ doctrine and of our own belief is the Person of Jesus Christ our Lord.

—Rev. Barton R. V. Mills.

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 14
THE VICTORY OF GOODNESS
‘The Holy and Righteous One.’

Acts 3:14 (R.V.)

It is when we look back that we understand. Never can that have been more true than it was with Jesus’ disciples after His Resurrection. To put it shortly, Christ’s Resurrection was a great victory, as His Death had seemed to be a great defeat. The one reversed the other.

What was it we have to ask which won when Christ rose? What was it which His victory stamped, as with God’s own seal with true gold?

I think the first answer which the disciples would have made would have been—‘goodness.’ The battle had been fought between good and evil, and the good had won; and now, looking back to Christ’s life and to His death, they saw in these the glory of goodness, or how worth while it is to be good.

The goodness of Jesus Christ, can we speak more particularly about it?

I. It was a perfect and shining goodness.—We know the difference between what is first-rate in any business and what, though it is good, has no first-rateness. First-rate work is its own evidence. A first-rate speaker can command any audience, when a moderately good one will not get a hearing. And so it is with character.

II. More than this, it is plainly the chief thing in Jesus.—People are known by their strong points: one for his cleverness, another for his wit, a third for his bravery, and so on. But beyond all doubt the note of Jesus was goodness.

III. But there is an idea that goodness is dull; that it is a tame or pale thing; that it wants relish and flavour. Now, to think such things of Jesus would not be so much irreverent, as utterly dull and foolish. Goodness in Him had a keenness like the edge of the finest blade; it had a glow like fire; it held men like a spell; the lowly bearing and the quiet speech could not hide the force and intensity below. No life ever meant so much, was so full of meaning.

IV. And if still we try to get the secret of this goodness, we find this, that in Him goodness was not thinking of itself.—In Him goodness did not compare itself with others in order to make their faults show up; it simply sought to be like God, and do His will, and sought an opportunity to bring every one to do the same, waking up the goodness in them; even in those who had been very bad.

Has goodness in us any likeness to what it had in Him?

Bishop E. S. Talbot.

Illustration
‘Goodness with many of us is a thing of certain times and places. We are good, perhaps, at home, but not consistent when we get among other men and their ways; or well conducted in public, and on show, but not in private, when our tempers and the truth of us are seen. But true goodness is of one piece; one spirit runs through it all; it goes with a man everywhere. Such was the goodness of Christ.’

Verse 19-20
PETER’S APPEAL TO THE JEWS
‘Repent ye, therefore, and be converted, that your sius may be blotted out, when the times of refreshing shall come from the presence of the Lord, and He shall send Jesus Christ.’

Acts 3:19-20
There is a mis-translation in this passage. It is in one word, and that a monosyllable; and the error, to all appearance, seems absolutely insignificant. But insignificant as it seems, it is really grave enough to change the whole meaning of the speaker, and to deprive us of a very important piece of instruction which it gives us concerning the will and purposes of God. The word is the word ‘when’; it ought to be, ‘in order that.’ ‘Repent ye, and be converted, in order that the times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord.’

I. Let us notice, then, as our first point, that the Lord Himself is encouraging us to expect a very different state of things—a far brighter and happier state of things—than that in which we find ourselves at present placed. There has been, ever since the world began, a long chain of prophets—men Divinely empowered to declare the Divine will; and these men with one unanimous voice, from the very first day until the time when all prophetic utterance died away in silence, have spoken of what is coming. But for this expectation, which they have helped to create and keep alive, it would, perhaps, have been impossible for the people of God to retain heart and hope in the face of the powerful and continuous opposition with which they have had to contend.

II. In the second place, it is part of real religion to be dissatisfied with the present state of things, and to aim at making it better. Of course on such a subject as this, there is division amongst those who profess and call themselves Christians. There are some, for instance, who do not care. With others it is different. They cannot rest when within sight and hearing of the disorganised condition of the human race without making some earnest attempt to remove, or at least to mitigate, the mischief. Which of the two classes most resemble our Lord Jesus Christ?

III. Next in order comes the question: How shall we each of us play our part in this great contest between good and evil?—What are we to do? There are various ways: this opens to some, that opens to others. Perhaps we might classify them as indirect and direct methods of doing good. But when all is done we yet need those who are prepared to grapple with the very centre and core of the difficulty, by bringing into it the personal Christ, and the Gospel of the grace of God.

—Rev. Prebendary Gordon Calthrop.

Illustration
‘All the mischief, and sin, and sorrow from which the world suffers, may be traced to one single cause, which we may venture, I think, to term “moral dislocation.” The world is like a machine, which somehow or other has broken loose from the central controlling and guiding principle, and is gone awry. The parts are all there—the wheels, the pistons, the cranks, the bands, the pulleys; but they are in antagonism with each other, instead of working harmoniously together, and the result is confusion and disaster. Or to drop the metaphor: the source of our trouble is the collision of the human will with the Divine will.’

04 Chapter 4 
Verse 13
COMPANIONS OF CHRIST
‘They took knowledge of them, that they had been with Jesus.’

Acts 4:13
The first outbreak of enmity against the disciples, and on their trial men recognised that they had been with Jesus.

I. We must be with Jesus if we would bear a good testimony for Him:—

(a) In the presence of the world. To have heard of Him is not enough; we must be with Him.

(b) In our own hearts, where we form our designs. Unless we are with Jesus there will be no Christ in thoughts, words, actions.

(c) In the presence of sorrow. Here, above all, man requires His Saviour’s presence. A real walking with God will alone render a man master of sorrow.

(d) In prosperity. Successes are enemies in disguise. ‘All these things will I give thee, if thou wilt fall down and worship me.’ How shall the man of wealth render testimony to His Lord? Only by being with Jesus.

(e) In the presence of death. If we would meet death fearless and in humble assurance of life beyond, we must have been with Jesus during our lives here.

II. One more testimony, not by but of men. At the Judgment Day who will escape the wrath of the Judge? Those of whom angels and men take knowledge that they have been with Jesus.

Dean Alford.

Illustration
‘Let no one be ashamed to confess his faith; and when that faith is evil spoken of, let us act so that the world must take knowledge of us that we have been with Jesus. There is a story often told that on one occasion one of the bravest generals of Frederic the Great declined the king’s invitation to dinner because he was going to receive the Blessed Sacrament. The next time he was present at the royal table, the king and his guests mocked at the Holy Eucharist, and at the scruples of the general. The old man rose, saluted the king, who was no man to be trifled with, and told him that there was yet a greater King than Frederic, and “that he never allowed that Holy One to be insulted in his presence.” The courtiers looked on in astonishment, but the king clasped the hand of his servant, and expressed his sorrow that he could not believe as firmly and declare his faith as fearlessly.’

Verse 19
THE DECISIVE TEST
‘Whether it be right in the sight of God.’

Acts 4:19
This decisive test must always be used as to every action, ‘Whether it be right.’

And the world wanted then, and the world wants to-day, sons and daughters who are bold enough to stand side by side with those two grand men at Jerusalem, and live and act in the sight of God, asking always this question: ‘Whether it be right?’ The world, I say, wants it now.

I. Take for example our business life, that which we call business life, in what does it consist? It consists in the making, the handling, the producing, the buying and the selling of material things; and what would you suppose ought naturally to be the most important condition? Would it not be that men should be able to trust each other implicitly? But is this so? What is the meaning of all our complicated system of lawyers and courts and police, if it were not that this trust, this character, is not very common? Why? Because righteousness does not take quite the proper place in our thinking.

II. Then, again, just consider for a moment our social life, our social entertainments. Now our social entertainments are not things that can possibly stand altogether outside of our Christian faith. Christianity has not got to ask leave to go and be present. The aim and object of Christianity must be to sweeten and to purify and to ennoble, and if there is any entertainment whatever where Jesus Christ could not be present, if it is too bad for His Presence, it is too bad for you, and too bad for me.

III. There are times when the asking of this question will demand considerable courage.—We are not now in danger of the stones and the torture, which might, indeed, have been used against St. Peter and John; but many a man, and many a woman, too, has to face a certain amount of ridicule, the refined sneer, or the coarser jeer, and these things are sometimes harder to bear with courage than downright persecution.

IV. This courage will never be ours unless we have certain positive convictions as to truth; unless in our heart of hearts we believe that the truth that we profess is worth defending at all costs. The man who has no convictions of truth may be a very pleasant person in a drawing-room or a club, but he is not a man who will ever bear any strong, or high, or holy witness to God and Christ.

V. Another condition is consecration to God.—We cannot bear a true witness to our Blessed Lord unless we ourselves have knelt at His Feet and laid our sins before the Mercy Seat. If we wish to influence others, we ourselves must have consecrated our own hearts to Christ.

—Prebendary J. Storrs.

Illustration
‘I wonder very much whether the participators in many of our entertainments, the managers, the caterers, and those that attend them, ask the question: “Whether it be right in the sight of God?” How often do we bring up our acceptances, our refusals, our indulgences, our rejections, our expenditure, our dress, our drink, to the criterion of the Christian conscience, and ask ourselves “whether it be right in the sight of God”? I wonder how often we ask ourselves about this particular thing, whether it may be harmful, not only to ourselves, but to others who are more exposed to temptation than we are?’

ST.
Verse 36
BARNABAS
‘Barnabas, (which is being interpreted, The son of consolation).’

Acts 4:36
The name Barnabas may be equally translated ‘Son of Prophecy’ or ‘Son of Consolation.’ We cling to the latter, having grown up with it in our authorised version and having felt its appeal to the needs of our human nature. It is because of his name and character as consoler that St. Barnabas has been chosen in recent years as the patron of that band of workers who minister to the needs of the sick and suffering, some among them being able to minister to the troubled spirit as well as to the weary body, thus proving themselves true Sisters of Consolation and following their patron in his twofold ministry.

Let us trace this ministry in its double aspect.

I. First, his ministrations to bodily needs.—‘Having land, sold it, and brought the money, and laid it at the apostles’ feet.’ The fund to which he thus contributed was administered to supply the needs of those who had forfeited the means of livelihood through embracing the Christian faith. Again, he ministered to the relief of ‘the brethren which dwelt in Judæa’ (Acts 11:27).

II. And now to turn to his spiritual ministrations.—We find him (Acts 11:22-23) sent to Antioch to strengthen and stablish the fresh converts in their faith; and read that he ‘exhorted them all, that … they would cleave unto the Lord,’ no doubt saving many from lapsing under the first strain of persecution and contempt. A few years later we find him specially chosen by the Holy Spirit with St. Paul for definite missionary work; and it is from that time that we find these two given the title and dignity of Apostles. It is interesting to notice that their first sphere of work was in St. Barnabas’ native land, where his countrymen were steeped in idolatry and all manner of luxury and vice. At Paphos, owing probably to the former position of Barnabas in the island, they were sent for by the governor, who ‘desired to hear the word of God,’ with the happy result of his conversion and baptism. From Paphos they returned to the mainland, visiting Perga and Antioch in Pisidia, where, as at the other Antioch, St. Barnabas, now aided by St. Paul, ministered to the Christian converts, persuading them ‘to continue in the grace of God’ (Acts 13:43).

—A. N. Vizard.

05 Chapter 5 

Verse 12
A PROPHECY FULFILLED
‘By the hands of the apostles were many signs and wonders wrought among the people (… and believers were the more added to the Lord, multitudes both of men and women.)’

Acts 5:12; Acts 5:14
Nathanael and St. Bartholomew are one and the same person. Some think that Nathanael under the fig tree had been meditating on the story of Jacob’s ladder, and that our Lord now tells him that the true ladder is being set up between heaven and earth, even Himself. What a vision this was! And what a long time the faithful, guileless Nathanael would have to wait before he saw the ‘greater things’ realised. But he did not give way. That day marked the turning-point in his life as a religious man. He gave himself to Christ. He had overcome his prejudice, he had believed and surrendered.

I. Then there came to him a time of testing. For two or three years he followed our Lord in His ministry with the others. He learned the lesson of true life from Christ. He found it hard, as they all did, hardest of all when he had to face the Passion and Cross. Probably he was one of those who forsook Him and fled. But the Easter victory renewed his hope and faith, and on that morning on the lake, as we read in John, when he saw with his companions the same dear Master Who had found him under the fig tree, now risen in His glory and sat down on the shore to eat the humble meal He had prepared for them, he once more committed himself in faith and love to Him Who would never leave him.

II. At last we see him working signs and wonders among the people, filled with the Holy Ghost and power. At last the promise of our Lord is completely fulfilled. He sees greater things. The ladder is set up. The Cross has been lifted up. Christ has triumphed and opened the gate of heaven. Angels ascend and descend. Power comes down to heal the people. The praises of forgiven men and women, washed in the blood of the Lamb, rise up to heaven. God and man are reconciled, and all through Him Who had first spied him out under the fig tree and called him.

III. Let us once more renew our faith in Jesus.—He knows us every one as we sit here in church under our fig tree. He knows us in our ordinary everyday life. He wants us. Shall we be prejudiced and keep away, or shall we come and see? Shall we not come to Him, and seek Him where He is to be found in prayer and sacrament?

—Rev. the Hon. J. Adderley.

Verse 14
A PROPHECY FULFILLED
‘By the hands of the apostles were many signs and wonders wrought among the people (… and believers were the more added to the Lord, multitudes both of men and women.)’

Acts 5:12; Acts 5:14
Nathanael and St. Bartholomew are one and the same person. Some think that Nathanael under the fig tree had been meditating on the story of Jacob’s ladder, and that our Lord now tells him that the true ladder is being set up between heaven and earth, even Himself. What a vision this was! And what a long time the faithful, guileless Nathanael would have to wait before he saw the ‘greater things’ realised. But he did not give way. That day marked the turning-point in his life as a religious man. He gave himself to Christ. He had overcome his prejudice, he had believed and surrendered.

I. Then there came to him a time of testing. For two or three years he followed our Lord in His ministry with the others. He learned the lesson of true life from Christ. He found it hard, as they all did, hardest of all when he had to face the Passion and Cross. Probably he was one of those who forsook Him and fled. But the Easter victory renewed his hope and faith, and on that morning on the lake, as we read in John, when he saw with his companions the same dear Master Who had found him under the fig tree, now risen in His glory and sat down on the shore to eat the humble meal He had prepared for them, he once more committed himself in faith and love to Him Who would never leave him.

II. At last we see him working signs and wonders among the people, filled with the Holy Ghost and power. At last the promise of our Lord is completely fulfilled. He sees greater things. The ladder is set up. The Cross has been lifted up. Christ has triumphed and opened the gate of heaven. Angels ascend and descend. Power comes down to heal the people. The praises of forgiven men and women, washed in the blood of the Lamb, rise up to heaven. God and man are reconciled, and all through Him Who had first spied him out under the fig tree and called him.

III. Let us once more renew our faith in Jesus.—He knows us every one as we sit here in church under our fig tree. He knows us in our ordinary everyday life. He wants us. Shall we be prejudiced and keep away, or shall we come and see? Shall we not come to Him, and seek Him where He is to be found in prayer and sacrament?

—Rev. the Hon. J. Adderley.

Verse 29
A WONDERFUL CHANGE
‘Then Peter and the other apostles answered and said, We ought to obey God rather than men.’

Acts 5:29
Such were the bold words of St. Peter and the other Apostles when on their trial before the chief priests and the magistrates of their country. And what we notice is that they were spoken by one who only a few months before had denied with an oath that he even knew Jesus Whom now he witnesses to so boldly. It is a wonderful change. What wrought it?

The Holy Spirit came into the soul of St. Peter on that first Whit Sunday, and by His Almighty power He gave to St. Peter those graces and powers of character which St. Peter naturally was without, and converted him from being the man he was before into being the man we see him now.

I. He was naturally impatient, self-confident, and rash.—If you read his Epistles, you will see that the tempers he shows most all through those letters are the exact opposite of these—patience, calmness, and quiet endurance. He was naturally specially averse from shame or disgrace; probably there was in him, by nature, a touch of natural pride such as usually goes with an impetuous disposition. In the chapter from which our text is taken, you see him rejoicing in worldly disgrace. He was naturally unstable and wavering. He became the very model of steadfastness to the end. The change is thorough. He became all that he once was not. Hence from this we learn to look upon our natural defects—not as excuses for falling into the corresponding sins—but as indications to us of what ‘gifts’ we are to seek from God the Holy Ghost, if we are to be saved by Christ’s salvation.

II. What tempers do our duty to God and our duty to man demand that we should exercise?—In St. Peter’s case his peculiar duty was to lead what we may describe as the forlorn hope of the militant Church of Christ, and to brave everything, for all the years he had to live, in that service. Whoever else gave way he must not. Yet he had been the very man to give way most flagrantly, and, as we might think, most disgracefully. All forsook their Lord and fled; but no other Apostle had gone the length of denying Christ. And the position to which St. Peter was called was one which made it necessary, both in his duty to God and his duty to the Church, that he should stand firm in his allegiance to the one and in his duty to the other. And God the Holy Ghost made him fit to do both.

III. The one thing for us to do, and to be, is to be in earnest about our service, and to be undoubting in expecting, and in seeking, God’s grace and help. And here St. Peter is our example again. For let his natural weaknesses be what they might, St. Peter was hearty in his desire to serve God, and he was also thorough in his reliance on the aid of God. Nothing in all St. Peter’s early sermons is more to be remarked than the energy with which he referred all that he did and was to the power of God, and not to his own.

Verse 42
A MODEL MINISTRY
‘And daily in the temple, and in every house, they ceased not to teach and preach Jesus Christ.’

Acts 5:42
I. The subject of their ministry.—‘That Jesus is the Christ.’ Not things about Jesus Christ, but Jesus Christ Himself. Creeds may satisfy the reason, but the heart craves a Person—the Christ. The heart grows, but creeds are stationary, lifeless. Christ and His fullness ever transcend our utmost need. A Christian ministry of which Christ is not the grand theme is a misnomer—worthless, and injurious.

II. The method of their ministry.—‘Teaching and preaching.’ ‘Preaching,’ literally evangelising. ‘Teaching,’ instructing those who had received the evangel. Notice, (a) The great importance of these two things. (b) The difficulty of one person doing both well. (c) The difficulty of obtaining appreciation for both in one congregation. Yet the Church must have and exercise both.

III. The sphere of their ministry.—‘In the temple and at home.’ Their ministry was—(a) Public. (b) Domestic (compare chap. Acts 2:46). And still we need the ministry of both the temple and the home.

IV. The frequency of their ministry.—‘Daily.’ ‘Every day.’ Here is a message to those who never enter the sanctuary except on the Lord’s-day. Urge the full and frequent preaching of Jesus Christ.

06 Chapter 6 

Verse 4
THE DIACONATE
‘But we will give ourselves continually to prayer, and to the ministry of the word.’

Acts 6:4
The date of the institution of the diaconate is doubtful—how long after Pentecost we do not exactly know—but the Apostles soon saw there must be a division of labour; that the higher life, the life hid with Christ in God, must not be forgotten in the promotion of applied Christianity. The preceding verse, ‘Look ye out among you seven men of honest report, full of the Holy Ghost and wisdom, whom we may appoint over this business,’ taken in conjunction with the text, shows that the declaration is no example of mere opportunism; it is the symptom of a principle deep and abiding, which has its message for to-day.

I. This is a time of great activity, but the spiritual side must not be forgotten. Such questions as the supply and training of candidates, Prayer Book revision, and the moral witness of the Church are discussed, but a careful study of the Report and Resolutions of the Lambeth Conference shows that our leaders are alive to the importance and urgency of such problems. Let us thank God for the energy, earnestness, and zeal which are displayed in Church work, but we must not forget the danger of the material obscuring the spiritual.

II. In the work of the ministry we must put prayer and the study of the Word first. If we fail in that, all else will fail. A resolution was passed by the vestry of a church in New York, where Phillips Brooks was rector, to the effect that he was to be left entirely free from all ministerial calls at certain hours of the day that he might be able to give himself to prayer, meditation, and study. An excellent resolution! If we want not a languid but an enthusiastic congregation, not a half-hearted but a wholehearted Church, time must be found for spiritual exercises.

III. The solemn responsibilities of the ministry must be realised, for clergy must be diligent and steadfast and an example to all men. They must give themselves first to the Master, then wholly to His service. Men have difficulties, but they can face them as good soldiers of Jesus Christ. They have their cross to bear, yet they can remember the Apostle’s words: ‘God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.’ They have their times of despondency, yet they need faint not nor be dismayed, for ‘they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength.’

—Rev. G. Bladon.

Illustration
‘Would it not be well if our people took pains to acquaint themselves with the details of an Ordination Service? Here is an extract from a description of an Ordination of Deacons: “Very solemnly the Bishop conducted the examination. Did they trust they were inwardly moved by the Holy Ghost to take upon them this office and ministration? Did they think they were truly called, according to the will of our Lord Jesus Christ and the due order of this realm, to the ministry of the Church? Did they unfeignedly believe all the Canonical Scriptures of the Old and New Testament? Would they diligently read the same unto the people assembled in Church? Would they fulfil the special duties of their office gladly and willingly? Would they frame and fashion their own lives according to the doctrine of Christ? Would they reverently obey their Ordinary and other chief ministers, following with a glad mind and will their godly admonitions? To each one of these questions the candidates in unison gave an affirmative reply, adding to the last two answers ‘the Lord being my helper.’ Set down in cold print it all looks very precise and very formal, but in the reality it was not so. A deep hush fell over the congregation as soon as the examination began, and the Bishop’s questions, put in clear and heart-searching tones, and the candidates’ replies, given softly and humbly, could not but appeal to the deepest feelings of the congregation, and the remembrance of the solemn scene will not be readily effaced. Next came the act of ordination. One by one the candidates knelt before the Bishop, who placed his hand on the head of each as he committed unto him ‘authority to execute the office of a deacon in the Church of God.’ Then before the deacon rose from his knees the Bishop placed in his hands a New Testament, saying the words, ‘Take thou authority to read the Gospel in the Church of God, and to preach the same if thou be thereto licensed by the Bishop himself.”’

07 Chapter 7 

Verse 55
THE FIRST CHRISTIAN MARTYR
‘Stephen, being full of the Holy Ghost, looked up steadfastly into heaven.’

Acts 7:55
The life and death of St. Stephen are full of lessons for those who would be faithful, loyal, and true Christian workers.

I. The qualification for service.—St. Stephen could bear his witness to the Lord in the midst of an ungodly and unbelieving world, where everything seemed against him, because he was ‘full of the Holy Ghost.’ The great need of the Church to-day is of men and women who are so filled with the Holy Ghost.

II. The inspiration for service.—And as we go on bearing testimony for the Master we need to get fresh strength, fresh inspiration every day. Whence may it be obtained? St. Stephen ‘looked up steadfastly into heaven,’ and there he saw the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. No wonder, with that precious vision before Him, he testified more potently than he had ever done, and that when he was stoned he could pray for his murderers. If we want to feel an inspiration for service, if we want to be strengthened for our work, let us always ‘look up’ even to Jesus, the Author and Finisher of our faith.

III. The reward of service.—St. Stephen had his reward, even though his life seemed a failure. To him was granted the blessed privilege of being the first Christian martyr, and so long as the world lasts so long will his name be honoured. But the greatest of all rewards was that just when the last stone killed his body he ‘fell asleep,’ and awoke in the Paradise of God.

Illustration
‘St. Stephen’s case teaches us that a man needs to be filled with the Holy Ghost, not only for great and heroic achievements, which come but rarely in any man’s life, but far more for the daily round, the common task, the daily vexations, the wear and tear, the friction incidental to the ordinary working of life’s machinery in our dealings with our fellow-men, in our homes, in our social converse, in ordinary life. Let any Christian say whether the greatest strain upon his spirituality is not there; whether there is not as great a need of strength for little things as for important engagements; whether it is not, in fact, a far severer test of a man’s real likeness to Christ to live consistently in his home and in his daily ordinary occupations than to take, it may be, a prominent part in religious services. Depend upon it, we need to be filled with the Spirit for faithfulness in little things. St. Stephen was so filled, and hence he was ready when the great crisis in his history came.’

ST.
Verse 56
STEPHEN’S VISION
‘Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing on the right hand of God.’

Acts 7:56
Many do not think Christ worth living for: St. Stephen thought Him worth dying for. St. Andrew was the first Christian missionary. St. Stephen was the first Christian martyr. Some faces haunt us: we think of St. Stephen as the martyr with the shining face and the praying lips.

I. A wonderful vision.—‘He … saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing on the right hand of God.’ The Lord Jesus was ‘not sitting as in peace and ease; but standing up, as One Who felt the pain that His member on the earth endured.’

II. Wonderful prayers.—‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’ ‘Lord, lay not this sin to their charge.’ We cannot help thinking of our Lord’s first and last Sentence on the Cross. ‘Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.’ ‘Father, into Thy Hands I commend My Spirit.’

III. A wonderful sleep (Acts 7:60).—The dying martyr outside the city wall casts himself like a tired child into the Everlasting Arms and ‘fell asleep’ amid a shower of stones. St. Paul’s first Epistle to the Thessalonians is the earliest of St. Paul’s Letters, earlier probably than the four Gospels. And in that Epistle believers are said to sleep and not to die. Sleep does not destroy the powers of the mind. It is the emblem of repose. Then there, is the certainty of waking.

—Rev. F. Harper.

Illustration
‘The murderers have never been able to hear the dying testimony of the victims. In an age comparatively recent, they beat the drums to drown the last words of the Scottish Covenanters. “Argyll’s sleep,” on the night before his execution, made the blood run cold in his enemies’ veins.’

Verse 59
A LAST PRAYER
‘And they stoned Stephen, calling upon God, and saying, Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’

Acts 7:59
The early martyrs were affectionately revered by the members of the early Christian Church because of their sincere and lasting devotion to the cause of their glorified Lord. Hence, among others, the anniversary of the martyrdom of St. Stephen, which occurred in the thirty-fourth year of the Christian era, was duly and meetly observed. Some have spoken of him not only as the first of Christian martyrs, but as the greatest of all Christian martyrs.

I. His character.—He was a man of good repute. This is evident from the office he sustained in the Apostolic Church. He was elected to be a deacon in it; and, according to the Fathers, he held the primacy over the other deacons. He was also a man of strong faith. It is Divinely said that He was ‘full of faith.’ This kept the eye of his soul fixed on Jesus, fitted him for earth, and matured him for heaven. He was likewise a man of deep piety. Luke affirms that he was ‘full of the Holy Ghost.’ Full of light and love because full of Deity, his peace flowed like a river. He was a man of great courage. The advocacy of the truth as it is in Jesus exposed him to fierce persecution, but he stood up nobly for it. And when he exclaimed with rapture, ‘Behold I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing on the right hand of God,’ they stopped their ears, and with one accord fell upon him, and cast him out of the city, stoned him.

II. His martyrdom.—The tragic punishment they inflicted upon him was one legally denounced against notorious criminals. This was the punishment of a blasphemer, and to this awful kind of death St. Stephen yielded himself. Yet how fiendish the conduct of the men who accomplished it! But this death, albeit inhuman and diabolical, was met with prayer. No better proof could be given of the power and goodness of the religion of Jesus Christ. Death, though it came to Stephen in this merciless way, was but a sleep. This beautiful representation is indicative of rest and peace. Stephen had done his work, had accomplished his warfare. ‘Absent from the body,’ he was ‘present with the Lord.’

Illustration
‘If you are faithful witnesses, you cannot hope to escape the stones. That is the last resource of the enemy. If he cannot refute you, he has a much shorter method—he will stone you. That is a short and easy way of getting rid of awkward truths—stone the man who preaches them. That is what has been done thousands of times since St. Stephen’s day. There are many ways of pelting people without resort to the actual brickbats. Words spoken and written sometimes hit harder than stones. Take care how you shrink back when you begin to feel the stones. After all, you will not have so bad a time as Stephen. Hard words break no bones, though they may break hearts sometimes, and in this way test us nearly as severely. But Christianity has wrought a wonderful change since St. Stephen’s day. It is not so easy, in England at any rate, to stone people for their faith; but still, if you mean to be faithful to Christ, you will come in for a twentieth-century edition of the stones.
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Verse 8
THE CHRISTIAN CITY
‘And there was great joy in that city.’

Acts 8:8
The city was Samaria, and the great joy was the fruit of the first preaching of the Gospel there. The disciples had been scattered by persecution from Jerusalem, and one of them had come to this city. To it he had told the truth which the Jews had rejected. He wrought miracles on all that were diseased; their health came back to them. Many taken with palsies, and that were lame were healed. Gladness ran along the streets of Samaria. The life of the whole town was stirred with a new inspiration, and there was great joy in that city.

Christianity has three different aspects in which it appears; three ways in which it makes its influence felt: truth, righteousness, and love. Every soul which is really redeemed by Christianity will enter into new beliefs, higher ways of action, and deeper affection towards its fellow-men. Belief, behaviour, and benevolence, these are the fields in which Christianity works. In every character Christianity will show its triple power.

Now, let us take these one by one, and ask if the city is not capable of each of them as well as the individual. They must exist primarily in the individual; all spiritual character must reside ultimately in the single soul, but still I think it is true that an aggregate of individuals may possess the spiritual character which the individual possesses, and the city, like the man, can exhibit Christian faith and Christian righteousness and Christian love.

I. Look first at faith.—Perhaps this seems the hardest to establish. There was a time, perhaps we say, when each city did indeed possess its own beliefs, when no man could live in Rome without believing like the Pope, or in Geneva without believing like John Calvin, or in New England without believing like the king and like the magistrates. Every city had then its faith. Every proclamation was based upon a creed. But all that is altered now. A thousand different beliefs fight freely in our streets, and all men are free. No man is less a citizen from anything he believes or disbelieves. When these old times come back again, then we shall have a believing city, but not till then. And these old times are never coming back. But this reasoning is surely somewhat shallow. It speaks as if the only exhibition of a faith were in formal statement. It ignores for the State what is being more and more accepted for the individual, that the best proof of a man’s believing is not his acceptance of a doctrine, but his impregnation with its spirit. It may be impossible that cities should confess their faith in their charters and make the simplest acknowledgement of their most fundamental articles in the heading of their statutes, or the inscriptions on their coins; but if its people believe in God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit, and testify of that belief in a way recognisable of all by its way of life, then, is not that a believing city, even without creed or formal proclamation? It is a Christian city, a believing city, and how do we know? It is because that spirit which was never in the world, save as the spirit of Christian faith, prevails in and pervades its government and social life, the spirit of responsibility and of trust in a great Heavenly Father. These are the real spiritual results of Christian belief, which are not found in heathenism.

II. The second aspect under which Christianity presents itself is that of righteousness.—A Christian holds certain truths and does certain things. There is a moral character in his activities. I pass on to this question: Is it true that there may be a character involved by this gathering of men which we call a city as by an individual? Can there be a Christian city? The answer is not difficult. Every city has a moral character distinct from the individual character of its inhabitants. This is seen in two ways. First in official acts, which must be acts of justice or injustice, deceit or candour. It also appears in acting that is not official, as amongst its sistercities, but more in its power of influence as a moral force, which pervades and exercises power on all that came within it. Send a child to a heathen, brutal community, as of the South Sea, where vice is open, and he is certainly contaminated. What does it? Not this or that man’s example alone; but that evil influence is everywhere in the customs, manners, traditions. Then bring your boy and put him into great London. He will be influenced not merely by this or that character, but by its Christian goodness everywhere, in the just dealing of the street, the serene peace of the homes, the accepted responsibility and obligations of friends and neighbours; in the universal liberty, in the absence of cruelty, in the purity and decency, in the solemn state and the courteous ceremony; everywhere the testimony is of a city wherein dwelleth righteousness. This is the character of the city itself.

III. The third development of Christianity is charity.—Truth and righteousness and love. We say, ‘Faith, Hope, and Charity, and the greatest of these is charity.’ When a man becomes a Christian he believes right and then does right, and then he tries to help his fellow-men. This is the highway of Christianity trodden by the multitudes of Christians in every age, and now again the question comes: Can a city, too, have Christian charity, and do good by the issue and utterance of its Christian character? The Christian character of charity is very apt indeed to delude us and to be lost sight of when we see it on a large scale. If a Christian man gives alms to a poor man it is laid down to impulse, and if a city provides for its own sick and needy and homeless, it is laid down to economy. In every case the connection of the charitable act with Christian faith is apt to be lost. But this is a very shallow view of the case. What is impulse? Is there no Christianity in it? Is it to-day the same feeling as a savage’s inpulse? Has Christianity done nothing to keep down every impulse to harm, and to strengthen this impulse to love our brethren? And do you say the city’s charity is all economy? For experience has shown her that it is a saving system. But who taught her this economy? Who told the city that human life was worth the saving, that the hospital was a good thing to have, that this is an experience, and organisation, a development to civilisation? How is it that Christianity alone has had this experience, and that outside her bounds the most highly-organised of nations in their best civilisation never had anything more than the barest rudiments of hospitals? No; the charity of the city is a distinct testimony to one thing wrought into the convictions of the city, and that one thing is the faith of the many, and our conviction has come nowhere except out of the Christian faith. The city may not know where it has come from, as very few of us can trace the deepest convictions in us to their source, but none the less does it spring out of the Gospel.

Bishop Phillips Brooks.

Illustration
‘If you are part of a great city, remember, oh, remember, that your righteousness is not for yourself alone: it is for your city. I am speaking here to business men who, if really Christians, may put a more Christian character into the business life of this Christian metropolis. I am speaking to women of society, who, if really Christians, may make the social character of this city more Christ-like, more true, serious, lofty, pure, charitable and obedient, less sordid, less sensual, less ignorant. I am speaking to young men on whom rests the development of that character in this city which their fathers gave it. If you fail, Christian men, what chance for the city? It is not for yourselves, even for your own happiness alone, here or in some far-off world, but for the city you love. Your character will become the character of thousands who will be gathered into her and born unto her. You have new motives to be earnest and pure, by the love of God, by the service of Christ, by the work of the Holy Ghost.’

Verse 17
THE FIRST CONFIRMATION
‘Then laid they their hands upon them, and they received the Holy Ghost.’

Acts 8:17
This passage has a particular interest for us, because it is the first instance of what is now known as ‘Confirmation.’ In the earliest days the ‘laying on of hands’ followed baptism immediately, or as soon as possible; indeed, we may say that it was the completion of baptism.

I. The Gift.—‘Then laid they their hands on them, and they received the Holy Ghost.’ If these words are true of the first believers at their ‘confirmation,’ can they be less true of you? I can only think of one objection, which, no doubt, occurs to many of you. The first believers, we are told, had ‘outward and visible’ as well as ‘inward and spiritual’ signs of the gift of the Spirit. ‘They spake with tongues and prophesied,’ so it is recorded on more than one occasion, To this I would reply that, no doubt, ‘tongues’ and ‘prophecy’ were signs of the gift of the Spirit; but they were not the gift itself; they were not a necessary part of it.

II. Let us not suppose, then, that we are in any different position from that of the first Christians.—We are living under the same conditions; we have all ‘received the Holy Ghost.’ The great question for us at this time is—How have we used or are we using the great gift? We know how some of them used it. We know the story of Ananias and Sapphira. We know the sin and shame of those Corinthian Christians of whom St. Paul said that the Spirit dwelt in them. All history is full of the falls and failures of those who have been ‘endued with power from on high.’

III. Is this the case with any of you?—Have you gradually, insensibly, let your vision fade? Have you sunk to the level of any society in which you might be? Are you conscious that your prayers are cold, that the tide of your spiritual life is slack? Ah, it is to you that the appeal comes—to ‘stir up the gift that is in you’; to realise and use the power in which so many of us are lacking. And yet the power is here; it only needs stirring, reviving, using.

—Rev. H. R. Gamble.

Verse 35
PREACHING JESUS
‘Then Philip opened his mouth, and began at the same scripture, and preached unto him Jesus.’

Acts 8:35
At the close of this chapter the picture of the Crucifixion unrolls itself again: it is a miniature of the larger one painted with holy oil in the fifty-third chapter of Isaiah. In the conversion and baptism of this negro we see what wonderful ways God has of bringing men to Himself. Philip ‘began’ with the story of the Cross, and herein Philip is a pattern to all preachers.

I. The Cross teaches the evil of sin.—Imagine a boy who lives in disobedience to the wishes of his father. He runs away from home. In course of time the father dies, and he finds a letter from which it is clear that the conduct of his son has broken his heart. That boy learns for the first time how base and cruel and ungrateful he has been. The story of the Cross is such a letter. My sin has broken my Saviour’s heart.

II. The Cross is the heart of the Gospel.—‘O sweet exchange!’ wrote some one in the second century, meaning that Christ had borne his sin, and that he had received Christ’s righteousness. It is a far cry from the second to the twentieth century. Yet the human heart has the same needs, and those needs are met by the story of the Cross in the twentieth as surely as they were in the second century.

III. The Cross reveals the glory of self-sacrifice.—Sir James Young Simpson was the discoverer of chloroform, and in the year 1847 he sat down with his friends Drs. Keith and Duncan, and tested on himself and them the action of the drug, and he threw himself, and they consented to his throwing them, into a state of unconsciousness which might have been death—who can help admiring self-sacrifice?

IV. The Cross is a test of character.—It is a revelation. It shows the dark features of the money-loving Judas. We see the hypocrisy of Caiaphas, the Machiavelli of his age. Pilate vacillates: he will take no sides: he would have saved Christ, but he preferred, as he thought, to save himself; he puts his own interest first. Pilate’s wife, in strange contrast, will do something, and if needs be suffer much for her Saviour, so great was her reverence and her love. The Jews did not know Him to be the Lord of glory, but they knew him to be a righteous Man, and they did not act up to the light they had. The ‘thoughts out of many hearts’ are revealed (Luke 2:35).

—Rev. F. Harper.

Illustration
‘I remember the time,’ said Bishop Walsham How, ‘when I used to resent the complaint that a sermon had said nothing about Christ. I have lived to see that I was wrong. The hearts of your people do long to hear about Him. They never feel quite satisfied if they do not. Be it narrowness, or superstition, or what you will, the simple Christian craves the very Name of Jesus. I should like, if I dare, to think this a sign of growing more like a child again; but anyhow, I confess that I should myself go home dissatisfied with a sermon which had in it no mention of our dear Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.’

Verse 39
THE JOYS OF LIFE
‘And he went on his way rejoicing.’

Acts 8:39
There must have been some very strong reasons why the eunuch should pursue his way down to Ethiopia that day rejoicingly. He was in the ecstasy of the delight of the first discovery of truth—that strange, that delicious sensation! He had just dedicated himself solemnly to God, and he had found that resting place, a fixed heart. He had received the grace of holy baptism, and the Holy Ghost, the spring of all life and joy, was in his soul; and within him and about him everything danced and sung like a new creation. He had the sweet peace of the sense of the forgiveness of all his sins—the deepest, the most incommunicable of all happinesses. That wonderful Person, whom Philip had just been revealing to him in the fifty-third of Isaiah—was now his own felt, precious Saviour. His heart was soft, and tender, and full of love. He carried with him a presence, which is the very ‘light of life,’ and before which all shadows fly away, and every obstacle becomes a thing of nought. And beyond the country to which he was travelling, there was another country, a new home. It was now opening to his view; it seemed but a step, and he would be there. These are the true joys of life, and he who has them is independent of the outer world. I do not wonder that ‘he went on his way rejoicing.’ And for you I am very anxious that you should ‘go on your way rejoicing.’

I. We do everything best when we are happy.—We pray best, we praise best, we work best, we bear best.

II. Joy is a great means of santification.—It is a fount of kindness. It helps very much to conquer temper.

III. It adorns religion, and makes it winning to those around us.

IV. It is like heaven; and a happy God looks down and sees His own reflection in a happy child.

V. It is right.—It is a command. I know no other command which is so reiterated, ‘Rejoice; and again I say, Rejoice.’

VI. We have so many things to make us happy.

Rev. James Vaughan.
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Verse 3
THE HEAVENLY VISION
‘And as he journeyed, he came near Damascus: and suddenly there shined round about him a light from heaven.’

Acts 9:3
The story of the conversion of St. Paul is repeated three times in the Acts of the Apostles. It is told in chapters 9, 22, and 26. We may well be thankful for his ‘wonderful conversion.’ For think how large a part of our New Testament came from the pen of St. Paul. He wrote thirteen Epistles, and was besides the foremost of the missionaries of the Gospel.

I. What sort of a man was this St. Paul before his conversion?—He had been brought up in the strictest of Hebrew homes, and was an earnest professor of religion (Acts 22:3). He acted up to the light of his conscience (Acts 26:9). As far as his outward conduct went he was blameless (Philippians 3:6). Doubtless he had a good deal to do with the murder of St. Stephen, because in Acts 7:58, it is stated the ‘witnesses laid down their clothes at a young man’s feet whose name was Saul’ (see also Acts 8:1; Acts 22:20). St. Paul also confesses that he compelled the Christians to blaspheme (Acts 26:11). It is bad enough to sin oneself, but to cause others to sin is the very worst of sins. It is bad enough to be a drunkard, or a swearer, or a thief; but to teach others to drink and swear and steal is a thousand times worst. Besides which, not only men, but women also he caused to be imprisoned (Acts 8:3; Acts 9:2; Acts 26:11); and tearing up happy homes, what misery it must have caused to helpless women and children! Take two texts, and you will see what a bitter persecutor of the Christians Saul was. (a) ‘Saul … made havoc of the Church’ (Acts 8:3). (b) His own confession: ‘I compelled them to blaspheme; and being exceeding mad against them, I persecuted them even unto strange cities’ (Acts 26:11. Cf. also 1 Corinthians 15:9). Put these thoughts together, and you will have a true picture of Saul of Tarsus when his Lord met him.

II. And now we come to the most thrilling part of the story.—Breathing out threatenings and slaughter against the disciples of Jesus, Saul is riding on his way to Damascus. His mission is to bring the Christians who were there bound to Jerusalem. But as he draws near the city, suddenly there shone round about him a light out of heaven above the blaze of the fiery eastern sun; and he heard a mysterious voice which must have struck his ear like a funeral knell, ‘Saul, Saul, why persecutest Me?’ And there and then he learned for the first time how Christ identified Himself with His people. Those journeying with him heard a voice or sound (Acts 9:7), i.e. a confused noise, but not the voice of Him that spake (Acts 22:9). When that voice speaks it is done! It possesses resistless authority. Ask yourselves, How did all this come about? How was this man made a gentle, child-like Christian? ‘But by the grace of God I am what I am.’ If we believe in a God, why should we doubt the fact of grace? For ‘grace is the magnetism of heaven.’ And so Saul’s hard heart was softened by the grace of God stealing down into it like the dew.

III. And that one day turned all Saul’s gains into losses.—‘What things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ. Yea doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord’ (Philippians 3:7-8). The only true standard by which to measure men is their knowledge of and devotion to Christ. And judged by that standard, who is like St. Paul? ‘I am ready not to be bound only, but also to die … for the name of the Lord Jesus’ (Acts 21:13). And he was as good as his word. He did die at last for the Name of Christ. He was a martyr as well as a missionary.

—Rev. F. Harper.

Illustration
‘It is high noon. The sun is nearly right overhead. Its hot rays strike upon the burning sand, and seem to bound up on the scorched face of the traveller. The palm tree’s shadow does not stretch long and thin upon the ground, as when the sun sets, but lies a small round circle, at the bottom of the stem. At a little distance, the white buildings of beautiful Damascus, surrounded by groves of dates, and palms, and oranges, and plums, look like “a pearl among emeralds,” as beautiful as it looked two thousand years ago. You may catch a sight of its rivers, as they run, glistening like threads of silver, through its groves. It is a sight which at once fills the eye of the traveller, as he first sees it, with intense pleasure. But it seems to have no power over this traveller, who is rapidly approaching it at the head of his company. He heeds not its green groves. He thinks not of its cool, shady roads, over which the trees throw their boughs that meet in the midst, loaded with their sweet cooling fruits. The glorious prospect has no charm for him. What is this? What is this sudden torrent of unearthly brightness that has burst upon this band, as if ten thousand lightnings had fallen in one cataract of light, so intense, so overpowering in its brightness as to make the very noonday Syrian sun look pale and dim? It has struck them all down! Leader and followers, they are all fallen to the earth, helpless and motionless. From the midst of that blaze of unearthly glory sounds are heard. The men all hear, but they cannot understand them. Yet there are words. Saul hears, and—though it would seem as if one glance into that tremendous glory would paralyse the very nerve of sight, and burn up the daring eye that ventured but to look towards it—yet Saul looks up; and there, glory streaming from His Body, His Face shining above the brightness of the sun in his strongest might, he sees a Man, and the look of His countenance is that of unutterable love and deepest pity. It is Jesus, the blasphemed, looking on His chief blasphemer.’

Verse 4
THE CONVERSION OF ST. PAUL
‘And he fell to the earth, and heard a voice … Arise, and go into the city, and it shall be told thee what thou must do.’

Acts 9:4; Acts 9:6
Of all the followers of Christ, surely none had a life so full of interest and none had so great influence for the cause of Christ as St. Paul.

I. His conversion.—The stoning of St. Stephen, no doubt, was a turning-point in the life of St. Paul. Augustine says that the Church owes St. Paul to the prayer of St. Stephen at that time. The spectacle of so much constancy, so much faith, so much love, could not possibly be lost. St. Paul went his way, but conscience began to work within him. To drown his conscience, he took up the cause of persecution, and sought for letters patent to enable him to go to Damascus to arrest those he found of this Way, whether they were men or women, and commit them to prison. But he could not go on like this for ever. He could not for ever stifle his conscience. In the very midst of his work, as he was journeying to Damascus, the Lord met him, and his conversion changed the whole course of his life. Instead of persecuting Christians, he was to teach the faith which once he denied.

II. His ministry.—Immediately after we find St. Paul going forth and speaking to the people of Damascus, proving that this was the very Christ. But he could not remain in Damascus. As soon as the Jews got over their first astonishment at seeing this man, on whom they had relied to exterminate the Christians, as soon as they found that he himself was a Christian, they began to persecute him. He went into Arabia, the mountainous country where God spoke to Moses and Aaron and Elijah. He dwelt in solitdue, conversing with his Lord and being instructed upon his future teaching. It was there that Christ taught him about the Holy Communion. It was there, perhaps, that he was caught up into the seventh heaven and heard things unspeakable, and therefore kept silence upon what he saw. It was there that he learned more fully to know Jesus Christ and was instructed in the doctrine in which he was to preach. As soon as that period was ended, he returned to Damascus, but not to remain long. He went back to Jerusalem, however, and taught. His mission was to the Gentiles, and he began a life of suffering; but he was always full of zeal, full of energy, preaching the Gospel of Christ, teaching others that Christ had died for them, and bidding them turn from their evil ways, showing them that a life of surrender and devotion to Christ’s service is the life to be desired on earth.

III. A pattern to us.—This true and noble service for Christ should inspire us to be more like St. Paul, and to be more earnest, more fervent, more zealous in our daily life in upholding the cause of Christ, in striving to live such a life that we may turn others to Christ, and let others take knowledge that we have been with Christ. May we grow daily more like St. Paul, devoting and surrendering our lives to the service of Christ.

Rev. W. N. Matthews.

Illustration
‘St. Paul was born of God-fearing parents. He early learned to keep righteousness and to walk according to the Law. In his early days he showed great promise, and he was sent to Gamaliel to be trained and educated. The education of those days was different to that of our days. There was a prejudice against the use of any books except the sacred writings. At a meeting of learned men some passage of the Scriptures was taken as a text and made the subject of their conversation. Various interpretations were given, allegories were told and suggested, and the ancient writings on the subject quoted. At this discussion young students were present to listen and to ask questions, and it is probable that from this system of education St. Paul acquired his power of argument and his fluency of speech. We do not know of the social position of St. Paul’s parents. It is not possible to say whether they lived in affluent circumstances or whether they were people of humble origin. St. Paul speaks of his trade as being that of a tent-maker, but this does not necessarily imply that he had to labour with his hands for his living, for it was the custom amongst the Jews that every boy should be taught a trade. In the Talmud it says he that teacheth not his son a trade is doing the same thing as if he taught his son to be a thief. Intellectually, he had a mind logical and acute, and his memory was well stored. Morally he was a strict observer of the requirements of the Law, and while he lived a careful and conscientious life, after the example of his ancestors, he imbibed a spirit of fervent and, as it afterwards turned out, persecuting zeal. Probably after his education in Jerusalem was finished St. Paul returned to his home at Tarsus, and there he had abundant opportunity to become acquainted with Greek literature.

Verse 6
THE YOUNG CONVERT’S INQUIRY
‘Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do?’

Acts 9:6
There is much to learn, and much to imitate, in these words, if you take almost each of them separately. But I want to fasten attention upon the general question. It is not so easy, in after years, to be always saying, ‘Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do?’ Therefore, the more cherish it, and honour it, and thank God for it, and hold it precious, and use it, when you have it.

Every one who wishes to labour in God’s vineyard, and who watches his opportunities, and the leadings of God’s hand, and listens for the inner voices, will not be left long without some open door, and some plain indication where his task lies.

Three things you have to consider and require in this matter.

I. First, that it be a real work.—By a real work, I mean that it be something which calls forth your energies, and exercises you in unselfishness and self-sacrifice.

II. Secondly, that it be a work for which you have a proper gift, determining it to be your own mission.

III. And thirdly, that it be God’s work—commenced because you love Him; carried on in dependence upon Him; and done that you may glorify Him.

If these three conditions meet, you may rest assured that you have found your own true sphere, and that your question has been answered, ‘Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do?’

Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘When Christ said to St. Paul, “Go into the city, and it shall be told thee what thou must do,” He meant no other than that He Himself would tell him, but not at that time. The answer was postponed, till St. Paul was ready to receive it; but the answer was wholly of God. There is often a misapprehension upon this verse. It teaches us that when a man is really seeking the truth, God will be sure Himself to show it to him; but he must not be surprised if, nevertheless, an interval elapse before he sees it. No doubt there was some misapprehension in St. Paul’s mind when he made that earnest inquiry. It is almost certain that, in accordance with his previous Pharisaic views, he was thinking rather of what he must “do” for God—than what God must “do” for him—that he might be saved. Therefore God Himself immediately changed the thought—“I will shew him how great things he must suffer.”’

Verse 16
THE DISCIPLINE OF LIFE
‘For I will shew him how great things he must suffer for My name’s sake.’

Acts 9:16
God is revealing to Ananias His purposes concerning Saul, whom He had just called to his apostleship. He says that he is ‘to bear My name before the Gentiles, and kings, and the children of Israel.’ And we are looking—after those words—to hear what great things he shall do in this mission, when lo! God changes it altogether, and does not say at all what His chosen servant shall do, but adds, ‘for I will shew him how great things he must suffer for My name’s sake.’

St. Paul’s sufferings appear to have begun at the time, when he began also to be a Christian; and if you watch it your own observation of life will often show you the same fact.

I. What is the solution of all this?—Rather, what is the solution of the fact, that a father does not correct a stranger’s child, but his own? What is the solution of the fact that when the gardener goes into his garden he does not put his pruning-knife to the dead branch, but to the living and fruitful one? What is the solution of the fact that you do not put a stone into your crucible, but the silver and the golden ore? And the more that father loves his child, the more does he lay out his severest regime to correct his faults, and to bring forth his powers. And the more promising is the branch, the more does the dresser prune it, and the deeper does he cut it. And the more precious is the metal, the hotter is the refiner’s fire—the fining-pot for silver, and the furnace for gold.

II. Therefore the discipline of life is chiefly in the Church.—Do not misunderstand it; do not stumble at it. From the moment that you give yourself to God, you are ‘out at school’ in this world, to prepare for your true home. The discipline is strict, but for a very little time; severe, but for a sufficient end. It will very soon be over, and you will go back to your Father’s home. For observe that word ‘must’—‘how great things he must suffer for My name’s sake.’ The disciple of the ‘Man of Sorrows’ must be as his Master.

III. But be your trials what they may—the little daily droppings, or the mighty water floods—there is one thought which endears, ennobles, sweetens all—the name of Jesus is in them. You are responsible if it is not. You may place it there, alike the lighter and the heavier grief, you may, by the spirit you throw into it, connect and identify it with Christ. You may take it from Christ, and bear it in Christ, and go through it with Christ, and come out of it to Christ. And what is too great to bear, or do, if you can indeed add—‘for Thy name’s sake’?

Verse 34
THE MESSAGE TO ÆNEAS
‘And Peter said unto him, Æneas, Jesus Christ maketh thee whole.’

Acts 9:34
The four Gospels tell us what Christ did up to His Ascension (Acts 1:1-2). The Acts of the Apostles carries on the story. It tells what Jesus did—by the Holy Ghost—through his disciples, after He ascended to heaven. St. Peter pointed Æneas to Christ as the Source of all healing (cf. Acts 3:6).

I. It is through His Cross the healing comes.—In our solemn Litany we beseech Him by the memory of His Cross and Passion to deliver us.

II. He knows the human heart.—He can put His hand just to the place where the pain is sorest (Psalms 139:1-4; John 2:24-25).

III. He possesses not knowledge only but sympathy (Hebrews 4:15).

Illustration
‘“Curse God and die,” said the wife of Job, who was the Lady Macbeth of the Old Testament. That is certainly an extreme case, but the world can never give a peace it does not possess. At the death of his mother the late Professor Huxley wrote to his sister: “My dearest sister,—I offer you no consolation, for I know of none. There are things which each must bear as best he may with the strength that has been allotted to him.” In fact, all the philosophers of the world, from Plato to Herbert Spencer, can do nothing for us in the hour of our deepest need when the towers fall.’
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Verse 4
ALMSGIVING
‘Thy prayers and thine alms are come up for a memorial before God.’

Acts 10:4
Sermons on almsgiving aim at setting forth the rationale of giving to God; and they are not so frequent as they ought to be, considering the prominence given to the subject in Holy Scripture; because (a) they are unpopular. People who never forget themselves are apt to do so when asked for money. (b) There is a dread lest by preaching upon almsgiving the preacher should not appear to be preaching the Gospel; lest he should seem to attribute efficacy to something else besides the blood of Jesus.

I. Let us appeal to Holy Scripture.—Our Lord taught this duty indirectly by parables, e.g. Dives and Lazarus; the steward; directly, ‘Give alms of such things as ye have’ (Luke 11:41). ‘Sell that ye have and give alms’ (Luke 11:33). In the Sermon on the Mount He alludes to it as an acknowledged duty. St. Paul says, ‘Upon the first day of the week let every one of you lay by him in store, as God has prospered him’ (1 Corinthians 16:2). ‘He that soweth sparingly shall reap also sparingly, and he that soweth bountifully shall reap also bountifully. God loveth a cheerful giver’ (2 Corinthians 9:6-7; Ephesians 4:28). ‘Charge them that are rich in this world that they do good, that they be rich in good works, read to distribute’ (1 Timothy 6:17-18; Hebrews 6:10; Hebrews 13:16). Also, in solemn pictures of the Last Judgment, the virtue of showing mercy, sympathy, unselfishness, that is, in its broadest sense, almsgiving, is extolled by our Lord, and contrasted with its opposite, the vice of selfishness. From these passages we gather three things:—

(a) Our Lord does not command us to give alms, He assumes it as a duty: to assume is stronger than to command, for to command presupposes an indisposition to do what is commanded. ‘When ye do your alms’; ‘When ye pray’; ‘When ye fast’; He assumes these duties and puts forward the pure motive for doing them.

(b) Almsgiving and prayer are mentioned side by side. ‘When ye do your alms’ and ‘When ye pray’; ‘Thy prayers and thine alms’: not the one without the other, but the one as the correlative of the other, the alms as one wing of the prayers.

(c) A certain spiritual force is attributed to almsgiving.—‘Break off thine iniquities by showing mercy’ (Daniel 4:27); ‘Lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven’ (Matthew 6:20); ‘Give alms of such things as ye have, and behold all things are clean unto you’ (Luke 11:41); ‘Provide yourselves bags which wax not old, a treasure in the heavens which faileth not,’ (Luke 12:33); ‘God loveth a cheerful giver’ (2 Corinthians 9:7); ‘With such sacrifices God is well pleased’ (Hebrews 13:16); ‘Charge them that are rich, laying up for themselves a good foundation’ (1 Timothy 6:19); ‘The prayers and thine alms are come up for a memorial before God’ (Acts 10:4). Thus almsgiving is spoken of as pleasing to God, and had in remembrance by Him, ‘Inasmuch as ye have done it, or inasmuch as ye have not done it, ye have done it or not done it unto Me,’ (Matthew 25:40; Matthew 25:45).

II. How shall I give?—Moved by strong appeals or by personal interest, we give; but why, as a rule, is it necessary to resort to bazaars, entertainments, charity dinners and sermons to raise money for Christian objects? Because too many require to be amused, attracted, aroused, provided with something in return for their money, before they will give.

(a) We must give on principle and not on impulse. We must give systematically.

(b) What rule then shall we adopt in our almsgiving? We ought to give a fixed proportion of our income every year. This proportion will vary according to a man’s means; to his own Master each of us must stand or fall.

(c) How shall I distribute my alms?—First of all, poor relations; then sick and poor in your own parish; then the parochial funds, the Church fund; then the missions of the Church at home and abroad. Then the support of those institutions of the land which care for those who are in trouble, sorrow, need, sickness, or any other infirmity.

There are two ways by which we can best carry out the duty of almsgiving: through the offertory, in secret, so that our left hand knows not what our right is doing; and by subscriptions, that we may exert the power of example, and stimulate those who are not giving as they should, and induce them to do so when they see our good works.

III. Practise self-examination on this point.—Compare the alacrity with which we buy a new book, a season ticket at the opera, go for a trip abroad, with the halting spirit in which we give to God. There are special needs for almsgiving at the present day. Luxury all round is on the increase. Culture and refinement are to be encouraged, but luxury uncontrolled produces selfishness; its best restraining influence is systematic almsgiving.

—Prebendary J. Storrs.

Verse 38
THE VICTORY OF BENEFICENCE
‘He went about doing good.’

Acts 10:38
Here is a phrase which sums up in five words the remembrance of Christ’s life. ‘He went about doing good.’ ‘Doing good,’ I am afraid of narrowing that word—kindness, help, healing, service of others, help of body, help of soul; all these are in it. Beneficence, the harder Latin word for the same thing, brings a more formal thought. To be beneficient sounds like what only a few can be; but the plain English ‘to do good’ means something which is on a level for all.

I. Here then for us, who belong to Jesus, is another rule to try ourselves by.—‘He went about doing good.’ To do good to others—to be of use, that should be our aim—with that we should be busy and content. It is surprising to think how far this may go in life. For does it not give a new look to daily work? Is there not real help for us in remembering that all which we call work—all that mass and total of hard, weary, and often dull labour—all the drudgery is really doing service to somebody. So is the world made.

II. There are many to whom work is not given in quite this hard, drudging form.—To them Christ’s example seems to say, Find your work, and make your work. Leisure is only good if it means either rest to make work better, or opportunity to choose better work. If it means only passing your time or pleasing yourself, it ranks according to Christ’s scale below drudgery. For it does not do good. Service is the rule for every Christian. If any man will not work, neither let him eat—at least of Christ’s Table.

III. But though Christ’s example puts common work in a new light, it means more than that.—It means something that goes more into the heart of us, and comes out of our heart. For it really changes the bottom thought of life. Perhaps we spend all our money on ourselves, and give a chance penny or shilling or pound to others. Christ teaches us a different way; He shows us how the thought of doing good should be the master-thought of life. ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’ We say, Why, surely this is too much; I shall have nothing for myself. And Christ is beforehand with us. ‘Whosoever shall lose his life for My sake shall find it.’ His eye rests with approval on the widow who casts in all her living. But in truth He takes plenty of care of us. He gives us many good things—homes, friends, comforts, health, even pleasures. Only let us set our hearts not on these, but on doing good.

IV. Be sure that if we try thus to go about doing good, our thought of what doing good means will grow higher or deeper.—It would be so anyhow, for we should feel more and more what man’s deepest needs really are. In ministering to others’ smaller wants, we shall find their greater ones.

—Bishop E. S. Talbot.

Illustration
‘There are many who give much time, money, and work that they may serve God in their generation, or as one put it that she might lay up treasure in heaven. The Church of England cannot count her Sunday-school teachers and her district visitors and helps (as St. Paul called them), helps of every kind. If the enemy cannot hinder your active nature from working for God and His power, he will try to spoil it all by unworthy motives or want of consecration. Examine your motive; why are you doing your church work? Your work may be only the natural force of your character. Look and see the motive, and if it is consecrated, if each good act is offered up to God through Christ on the altar of Calvary.

Verse 43
CHRIST AND THE HOLY SCRIPTURES
‘To Him give all the prophets witness, that through His name whosoever believeth in Him shall receive remission of sins.’

Acts 10:43
Here we have an unequivocal testimony to the Divine authority of the Word inspired, and to the Word incarnate as the source of the forgiveness of sin. These twin doctrines are cardinal truths of the Christian faith.

I. Why do I believe the Old Testament to be the Word, the message of God?
(a) Its historical portions receive fresh confirmation from the discoveries that are constantly made by the researches of antiquarians.

(b) Our Saviour ever spoke of the Old Testament with profound reverence. He nowhere casts the shadow of a doubt on its authority.

(c) And as the Master, so the disciples. Their attitude on the Old Testament is identical with His.

(d) And in this as in other things our Church faithfully follows in the footsteps of her Lord and His Apostles. In this our Liturgy bears a striking resemblance to the New Testament. As our Lord in the Gospels and the Apostles in the Acts and the Epistles appeals to the Bible of the Jewish Church, so does our Church to the larger Bible of the Christian Church. Not only is the vastly greater portion of her services made up of the pure Word of God, but in her prefaces and her rubrics, in her articles and her homilies, and especially in her solemn ordination services, she sets forth that Word as the exclusive source of her children’s faith.

II. Remission of sins.—‘That through His name whosoever believeth in Him shall receive remission of sins.’ This is another essential article of the Christian creed. ‘I believe in the remission of sins.’ It seems to me not a little remarkable that the drift of prophetic utterances in the Old Testament should be thus specifically asserted by an Apostle of Christ to have taught the remission of sins through His Name. His Name includes for us all that He is, and all that He has done, His Person and His offices, His mission and His message, the infinite value and virtue of His vicarious sacrifice on the Cross, His resurrection from the dead and His intercessory pleading at the right hand of God. ‘Through His Name,’ the name that is above every name. Such is the ground on which we are offered remission of sins; the pledge and promise of all other blessings.

III. This is the gospel.—There are other gospels abroad I know. There is the gospel of culture, the gospel of legislation, the gospel of ceremonialism, the gospel of science, of evolution. But they have no good news for the man who is burdened by the guilt of sin and bound by its chains. Their power is limited, their process of education is slow, and sin’s captive is hurrying on to his doom. These cold comforts do but mock his dire needs. They cannot reclaim lost character; they cannot revive lost hopes; they cannot recover lost power; they cannot endow the soul with the moral forces that will rescue it from its bondage. For this you must have the assurance and the help of God. In the name of Jesus, which we preach unto you, infinite love and infinite power are allied in working out the salvation of the lost. ‘Through His name whosoever believeth in Him shall receive remission of sins.’

Canon David Jones.

Illustration
‘Man, like the grass of morning,

Droops ere the evening hour;

His goodliness and beauty

Fade as a fading flower.

But who may shake the pillars

Of God’s unchanging Word?

Amen: Himself hath spoken;

Amen: Thus saith the Lord.

Death’s shadows fall around us

Our path with storms is rife:

O God, vouchsafe Thy servants

To grasp the word of life,

Until the life eternal,

The life and light of men,

With clouds of glory mantled

Returns to earth again.’

11 Chapter 11 

Verse 9
THE CATHOLICITY OF THE GOSPEL
‘What God hath cleansed, that call not thou common.’

Acts 11:9
What a beautiful instance we have here of the Saviour speaking from heaven. Therefore it has peculiar force. It testifies as to what Jesus had done: ‘what God hath cleansed’; and it speaks to those whom He has cleansed and says that from the time of their cleansing nothing can henceforth make them common or unclean.

I. The universality of the Gospel.—There is a dispensational truth in this utterance. It is the beautiful truth that God no longer distinguishes between Israel and the Gentiles, and now for the first time St. Peter, the one who had always been of the most strict and exclusive of the Hebrews, was instructed in the universal character of the Gospel. Therefore Peter no longer hesitated when he knew that it was God’s will that all men should be saved. It is a triumph of grace to accept new truth and to live by it. God taught St. Peter that now all the barriers were broken down, and men were to know that salvation was for all.

II. A picture of mankind.—In the vessel let down from heaven were all kinds of beasts of the earth, and creeping things, and four-footed beasts, and fowls of the air. It seems to be a general summary intended to represent the whole creation, and is symbolical of man in his totality as divided into nations, into families, into households, and also as symbolising each individual considered in the many departments and characteristics of his being. Men differ from each other remarkably, and yet all are bound together without distinction, in one sheet for the purpose of God.

III. What is the purpose of thus bringing together all these nations, these congregations, these households, these individual men into one sheet? It is that they may learn to know God and to realise their own impotence and degradation; that they may know that all are equal in the sight of God.

IV. Some practical conclusions.

(a) This truth does away with self-righteousness. You may think you are an eagle and that others are the poor crawling worms. All are equal—there is no difference. If you begin to glory in yourself, you are done for. Your only salvation is in God’s cleansing.

(b) We learn that our duty is to all nations and peoples and languages. Therefore, go and tell them the story of the Cross.

(c) Never despair of any man. Seek him out to save him, even though he be as the vilest reptile.

(d) There is also a lesson for the careless, the cold, and the unconverted. ‘What God hath cleansed.’ Have you ever thought, when you were giving way to some vile passion or unholy desire, that God had cleansed you? What right have you to defile—to treat as a common thing, to pollute—the body of humiliation which God hath cleansed? Never call it common; never use it for anything low; never use your tongue to speak vile, unholy things; never use your eyes to look on impure sights; never use your hands to perform unrighteous acts.

(e) God hath cleansed you, should you then be groaning under the bondage of some sin? Recognise the fact that God hath cleansed you; therefore, never again be in bondage to sin as the children of Israel were in Egypt; never be wandering in the wilderness, but take your place in the high places; live in the King’s court in the very presence of God. Never make common what God hath cleansed.

—Rev. Prebendary Webb-Peploe.

Illustrations
(1) ‘What voice it was that gave utterance to these words, we are not told either in the tenth chapter, when the vision is first recorded, or in the eleventh chapter, where St. Peter describes it to those of the circumcision in Judea. But St. Peter in both places describes himself as saying, “Not so, Lord,” thus seeming to recognise the voice of Jesus, with Whom he had been so long and intimately associated a few years before, and Whose will he was now seeking to carry out.’

(2) ‘The difficulty raised by the Jews in admitting the Gentiles to the Church without circumcision led to the matter being thoroughly discussed and settled (cf. 15). The importance of this is shown by the existence for years of a party who would not accept this state of things, and gave much trouble to St. Paul (cf. Galatians 2:11-12). Had the mind of the Church, then, not been definitely expressed, this party might possibly have triumphed for some time. Here, and in Acts 10:45, the phrase, “They that were of the circumcision” is used to describe Jewish Christians generally. Afterwards (Galatians 2:12) it is used of the party referred to above, who insisted on circumcision as a necessary preliminary to baptism. In using it here probably Luke had the later development of this party in his mind. “Nothing doubting” (Acts 5:12) implies “making no distinction.” This is the great mark of the Catholic Church in contrast to a limited religion like Judaism. In the Church all distinctions of race and position disappear (cf. Acts 10:36). The phrase in Acts 10:20 is different.’

Verse 13-14
THE SPIRITUAL HISTORY OF CORNELIUS
‘He shewed us how he had seen an angel in his house, which stood and said unto him, Send men to Joppa, and call for Simon, whose surname is Peter; who shall tell thee words, whereby thou and all thy house shall be saved.’

Acts 11:13-14
Of the various characters portrayed in the historical sequel to the Gospels, Cornelius, the Roman centurion of Cæsarea, is certainly one of the most interesting. To understand this passage aright we need to read it in connection with Acts 10. In his spiritual life-history there are three phases or stages to be observed He was—

I. A heathen.—‘A centurion of the band called the Italian’ (Acts 10:1). Whilst the sacred record gives no account of the history of Cornelius previous to his arrival on Jewish soil, yet it is clearly enough implied that by birth and education he was a Roman citizen and a Gentile idolater. His name, it has been remarked, seems to connect him with the noble and illustrious Roman family of the Cornelii. Religiously, then, his first standpoint was that of pagan ignorance and superstition; ‘an alien from the commonwealth of Israel, and a stranger from the covenants of promise.’ A trace of his heathen training is seen in his Gentile-like prostration at the feet of the Apostle Peter (Acts 10:25). Is his counterpart not to be found in this twentieth century of grace? Are there no ‘dark places of the earth’ yet unblessed with the light of revelation? Multitudes still ‘worship they know not what’; bowing down to ‘stocks and stones.’ And in our civilised and Christianised lands, are there not myriads ‘having no hope, and without God in the world,’ as literally as Cornelius ever was? Besides, in the spiritual history of every believer, has there not been a period, of longer or shorter duration, corresponding to this first stage in the religious experience of Cornelius—a state of being ‘far off’ ere being ‘made nigh by the blood of Christ’?

II. Yet an earnest seeker after the true God.—Through contact at Cæsarea with the Jewish religion, Cornelius, like not a few other Gentiles in the Apostolic age, had become dissatisfied with his ancestral worship, and attached himself to the purer faith and morality of Judaism. Like the centurion mentioned in the Gospels (Luke 8:4-5), he was noted for his charitable deeds towards the Jews amongst whom he had been located. He shared in the Messianic hopes of the ‘chosen people,’ and may not have been entirely ignorant of the history and claims of Jesus of Nazareth. That he was acquainted with, at least, some of the facts of the life of Christ is apparent from St. Peter’s address (Acts 10:37). And yet, he lacked ‘joy and peace in believing.’ In him came to be fulfilled, in the marvellous way recorded in these chapters, the gracious promises: ‘Then shall ye know, if ye follow on to know the Lord.’ To all earnest and sincere seekers after truth, this second stage in the religious history of Cornelius is full of instruction and encouragement. Let there be in the ‘anxious inquirer’ of these days the devout heart, the guileless life, the unquenchable spiritual longings after truth, light, and peace that were so manifest in the centurion of Cæsarea, and the issue cannot fail to be the same, however different may be the Divine method. Finally, Cornelius was—

III. A Christian convert.—As Philip had done in the case of the Ethiopian chamberlain (Acts 8:26-40), so St. Peter, in the case of Cornelius and his friends, ‘preached unto them Jesus.’ On the devout centurion, and the company of Gentiles assembled in his house, the Holy Spirit descended, as it had done in the case of believers of another race, ‘at the beginning’ (Acts 2:2; Acts 11:15). Having thus visibly received ‘the thing signified’ in baptism, the outward rite was administered, by which they were admitted into the Church of Christ. Thus the ‘first-fruits of the Gentiles’ were gathered in. The door of mercy thrown open so providentially by the ‘Apostle of the Circumcision’ to sinners ‘of the Gentiles’ stands open until this day.

Verse 18
THE NATURE OF REPENTANCE
‘Then hath God also to the Gentiles granted repentance unto life.’

Acts 11:18
There is a repentance which is not unto life. ‘Godly sorrow worketh repentance to salvation, not to be repented of, but the sorrow of the world worketh death.’

I. What is true repentance?—The Greek word has four stages of meaning, which bring before us clearly the thing itself.

(a) After-thought or reflection.

(b) Change of Mind.

(c) Change of Feeling.

(d) Change of Life.

II. How is this repentance related to Life? ‘Repentance unto life.’
(a) Repentance is an expression of life—a sign that the soul has begun to live. Those who are dead in sin experience no godly sorrow.

(b) Repentance is the germ of life.—It is not only a sign of life, but a prophecy and pledge of richer, fuller life. It leads to the assurance of God’s favour, and that is life; to the enjoyment of His loving-kindness, and that is better than life.

III. In what sense is repentance granted by God?—‘Then hath God also to the Gentiles granted repentance,’ etc.

(a) Not in any sense which removes it from the sphere of human obligation, or makes it other than the free act of the sinner. The prophets, John the Baptist, the Lord Jesus Christ, and the Apostles, all commanded men to repent: they always spake of it as a duty. Further, he who has done the wrong is the only one who can truly repent of the wrong. Repentance is pre-eminently a personal, lonely, spiritual operation.

(b) But by including men within the scope of His redeeming purposes, and granting them Gospel privileges. This was certainly to a very great extent the meaning of the Church at Jerusalem in our text. So now in a very important sense God grants repentance unto a man when He brings him within the reach of Gospel influences.

(c) By the agency of His Spirit on the heart. It was so with the Gentiles here spoken of (Acts 11:15-17). There is a mysteriousness about the awakening of penitence which leads one to exclaim, ‘By the grace of God I am what I am.’ The renewed spirit delights to trace all good to God.

Illustration
‘Repentance means a changed mind, an altered ruling purpose, a new way of looking at things. This change of mind affects the whole judgment, intention, spirit of our being. It implies a turning about in the direction, the drift of a man’s innermost life. If he regarded the world, before repentance, as a place merely to get the greatest amount of bodily pleasure in, after repentance he will regard it as the place to get the greatest amount of goodness in; he repents of his sensuality. If he looked upon it before as only a shop for making money, afterwards he will look upon it as a mission-field for cultivating righteousness; he repents of his sordidness. If he treated his position before as only a dressing-room for ostentation, he will afterwards treat it as a vineyard for honest and useful labour; he will repent of his vanity and idleness. If he esteemed men and women before only as beings made to promote his comfort and advance his interests, he will afterwards esteem them as beings that he is to comfort, and whose interests he is to serve; he will repent of his cupidity and selfishness. And so through the whole circle of virtues and vices. His inmost purpose is changed. Literally, he thinks the other way.’

Verse 20
THE SUBJECT OF ALL PREACHING
‘And some of them were men of Cyprus and Cyrene, which, when they were come to Antioch, spake unto the Grecians, preaching the Lord Jesus.’

Acts 11:20
At the very beginning of Christian history we find the Church gaining greatly from persecution.

I. The first result of the tribulation that arose about Stephen was to threaten the infant Church with destruction. The Society at Jerusalem was dispersed. The Apostles now stood to their posts, but the probabilities pointed to their early martyrdom as the only result of their heroism. Luke, looking back on the whole episode from the standpoint of the next generation, is able to recognise the influence of that first persecution. It compelled two most necessary things.

(a) On the one hand, the Church was forced to engage in missionary labours.

(b) On the other, Christianity was forced to become catholic. There was considerable danger that the disciples in Jerusalem should settle down to the decent position of an estimable and pious sect. But even this was not all.

(c) A catholic propaganda cannot work with a particular Gospel. The zealots of particularism are the foster-parents of universalism. The creed must be worthy of the Church. And so we find that these exiles, who had become by force of circumstances missionaries, were the first to solve the problem which so gravely perplexed the Apostles. They forced the hands of their rulers by boldly offering their message to all who would listen to it.

II. Notice the suggestive summary of the catholic Gospel as it was first proclaimed—‘preaching the Lord Jesus.’ How should this new Jewish religion present itself to these Greeks? What should be the means of access to their hearts? How would it appeal to them? The answer must be found in the spiritual power of the Personality of Jesus. The missionaries, of course, built on the foundation of the universal belief in God. They started from the assumptions of theism, and they presented to their hearers the living Christ, the true Exponent of the Divine, the true Representative of the human. This intensely personal character of their preaching continually merges into view in the records of the Acts.

III. The Person of Christ is that element of Christianity which is neither temporal, nor local, nor transitory.—And other elements only come to have a certain permanence as they vindicate a relationship with that. Ecclesiastical systems, dogmatic systems, are growths conditioned in their growing by the myriad circumstances which condition all terrestrial developments. They have a relative fitness, a relative authority, a relative truth; but they fail and pass as conditions of existence change, and they who build their faith on them and entwine about them the deep affections of their hearts are predestined to infinite disappointment. ‘Heaven and earth shall pass away, but My words shall not pass away,’ saith the Lord; and as we regard the long story of Christianity we can understand what He meant. Everything has changed. Men’s notions of social order have changed, and their habits of life and modes of thought, and their codes of honour, and their systems of belief, and their organisations of worship. We live amid a world of extinct beliefs; we are girded with the wreckage of the century. Here alone is the thing that changes not; here the rock on which we build, on which our feet may find firm treading; here the unity which gathers into itself all the ages, and vindicates from the remotest past a living fellowship in the most distant future. Jesus Christ is ‘the same yesterday, to-day, and for ever.’ Here is the secret of all the Church’s continuous life.

IV. There is no escape from the duty of missions.—If we may venture to divine the purposes of God from the opportunities which He places within man’s reach, and the responsibilities which accumulate upon them, then we can hardly be mistaken in thinking that it is His purpose to convert the world mainly by the agencies of the English-speaking race. We are constantly reminded, not always by the pleasantest experiences, that our Empire has attained gigantic dimensions. We have gathered under our flag one-fourth of the human race. The notion of Empire is native to the English mind as two millenniums since it was native to the Roman mind. The Church of the English-speaking race stands towards the populations of Asia and Africa as the Church of Rome stood in the fifth century towards the populations of Europe. If the past may provide an interpretation for the future, then Canterbury is destined in the religious history of mankind to equal, nay, to eclipse, the fame of Rome.

—Rev. Canon Henson.

Illustration
‘The explanation of much of our missionary failure abroad, and here at home, must be sought in the fact that we have weighted our missions with the scandals of divisions and the distractions of our controversies. We have preached systems, we have preached causes, we have preached theology rather than the living Person of our Divine Lord. We have tried to make men members of something or other before we have brought them to be disciples. We have need to go back to the first methods, to revert to the first principles. It is the urgent necessity of our time, as well for the preservation of religion at home as for the bringing to the heathen the life-giving message of the Gospel, that this degrading warfare of competing denominations shall cease; and it can only cease by raising again into its true central prominence the apostolic creed which underlies all Christian beliefs, and is the common platform of all Christian discipleship—Jesus as Lord!’

Verse 22
THE DEPUTATION TO ANTIOCH
‘They sent forth Barnabas.’

Acts 11:22
Immediately after the death of Stephen the disciples were scattered abroad away from Jerusalem all over the country, and wherever they went they told the story of the love of Jesus. Some of these disciples had come to Antioch, and numbers of people were led by their preaching, accompanied by the power of God the Holy Ghost, to embrace the Gospel and to give themselves heart and spirit to the service of the Lord Jesus. Tidings of this work at Antioch were sent up to Jerusalem to the Church, and they commissioned St. Barnabas to go down to Antioch and there inquire as to the nature of this work.

I. The character of St. Barnabas.—The result of this visit of St. Barnabas is recorded in the Acts, and the character of the Apostle is also given to us. What a wondrous character it is! ‘A good man.’ But not only ‘a good man’—plenty of men in this world are good men, but he was something more than that—‘a good man, and full of the Holy Ghost and of faith.’ This man is sent as a deputation from the Church at Jerusalem to Antioch.

II. What he saw at Antioch.—When he came there he saw ‘the grace of God’ (Acts 11:23). Barnabas saw the grace of God because he was ‘a good man, and full of the Holy Ghost.’ Some men can see no good in anything that is religious, no good in anything that points to Jesus, no good in anything that leads to God’s house and to God’s worship; no good whatever. They have not got eyes to see, and they have not got ears to hear, and they have not got hearts to understand. But Barnabas had. He had spiritual vision. When we see sin crucified, when we see evil habits overcome, when we see carnal desires trampled underfoot, when we see worldly things abhorred, when we see the flesh crucified, when we see men’s minds and hearts turned heavenward, when we see diligence in attending on the means of grace, when we see people coming frequently to the Holy Communion—then we see the grace of God as Barnabas saw it.

III. His gladness.—Then too, when he saw the grace of God, ‘he was glad.’ There is no person who does not rejoice to see a man really converted from his evil ways, really regenerated. We must be very hard-hearted if we are not really glad in heart. There is nothing that rejoices the heart of a clergyman more than to see the grace of God working in his congregation—a better attendance at church, more communicants, more liberality to the offertory, and a sympathetic interest in the work of the parish, and especially when he sees lives transfigured through the blessed leavening effect of the sanctifying grace of God the Holy Ghost.

IV. His exhortation.—What did he do? He exhorted them ‘that with purpose of heart they would cleave unto the Lord’; in other words, that they would continue in that grace upon which they had entered, that they would not be Christians one day, or one week, and then turn back again to the world, that they would not just merely be Christians on Sunday and be anything else every day during the week. So many professing Christians are like people who on Sunday put on their Sunday clothes, and on Monday put on different attire. Let me say to you, ‘Cleave unto the Lord.’ How? By constant diligent prayer, by attendance upon our religious duties, and especially by coming to the Holy Communion, not once a month, but once a week at least—by daily reading of God’s Word, and by doing all we can by our example and by our life in showing forth the glory of our Lord.

Illustration
“Barnabas” was the Christian, and probably the baptismal name, which the Apostle gave to “Joses,” a man of Cyprus, and a Levite—the first person recorded by name as having given his property to the Church, and who acknowledged the subordination of his own ecclesiastical office to, and its absorption in, the Christian ministry, by thus coming and laying the purchase-money of his land at the Apostles’ feet. The name “Barnabas” may equally mean “the son of consolation,” or “the son of exhortation.” And happily these two words are identical in the Greek. May we never divide them! always mixing comfort with teaching, and never approaching to anything like a reproof till we have first begun by consoling, even as Christ said of the Holy Ghost Himself, “When the Comforter is come, He will reprove.”’

Verse 23
CLEAVING UNTO THE LORD
“The … exhorted them all, that with purpose of heart they would cleave unto the Lord.’

Acts 11:23
Of this ‘cleaving unto the Lord’—what it is—we have a picture every day. The limpet cleaves to the rock. It is very hard to get it away; for the little creature in the shell knows that the moment it separates itself from the rock, that moment it dies. So with you; it is your life.

But how shall we ‘cleave’?

I. Lay it down well with yourself, that it needs just as much grace to carry it on, as ever it did to begin.—And it is right—if ever you asked for yourself converting grace—to ask just as earnestly for continuing grace. Perhaps some, whom you know, would not have fallen if they had done that. Perhaps you yourself would not have fallen if you had done that! True ‘He that hath begun a good work, will also perform it to the day of Christ.’ But this is the way in which He will perform it, He puts it into our hearts—from moment to moment—to seek grace to go on.

II. Never relax in any religious duty because you are older, or because you have gone a little way in the Christian path. Do not think that now you are to pray less often; or to pray shorter prayers; or to study your Bible less; or to come to Holy Communion less frequently; or to be less guarded in society, or in your own family. Be very jealous over the least symptoms of the slightest declension; remember, the tendency of everything is, by the law of gravitation, to run down. Therefore, whatever you may do, remember your enemy is always watching for opportunities; and grace is lost and souls perish, not by one great fall, but by a series of gradual weakening of the spiritual tone you get down, little by little, to lower levels. Keep your standard high; and be sure of this, that increase is the only possible way not to decrease.

III. To ‘cleave’ to any person or to any thing in which Christ is, is to ‘cleave’ to Christ—If you believe that Christ is in any one you know, draw near to that person, draw nearer. Cultivate the friendship of that person. Whatever work has most of Christ in it, give yourself most to that work. It is not an abstract Christ with which we have to do; He is a real, living, personal Christ. ‘Cleave to Him’ as a Brother. And He is a Christ in His people; and He is a Christ in His Church; and He is a Christ in the work He gives you to do, Find Him there; see Him there; serve Him there; ‘cleave to Him’ there.

Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘The great bane of by far the majority of people is, that they are living—at least as far as their religion is concerned—an aimless life! If the “heart” be without “purpose,” how can the life have an aim? The “heart” is a strange thing. It is like a very complicated machine, which carries within it tremendous powers. If those powers are left to work loosely, without government, without direction, the confusion, the distraction, the misery is incalculable. But gather them to a point—concentrate them—use them for their proper and appointed purpose; and the force for good is immense! All the “heart” wants is first an object suited to it; then a distinct pointing to that object; and then a fixing. But so long as you go on without any earnest intention, or with some end which does not collect and employ the energies with which you are endowed, your affections and your talents will only run to waste: they will be all in conflict; they will prey one upon another; they will do only mischief; they will be rather tormentors, than benefits, both to yourselves and to everybody else.’

Verse 24
CHARACTERISTICS OF ST. BARNABAS
‘He was a good man, and full of the holy Ghost and of faith.’

Acts 11:24
No better man could be sent to Antioch to ascertain the truth or otherwise of what the Apostles had heard. The writer of the Acts describes his characteristics.

I. ‘He was a good man.’—‘Good,’ not in the common acceptation of the term, but in the Divine. If a man lives morally; if he pays that which he owes; if he bestows his goods to feed the poor; if he conforms to the rules of society and the forms of religion, whatever his motives for so doing, by universal consent he is denominated ‘a good man.’ Now the goodness of St. Barnabas involved all this. He was of the tribe of Levi; a son of consolation as his name signifies, and as he was surnamed by his fellow-Apostles; and so kind and charitable that he sold all his lands at Cyprus, and laid the money at the Apostles’ feet at Jerusalem, that they might distribute to the necessities of the poor. But the goodness of St. Barnabas was Divine—the creation of the Holy Spirit; for He makes all really good men (John 1:12-13).

II. He was ‘full of the Holy Ghost.’—Not that he was with the Twelve, when, on the Day of Pentecost, ‘they were all filled with the Holy Ghost’; but it has been surmised that he was one of the converts made on that glorious day. Be this as it may, the same Divine privilege was granted to him. And it had the same sanctifying effect in him, though not accompanied by the gift of tongues.

III. He was also ‘full of faith.’—He was ‘strong in faith, giving glory to God.’ And because he believed in God he had faith in his mission. He knew and felt that Christianity was God’s living remedy for the world’s deadly ills, and therefore must ultimately prove efficacious in healing them. With this firm conviction, the offspring of his faith, he laboured most abundantly to spread it.

(SECOND OUTLINE)

THE MEANING OF GOODNESS
The immediate marks of goodness which are mentioned in connection with these words are, first of all, brightness and gladness. St. Barnabas is spoken of as being good, and as encouraging the people to persevere. The second mark had this for its result, that many were turned unto the Lord in consequence of St. Barnabas’s life and work. Both these points we may do well to pay attention to; for we often fail to have a hopeful spirit, and often fail to convince people when we are talking with them, because we are not as St. Barnabas was. Some pride, some jealousy, some envy, some vanity, that still smouldering ember of an early sin not quite quenched, these take the brightness out of us, and prevent its being said of us as often as it ought to be that we are good. Although we may be clever and in earnest, yet still it cannot be said of us in any true degree, as it was said of St. Barnabas, that many people have been turned unto the Lord through our conversation; and the reason is because, although it may be said of us that we are what St. Paul calls ‘righteous,’ yet we have not attained to that mysterious mark of influence which is called here being good.

I. What is meant here by being good?
(a) There must first of all be self-knowledge—a thing from which most of us flinch and fight shy of. What was one of the difficulties which must have beset Abraham when he was called? The difficulty is a very common one, and it frightens not a few from considering the fact of their call. Abraham was called while his father was still alive, and it would seem that God spoke to the son in a way in which He did not speak to the father. Now here arises at once a kind of horror in our minds that we should know more than our parents. But every generation as it proceeds along its way has some peculiar work to do, which the passing generation was not formed to do. And so it is with individuals; we have each a particular work to do, some steps to take which our parents could not mark out for us by their own footsteps going before. Many and many a son and daughter are driven from the realising of his or her personality and individuality because of this thought, ‘I shall then have to say and do some things which my parents never said or thought.’ But more or less every life is a separate voyage of discovery, and more or less we must make it alone. Certainly, in speaking to Christian people we can fall back on this comforting thought, that our parents have prayed for us again and again, they have asked God to show us His Will and to enable us to do it. Well then, if one feels called by God to take some step in advance of those who have gone before, one can feel that it is made in answer to the prayers of our parents, who in this way have raised us above their own reach.

(b) Then comes the thought of self-mastery. Everybody who knows himself finds a lower and a higher self perpetually at war with each other. The pity of it is that this war is carried on so halfheartedly; the pity of it is that people do not realise quicker than they do the necessity of self-mastery; and it puts a man in a nobler position when he resolves step by step to gain it.

(c) And then must come self-culture. Not at once will you reach perfection. You find out that you have certain capacities; yes, but these will want improving, and the best and most powerful gifts that we have depend for their full efficiency, not so much upon our working at them, as upon our working upon the lower gifts that we possess. It is here that so many people fail; they will not patiently work, so to say, at the background of the picture. There are gifts that we have, perhaps gifts of real genius, but if they are to reach their full efficiency, we must work hard at certain lower powers that we have, even though they will bring us no credit, in order that the higher gifts may not be dimmed.

And when there has been this self-knowledge, when there has been this self-mastery, this self-culture, what should follow?

(d) Self-devotion, self sacrifice. These powers are not merely to be self-built towers up which we are to mount in order that we may look down upon and despise our neighbours. No; the object of attaining all these things is not for our own self-exaltation, but for a nobler end, using what gifts we have for God’s glory and the good of others.

If this is some answer to the question, it is not all, it does not touch the position of St. Barnabas.

II. ‘A good man, and full of the Holy Ghost.’—This does not mean simply that he had something of the influence of the Holy Ghost as it had been in the world ever since the brooding over the surface of the waters, but St. Barnabas had a great measure of that peculiar and special indwelling of the Blessed Spirit which our Saviour promised to those whom He left, and yet would not leave as orphans. There are some people who wish to be good, who are willing to entertain the idea of individuality, of personality, of self mastery, self-culture, and even of self-devotion, but who keep outside, more or less, of the special gifts of the Holy Spirit. ‘I believe in the Holy Ghost.’ ‘I believe in the Holy Catholic Church.’ Ask yourselves whether in your anxiety to be good there is within you a humble and full acceptance of all those powers of the Holy Spirit in the way in which our Blessed Lord appointed them to be used.

And yet that was not all.

III. St. Barnabas was also ‘full of faith.’—This was, of course, in one sense, the outcome and result of the Holy Spirit’s indwelling. Faith is a gift of God not only in the object but in the act. It is also the cause and the support of the goodness of life. Here we need a caution. As there are those outside the Church who are trying to be good, and yet have not that obedience to accept the assistance of the Holy Spirit in the way in which Christ has appointed; so there may be some who are members of the Church, and who yet may be tempted to be content more or less with a religion which consists of good-heartedness, a religion which is chiefly based on the feelings and the sentiments, called out either by witnessing the miseries of the poor or by the splendour of ritual and high musical services. In both cases the real object of our faith as Christians might be left very much in the background, and practically treated as indifferent, almost as useless. It becomes us as members of a Church for which God has done great things to reflect whether we are truly accepting the gifts of the Holy Spirit in the Church, and, if in the Church, whether we are looking in the right and true direction to see what is the fountain from which these gifts flow.

—Bishop Edward King.

Illustration
‘Whatever good natural qualities a man may have, before they can be turned to good account for God they must be elevated, improved, transfigured, as we may say, by the operation of the Holy Ghost, and by genuine faith in God. Natural good qualities are like all the rest of our nature. They are damaged by sin and by the Fall. There is no steadfastness in them. They are tainted by self. We see this constantly in men who are naturally good-natured as we say, but who are weak in Christian principle. Their good-nature takes a tinge of selfishness as they grow older, unless it grows to be something better than mere good-nature by the operation of the Holy Spirit. It must either grow better or grow worse. If it does not grow up to be something better than mere good-nature, it degenerates into that sort of easy good-nature, which never really gives up anything for others, but only seems to do so, and wins a cheap popularity by never contradicting anybody.’

(THIRD OUTLINE)

‘GOOD, BUT WEAK’
St. Barnabas was good, but he was not on that account perfect. He was good, but as a famous preacher said of another character in the Old Testament, ‘He was good, but weak.’ This, perhaps, will not surprise many people. To them, there is always a sort of connection between goodness and weakness, whereas there is no connection at all. Yet men may be good and weak.

I. St. Barnabas would certainly seem to have an element of weakness in his character, which came out in two ways:—

(a) First of all, in the matter of eating with the Gentiles. You will remember how at Antioch he and St. Peter, with others, forgot their own prejudices and customs and had boldly sat down to eat with the Gentile Christians; but when there came certain Jewish Christians, we are told that first of all St. Peter (who in many respects was notoriously weak) silently and gradually withdrew himself, and ate no more with them; and even St. Barnabas, says St. Paul with some indignation, ‘was carried away with their dissimulation.’

(b) And, secondly, his weakness came out in another and still more famous episode in his life—that which was connected with Mark. On one lonely journey, St. Paul and St. Barnabas determined to take with them Mark, the young cousin of Barnabas, who may have had a soft training, being the only son of a rich widow, living, perhaps, in a villa of Gethsemane outside Jerusalem. This young man, who had been brought up in considerable luxury, when the crisis of his life came, when he found himself face to face with the robbers and other unpleasant accompaniments of travel in Asia Minor in those days, losing heart, returned to Jerusalem. Then, later on, having, perhaps, gone through some silent struggle of his own, he offered himself again for the service, and St. Barnabas wished to take him, but St. Paul refused, and the quarrel waxed hot between them. Here St. Barnabas was weak. The young man had forfeited their confidence, but St. Barnabas said, like many others, peace at any price. So we even have here the beginning of a system known as nepotism, or the favouring of relations—the preference of kinsmen for this place or for that. So there came that great apostolic quarrel. And they parted, those two Apostles, and after this parting from St. Paul, St. Barnabas disappears altogether from the pages of sacred history, or remains the good-natured man.

II. Yet these are the important words which remain; ‘He was a good man.’—And his goodness was shown in more ways than one. There are three instances I would give you:—

(a) It was shown in the recognition of the work of the Holy Ghost among the Gentiles. It was a sign of goodness in St. Barnabas that he was able to put by his own prejudices; when he saw ‘the grace of God’ he was glad. It was all he cared about, ‘for he was a good man.’ There is one sign of his goodness, in letting his prejudices die before the grace of God.

(b) His goodness is seen in this—that he was a peacemaker. ‘Blessed are the peacemakers.’ Twice St. Barnabas saved St. Paul for the Christian Church. It was this gentle, good man, ‘full of the Holy Ghost,’ a peace-lover, who, in the first instance, when all were suspicious of this terrible persecutor, took him by the hand and brought him into the apostolic band. Let that be written down for St. Barnabas, that he served the Church by saving a greater man to serve it.

(c) There is the love of the brethren shown by a capacity for self-sacrifice. It is one of the earliest marks of the infant Church. It was one of the first acts which seems to attract the attention of the writer of the Acts of the Apostles. When he was speaking about the early days of the Church, he picked out one man: ‘And Joses, who by the apostles was surnamed Barnabas, having land, sold it, and brought the money, and laid it at the apostles’ feet.’ No cheap religion for this Barnabas. The love of the brethren had to be shown by self-sacrifice. And by self-sacrifice the history of the Church began, as with self-sacrifice it must go until the end. Here is always a sign of the love of the brethren, and of sincerity. Are men ready for any measure of self-sacrifice?

—Rev. H. R. Gamble.

Illustration
‘The merely good-natured man does very little, and, on the whole, gets very little thanks for what he does. It is the men who have principles to which they must stick, and for which, if necessary, they are prepared to die, who make a mark on their contemporaries and on history. Principles must prevail. Mere good-nature is no good in the end. The first thing is to do justice. You may remember some very notable words of a Psalm which says, “Thou, Lord, art merciful, because Thou rewardest every man according to his work.” The general notion of mercy is to reward men not according to their works. The better view is, “Thou, Lord, art merciful, because Thou art just.”’

Verse 26
THE NAME ‘CHRISTIAN’
‘And the disciples were called Christians first in Antioch.’

Acts 11:26
This is an interesting fact for all of us, since, whatever our differences, we are all proud of the name of Christians—more proud of that name than of any other name. Let us inquire (1) When, (2) Where, (3) Why, it was given to us.

I. When?—Not until twelve years apparently after the Ascension. Twelve long years of most intense life, of persecution, trial, growth, development, had passed over the Church before its members received any distinctive and abiding name. This serves to remind us that God cares for things, not names. God makes the things; man gives the names. Yet how much controversy is merely about names.

II. Where?—In Antioch. And if we ask what sort of place it was, we find:—

(a) It was beautiful. Situate on the Orontes, where it breaks through between Lebanon and Taurus; the scenery magnificent; itself splendidly adorned, and surrounded by groves and gardens.

(b) It was rich; the capital of Syria and third city of the world; centre of traffic and commerce between East and West.

(c) It was pleasure-loving; the meeting-place of lively Greek and self-indulgent Eastern, with every inducement and every advantage for enjoyment.

(d) It was wicked; always so in ancient heathen cities, but Antioch was exceptionally depraved. Rome was horribly bad; but when the satirist wished to say that Rome was made tenfold more corrupt, he wrote that the Orontes had emptied itself into the Tiber.

(e) It was heathen, very heathen. Here were the notorious groves of Daphne, where Apollo was worshipped with all magnificence and vice.

III. Why?—That is not quite so certain; but we may safely say it came about in this manner. The men of Antioch noticed some amongst them who differed from others—not that they were strangers by name or by face, but their behaviour was strange. The heathen were astonished and curious, and asked them: ‘Who has taught you this? Who has made you so different from what you were? Who has given you this new-fangled idea of the beauty and wealth and pleasure and sin (as you call it) of Antioch? Who has forbidden you to worship our gods with us, who are so kind to us, and let us enjoy ourselves so well?’ To this the answer was ever, ‘Christ.’ Christ has taught us that the world and its beauty pass away; but He has told us of a new heaven and a new earth far better. Christ has taught us to think but little of this world’s wealth, for He has given us treasure in heaven. Christ has taught us to look for higher pleasures than these of yours. Christ has taught us, above all, to know and to hate sin because He hates it. Christ has taught us not to worship your false gods, because He alone is worthy to be worshipped. ‘So,’ they would say, ‘this is your God and your Teacher, this Man Who was crucified and dead and buried under Pontius Pilate.’ ‘Yes,’ they would reply, ‘He was. For love of us He died; but He rose again and ascended into heaven, and He will come again to take us out of this world to Himself. Meanwhile we are His; we belong to Him, and serve Him, and wait for Him.’ Then some among the heathen would believe; the rest would scoff and call them ‘Christians.’

—Canon Winterbotham.

Illustration
‘The object of a name is to distinguish persons and things from others with which they might be confused. The followers of our Lord Jesus Christ were originally content to be called “the brethren,” “the Disciples,” or “the way.” They were few in number in their different neighbourhoods, and they knew what they meant by those terms. But it was not long before something more definite was required, and at Antioch a new and clearer designation grew into use. Probably their friends who did not share their change of opinions, but had no great hostility to them in consequence, invented for them the descriptive title by which they were henceforth to be known; Christ-people they were called, Christians, the followers of Christ. Nothing could be more simple and true. For a long time no other appellation was necessary. But as the heresies which the Apostles predicted grew and multiplied, some further nomenclature was required. The heretics all called themselves Christians; something was needed to point out those who all over the civilised world continued united in the Apostles’ fellowship and doctrine. The adoption of a name, or its repudiation, very often means a vast deal more than is seen on the surface. For these the word Catholic, or Universal, came to be employed; as an early writer, Pacian, expressed it, “Christian is my name, Catholic or Universal my surname.” The Universals were those who did not render themselves Particularlists by some special division of opinion, but who everywhere held to the common doctrine of the united Churches of Christendom.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

WHAT IS IT TO BE A CHRISTIAN?
‘What is it to be a Christian?’ It is a name lightly, and variously, and capriciously used; and there is the more need of an accurate definition.

I. One of Christ’s.—The first and simplest and truest answer to that question might be found in the very word itself. It is a person in whose heart Christ is as inwrought as the word Christ’ is wrapped up in the word ‘Christian.’ A Christian—according, therefore, to the root of the word would be a person who is one of Christ’s; just as a ‘Ro-man’—a Roman—is one of the Romans. It is evident from the very word itself that Christ must be everywhere. He must be at the beginning, in the middle, and at the end. It is the Christ in you, and you in Christ, which makes a Christian.

II. How does a person become a Christian?—Where does it begin? It begins by an action of the Holy Ghost in the heart. The Holy Ghost working in a man’s soul breathes there a sense of sin; a feeling of need. Then the same Spirit reveals Christ to that soul as meeting that need, as the only thing that can meet it. And the man, convicted by his conscience, sees in that Christ just what he wants. The Holy Ghost draws him to Christ. He seeks Christ; he believes in Christ; he gives himself to Christ; he rests on Christ. Thus, by a secret process, he is received into Christ. Christ is in him, and he is in Christ. That man has become a Christian.

III. A Christian carries Christ with him wherever he goes.—Christ is now a felt, living Presence. They commune. There is a voice and there is an echo. It is as true as if he saw a person. He has it in his daily walks; he has it in his conscience; he has it in his pleasures; he has it in secret places; he has it in public worship; and he has it in the Holy Communion tenfold. And so—as is wont—with very much converse he gradually takes the mind of Christ. He sees things as Christ sees them. And love springs up, and increases, every day—love growing into intensity.

IV. Can that love have no results?—What are the results? Sin is become hateful to that man, because Jesus hates it; and in every sin to which he is tempted he sees a nail which fastens his dear Saviour to His Cross! And the higher love has now superseded the lower and the grovelling affections of his nature. What is anything to him in which Christ is not? Can he find pleasure—when he cannot find Him? His standard has gone up. He has higher aims. His life now is to do all the good he can in the world for Christ’s sake. He has the very savour of Christ. And every one that sees that man, ‘takes knowledge of him that he has been with Jesus.’

—Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘We do not know whether the name of Christian was given by the enemies of Christianity as a term of reproach, or whether the early Church adopted it as a title of honour. At any rate, the word itself occurs three times in the New Testament: in our text; Acts 26:28; Acts 1 St. Peter Acts 4:16. We know the word Christ means Anointed: therefore a Christian is one anointed by the Holy Spirit. A true Christian has the Holy Spirit: “As many as are led by the Spirit of God, they are the sons of God.” Of course, some Christians are Christians only in name. They profess and call themselves so, but they have no faith in Christ and no love to the brethren of Christ.’

(THIRD OUTLINE)

THE TRUE-HEARTED CHRISTIAN
The true-hearted Christian is

I. A man in Christ.—So St. Paul speaks of himself (2 Corinthians 12:2). And he says all believers were chosen in Him before the foundation of the world (Ephesians 1:4).

II. A man for Christ.—He has given himself to Christ (2 Corinthians 8:5). He is Christ’s property in a very special sense. Not his own, for he has been bought with a price. Therefore his eyes, his mouth, his tongue, his ears, his hands, his knees, his feet, intellect, money, influence, are dedicated to his Master. In one word, he is what St. Paul loved to call himself—a slave of Jesus Christ.

III. A man like Christ.—I know the portrait is defaced and blurred with sin; but still, more or less, his features are like the children of the King. And the likeness will be completed one day (Romans 8:29). You know what Christ did. ‘Christ pleased not Himself’—that was His inward life. ‘He went about doing good’—that was His outward life.

IV. A man with Christ (Acts 4:13).—He has a foretaste of the fruits of the Tree of Life. He finds to his endless comfort that the streets of heaven stretch down to earth. ‘Ye are come unto Mount Zion.’ Yes; Christ’s presence to the believer is a ‘living, bright reality.’

—Rev. F. Harper.

Illustration
‘There was a terrible accident which happened in the North some years ago. One of those tall factory chimneys came down. Before it fell there had been some talk in the works about the danger of it. There was a little lad who lived with his mother, a widow, and supported her by his work in this factory. He woke up one morning and said he could not work that day, “for,” he added, “I am sure that chimney is coming down.” It was one of those strange instances of “coming events casting their shadows before.” It was stated that at the inquest, when the mother told the story, there was not a dry eye in the room. She reasoned with the lad, and said, “You must go”; and he replied, “I don’t want to.” At last she said, “You must go, my boy; the rent is due.” Without another word, constrained by a mother’s loving heart, that lad got up and went out in the darkness of the morning, saying, “Mother, I will go for thee.” She never saw him again until he was carried home dead on a stretcher. And if we are Christians indeed should we not say, “Saviour, I will go for Thee”—to that heavy cross, to that disagreeable duty, to bear the scorn and cold indifference of the world—“Saviour, I will go for thee”?’
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Verse 2
SLAIN BY THE SWORD
‘And he killed James the brother of John with the sword.’

Acts 12:2
The death of St. James is one of those events which, at first sight, seems so unintelligible to our minds. He was one of the first groups of the Apostles; and yet, almost without notice, according to the narrative, he is dispatched just at the caprice of a monarch. And then, when we come to the account of his death, it seems as summary as the death itself. Simply one short sentence describes the death of him who is the first apostolic martyr.

I. Its counterpart in modern life.—How often, in the range of our own experience, does not this event find counterpart in the more ordinary events of human life! How often it is that what seems to be a life full of promise, a life which might be almost regarded, by those who witness it, as indispensable to the well-being, the advantage of those among whom it is lived, is brought to a sudden and unexpected end!

II. The littleness of posthumous fame.—What does it matter, as regards ourselves, whether in future ages our deeds or our own sufferings are known and thought of? What does it matter to any Apostle to-day? James and John are household words, they are names which are familiar to us all, and yet, beyond just a few circumstances here and there in the books of the New Testament, we know very little whatever about them.

III. The littleness of death.—St. James passed out of this world. ‘Herod killed James the brother of John with the sword.’ To all outward appearances his work is done. Is that really so? His activities certainly in this life have come to an end, but his work is not over. The Apostles are the foundations of the Church of God, Jesus Christ Himself being the head corner-stone. The work which they accomplished during the years of their mortal life, being done in His Name, and by His power and influence, is a work which survives those who were instrumental in its fulfilment. The work of St. Peter, and St. James, and John, is day by day reaping its fruit; day by day producing some active and living effect in the Church of God. Their mortal life may be over, but that which they effected during its continuance in the Name and by the might of their Divine Master goes on and on.

IV. In the hands of God.—There are other points, too, which it is well for us to notice. Notice the great contrast between St. James and St. Peter. St. Peter was in prison at the same time. Why was it that of the two, one was taken and the other left? We cannot fathom the inscrutable decrees of God. The great mystery of life and death we must leave in His Hands—we know not. Or take the contrast in the dealings of God with St. Peter. We know that God, by the angel, delivered the Apostle Peter from the bondage of prison, and that He, at the same time, provided an angel who stood behind the headsman to receive the soul of the martyred Apostle St. James, and take it to the Kingdom above. We know the life of God was equally manifested in the death of him who died as in the prolongation of the life of him who continued to live. And so in the case of St. James by contrast with John, his brother. Both had expressed the wish that their participation in the Kingdom should not in any way separate the one from the other. Why was it that the one was called so soon, and the other lingered to such length of years? Again, we know not; so let us learn to leave the question of living and dying in the hands of God, whether of ourselves or of those who are near and dear.

—Rev. G. R. Hogg.

Illustration
‘No one can carefully read the history of “the glorious company of the Apostles” without noticing how our Lord taught them and trained them, and how their natural characters became quite changed. As Whittier says—

“They touched His garment’s fold, and soon

The Heavenly Alchemist transformed their very dust to gold.”

St. James at one time desired great things for himself, but at last he dies for the faith of Christ and becomes one of “the noble army of martyrs”; in fact, he was the first martyr of the Apostles.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

EVIL OVER-RULED
The early death of the Apostle instructs us as to certain principles that have ruled throughout the history of the Church of Christ. In his death we see—

I. The permitted power of evil.—Herod, whose character was without a single virtue, assails, and assails successfully, the infant Church of Christ. One of the Apostles is slain, and another imprisoned with murderous design. The Church of Christ is not made sacred and inviolate from the power of wicked men.

II. The restrained power of evil.—‘Because he saw it pleased the Jews, he proceeded further to take Peter also.’ But he is not permitted to accomplish this portion of his cruel purpose. St. James is slain, but St. Peter is wonderfully rescued. The power of wickedness is a restrained and limited power.

III. The overruled power of evil.—The slaying of St. James was not an unmixed evil. The Church needed the death of St. James as much as the life of St. Peter; in other words, the Church of Christ requires martyrs as well as teachers.

Illustration
‘Every sapling of the Lord’s planting has required a plentiful watering of tears and blood before it has taken root and grown in the world. Liberty, truth, religion, have never made much way until men have died for them. Erasmus, a great and good man, to whom Christianity owes much, a man not without faults, and not the kind of man to make a martyr, has this entry in one of his works: “Two monks were yesterday burned for Lutheranism, the first victims in this place; and now the whole city has begun to favour strenuously the Reformed Religion.”’

(THIRD OUTLINE)

DEATH AND ITS RESULTS
On the Apostle’s side we are called to notice—

I. Death putting the stamp of greatness upon a man.—We had not known how great St. James was but for his death. He was a man whom Herod, and common report on which he acted, recognised as one of the first and chief in the Church of Christ. Only as death takes them do we come to know how truly great and noble Christ’s servants are.

II. Death abruptly closing the early possibilities of the man.—Who can tell what this man might have been and might have done had he lived to the years of St. Peter, or for the half century during which his brother John survived. All these possibilities were suddenly and roughly ended by Herod’s sword. Death often steps in and blights the fair promise made; and better death should do it than dishonour and sin.

III. Death exhibiting the diversities of life and service appointed to men.—Three names are here brought together: St. James and St. Peter and John. The first is cut off early and suddenly, his course not half run. The second lives and labours on to the limit of threescore years and ten. The third is spared to extreme old age, and dies naturally towards the close of the first Christian century. Here is a wonderful diversity of life and service still manifested. Let us not be anxious for ourselves or for others. Let us leave all with Christ.

IV. Death rendering a future life necessary and sure.—If there be no hereafter, the darkness around this scene is deep and awful. An act like this makes the future certain. A good man cannot thus be made to perish. Herod’s sword was to the Apostle the stroke of freedom, and with a bound his spirit passed into the presence of Jesus, to renew under nobler conditions the fellowship begun on earth.

Illustration
‘Ask not of Him more than this,

Leave it in his Saviour’s breast,

Whether, early called to bliss,

He in youth shall find his rest,

Or armèd in his station wait,

Till the Lord be at the gate.’

Verse 5
THE CHURCH AT PRAYER
‘Prayer was made without ceasing of the Church unto God for him.’

Acts 12:5
‘More things are wrought by prayer than this world dreams of,’ or that the Church dreams of either, for that matter. When this prayer was answered, the Church could not believe it true, and as for St. Peter, he thought it was a dream. After all, who can blame him? ‘When the Lord turned again the captivity of Zion we were like them that dream’ (Psalms 126:1). And yet though unbelief mingled with the Church’s prayers, we may all take a lesson from that prayer-meeting. If we want souls prayed out of prison we must learn how to pray. There were three things about it that characterise prevailing prayer.

I. There was unity—the Church met together. Like Daniel of old (Daniel 2:17-18) the early Church believed in the power of united prayer. There were no dissentients, they were of one heart and one soul. Their prayer-meeting was held at ‘the house of Mary, the mother of John, whose surname was Mark’ (Acts 12:12). It may be that the ‘upper room’ of Acts 1 was there. Evidently this house was a sort of centre and was given up to Christ’s service.

II. There was intensity. The word in the Greek, rendered ‘without ceasing,’ means literally ‘stretched out.’ Stretched out prayer was made. One great reason why our prayers do not prevail is that they are not stretched out, they are not intense. There was an agony in these people’s prayers—they could not let God alone, their whole soul was in their petition. Though the case seemed hopeless and though they could not believe the answer when it came, still the Spirit of God constrained them to urge their request.

III. There was definiteness.—‘Generalities are the death of prayer.’ There are some prayers that seem to ‘aim at nothing and hit it.’ These people had something to pray for. They knew what they wanted and they asked for it. When these three marks, unity, intensity, definiteness, are found in our prayers they will succeed as this one did.

—Rev. E. W. Moore.

Verse 7
MAN’S EXTREMITY, GOD’S OPPORTUNITY
‘And his chains fell of from his hands.’

Acts 12:7
How was prayer answered for St. Peter, and when? Not till the last moment. St. Peter was at the last extremity; a few hours more and all would have been over; he was to have been executed in the sight of all men the very next day. God’s help came late; it often does, but it never comes too late. ‘Man’s extremity is God’s opportunity.’ Christ comes in the fourth watch—in the darkest hour, but it is darkest just before the dawn. So it was here, at the supreme moment Christ intervened (Psalms 146:5; 2 Peter 2:9). He has many resources. Mark the stages in His procedure here.

I. Light.—‘A light shined in the prison’ (Acts 12:7). Light ‘to make the darkness visible’; light to show the prison cell, to let you see the poor confined imprisoned life that has been yours. Light to illumine, and light to cheer! to give a hope of better things; to show you escape is possible; above all, to reveal the angel of the covenant standing at your side. A word can do it. ‘God said, Let there be light, and there was light.’

II. Leading.—With the light comes—leading. Listen: ‘Arise up quickly,’ and ‘his chains fell off from his hands’ (Acts 12:7). Yes, the fetters were gone, but he was not free yet. He must pass the foes and escape the fortress. ‘Follow ME.’ What a crisis it was! Upon obedience to that call his life, his liberty, his all depended. Half mechanically, like the man in the dream he thought he was, St. Peter responded. But you and I cannot respond mechanically. It must be an intelligent following, and it will need many a heart-searching to be obedient to the Heavenly Vision.

III. Liberty.—But it must be done, or there can be no liberty for you and me. Yet as you follow be of good cheer, liberty is nigh. Barrier after barrier yields before the angel’s noiseless touch—the iron gate most formidable of all opens of its own accord, and, saved with a wonderful salvation, the prisoner is free.

Saints in prison or saints set free, in which category are we found? Imprisoned Peters are of little use to God. Asleep, in danger, in the dark, in chains, how can He make you a blessing to the world? If not for your own sake then for the sake of others, rest not content until like St. Peter you are out of prison.

Rev. E. W. Moore.

(SECOND OUTLINE)

PETER’S DELIVERANCE
The early Church at this time seemed to be in a very bad way. Herod, son of the Herod who slew the Innocents, vexed the Church, and it might have been well-nigh blotted out if it had not been Divine. He took St. James, the brother of John, and slew him with the sword. He had got St. Peter in the darkest, deepest dungeon, and he was quite determined that he should not escape. Nothing seemed more certain than that St. Peter was to be murdered in the morning. But ‘man proposes and God disposes.’

I. Ready to die.—What was St. Peter doing? Reposing in the arms of God. He was fast asleep between the two soldiers. Was not his mind disturbed? No, not in the least. It is one of those beautiful pictures that the Scriptures give us. He was loved of God, and ‘so He giveth His beloved sleep.’ We cannot help remembering what happened on the lake the day when Christ was asleep. St. Peter woke Him up and said, ‘Master, carest Thou not that we perish?’ What a change! He was afraid of death then; here his death was imminent—but all fear had gone. It is well for us just to pause and wonder whether our religion will stand us as well as that when our time comes.

II. Praying friends.—Well now, we have seen what St. Peter was doing. What were St. Peter’s friends doing? Their very best. They were praying. They had met together, as the beautiful little bit of Scripture tells us, in a house to pray earnestly for St. Peter. If you look in the margin you see how instantly, how earnestly, they were pouring out prayer to God to save St. Peter. He was so much to them then. There are some circumstances that we cannot help. There are certain difficulties that we cannot forestall. There are certain people that we cannot save. What are we to do? Did not St. Peter’s case seem hopeless? St. Peter was safe in prison, and the Jews were waiting outside to see him put to death in the morning. So they all met together and prayed. If a mother comes to me and says, ‘What can I do? I have no influence over my poor boy: he is going to the death.’ What should I say? ‘Never cease to pray to God for him!’ If they prayed St. Peter’s chains off, you can pray like them. See the forces. Herod, the soldiers, the prison, the chains, the locks, the warders—that is the force on the one side. And the force on the other? The poor little Church kneeling down in a room to pray! See the two forces, earth’s force on the one side, and heaven’s on the other.

III. Peter’s deliverance.—Well then, of course you know the story well, the chains fell off, and St. Peter was delivered. The Angel of the Lord came—just as the Angel went into the lions’ den and shut the mouths of the lions—and awoke St. Peter at midnight, and as he got up the chains fell off his hands. St. Peter himself was amazed. He thought he saw a vision and was walking in his sleep. But the first ward was passed, and then the second ward was passed, and then the great gate of the prison opened with a clang of it own accord, and they passed out into the open air. Then St. Peter knew that it was not a dream. With the fresh air about him the fancies had gone, the free air of God had blown away the dream, and St. Peter knew of a surety that the Lord had sent His angel and delivered him out of the expectation of the Jews.

IV. Faith in prayer.—We should all remember that though the prison doors may be shut against our hopes, the gates of heaven are always open to prayer; that when circumstances seem to bind you so that you cannot move hand or foot to help, you can pray, and by your prayers put the case into God’s hands; and if you say, ‘Thy will be done,’ your prayer must be answered, because you are quite sure that God’s will will be done. It is a beautiful example of faith in prayer, and I should like you to say to yourselves as you go away: ‘Well, when I cannot do anything for anybody else, when I find that the bolts and the bars of the prison and everything is against my helping, I can pray.’ If you believe in prayer there is no limit to it.

Rev. A. H. Stanton.

13 Chapter 13 

Verse 2-3
SEPARATION AND ORDINATION
‘As they ministered to the Lord, and fasted, the Holy Ghost said, Separate Me Barnabas and Saul for the work where-unto I have called them. And when they had fasted and prayed, and laid their hands on them, they sent them away.’

Acts 13:2-3
Barnabas and Saul were at Antioch with other prophets and teachers, and while the Church was engaged in a solemn service of prayer and fasting, the Holy Ghost intimated to those present that two of their number were to be solemnly dedicated to the apostolic office. ‘Separate them for the work,’ mark them as by a boundary line from the others. The command was obeyed; a special ordination service was held of prayer and laying on of hands for these two men who were to start on a momentous missionary journey. We generally speak of this journey as St. Paul’s first missionary journey. These men were not only inwardly moved by the Holy Ghost to take upon them this voice of ministration, but they were solemnly consecrated to the ministry of apostleship by the outward ordination by the then rulers of the Church.

These words suggest just two or three points:—

I. The beginning of missionary work among the Gentiles.—These men are commissioned by the Holy Ghost to go forth and carry the Name and Gospel of Jesus, the salvation of Jesus to the world, and the results are everywhere. If there are any in this church to-day who are not really interested in mission work, I would say begin to be so at once. Think, and fight, and pray. Do something for the Lord Jesus outside just your own immediate work—something in return for the effort of those who laboured to give the message of salvation to the world, to you and me.

II. Inward call and outward order.—Even the express designation of the Holy Ghost does not supersede the outward form of ordination. The ministry is a work, a business, and it needs the authority of the accredited representatives of the Church of Christ. Just as the Church at Antioch fasted and prayed, and laid on hands in solemn benediction before they sent forth the new Apostles to their work, so the Church of England, with its historic and spiritual claim to follow the teaching of the Apostles, acting under the inspiration of the Holy Ghost, offers prayers for those to be ordained. Read the Ember Collects and try to realise that at every ordination we do just what the Church at Antioch was doing years ago. Remember, too, how much we of the ministry require your prayers. How great is our responsibility; how can we undertake such a wonderful work without a definite calling and express commission? ‘Separate Me Barnabas and Saul.’ With all our weakness and temptations, and all the secular work with which we are so mixed up, we are indeed separated men. It may be that it is just your prayers, your sympathy, and your support which will keep us up to this high calling.

III. The unction of the Holy One.—There is no department of our life, individual or corporate, which is not ruled over and controlled by the mighty influence, the unction of the Holy Ghost. Every one may not be called to a sacred office; yet there are hundreds called to offices which man does not regard as sacred, but which really are so. To those who have eyes to see, God’s Spirit is everywhere. Do we believe that God has appointed us to our several duties, and that He has also conferred the gifts to ensure their execution? Would it not help us to reverence any little task that falls to our hands if, as we set out to our little daily task of ministration, we should have such trust as to pray that we might be able ministers of whatever we have to do; that our sufficiency might be of God?

Illustration
‘When we think of the noble usefulness and sacred benefit of the ministerial Office, we recall that a deacon, a successor in the long historic chain to Stephen and to Philip, is set apart to an office which is called indeed as its primary duty to aid the higher ministries in a round of often prosaic and almost secular assistance, but yet which left a Philip free to evangelise a city and to found, by a conversion in the wilderness, the first of national Churches, the Ethiopian; and which left Stephen free to witness with seraphic fire for Christ and to see Him, in the hour of martyrdom, rise from the throne above to lift him home to heaven. Is not the office great in these its magnificent first examples? And is it the less spiritual because it in an office? Shall we look for the power of the Holy Ghost everywhere except where the old order of the Church comes in? God forbid! Look at the experience of Antioch. The great missionaries were summoned forth from Antioch by a call from the free and eternal Spirit, it is true; they were sent forth by the Holy Ghost and departed. But none the less the believing Church had to give them her subordinate mission also, secondary, but sacred. The Spirit called, and led, and filled, and used. The Church prayed, and laid hands on the called ones, and sent them forth, authentic missionaries at once of the Bridegroom and the Bride.

(SECOND OUTLINE)

AN EARLY MISSIONARY INCIDENT
They ‘sent them away.’

I. A missionary church.—The first point which the incident suggests is that the Mother Church of the Gentile world manifested on this occasion its fresh and vigorous life by the very fact that it put forth its power as a missionary church. It recognised the duty laid upon it and upon all Churches by its Divine Head, and took its part in that great onward movement, which, through all the centuries, from the Ascension of our Lord down to the present time, has been going on for the evangelisation of the world.

II. A continuous work.—Nothing is more remarkable, and nothing has a greater evidential force of its own, than that at no epoch since these early Ember Days of the Church of Antioch has the fire of missionary enthusiasm been entirely quenched, or the continuity of the line of the heralds of the Cross been absolutely broken. History has justified the unbounded confidence wherewith the lonely speaker of Olivet looked forward to the rise of a succession of heralds who should undertake the unique task of making the proclamation of His Gospel a distinct and direct work.

II. The best men.—The example of the Church of Antioch is of the utmost importance. The Mother Church of these Gentiles did not say, when the call came to her, as not a few in these days would have had her say, ‘when there is no longer one neglected spot, or one vicious life, in our own city, then, if we can, we will send those whom we can best spare.’ No. She sent forth at once the best men ready to her hand. Of the typical group assembled in that oriental Rome, ‘the flower and crown’ undoubtedly were Barnabas of Cyprus and Saul of Tarsus. Of these the Church of Antioch sent forth not one, but both. She grudged neither to the great cause. She kept neither back for herself. Obedient to the leading of the Spirit, she freely gave both for the work unto which they were summoned.

Rev. Canon Maclear.

Illustration
‘The Church at home must be prepared to give up, without a murmur, not her meanest, but her mightiest, for the work in India, “that living epitome of the races, the revolutions, and the creeds of the East,” and other parts of the foreign field. Does not the retrospect of the last fifty years teach us that, in giving the best men for work abroad, we take the very step which most intensifies the vigorous action of Church life at home? When was it more significantly proved than during this period that the intensive and extensive work of the Church always go hand in hand?’

(THIRD OUTLINE)

THE MISSIONARY WORK OF THE CHURCH
The words of the text, taken in conjunction with their context, are a remarkable illustration of the truth that God’s ways are not as our ways, nor God’s thoughts as our thoughts. Remembering (1) the way in which Barnabas and Saul had been brought to Antioch; (2) the work they had been permitted to do there; and (3) the work which still remained to be done, most of us, had we been living at Antioch in those days, would have felt inclined to say, By all means let Barnabas and Saul remain where they are; but ‘the Holy Ghost said, Separate me Barnabas and Saul for the work whereunto I have called them.’

I. The way in which Barnabas and Saul had been brought to Antioch.—Notice then (Acts 11:19-26) that the Gospel had been brought to Antioch by Christians driven away from Jerusalem by persecution; that God had blessed their words, so that ‘a great number believed and turned unto the Lord’; that news of the good work going on at Antioch had reached Jerusalem, where Christians, unlike many in our own time, thought the intelligence of real importance, and—instead of saying ‘we are a poor, persecuted Church, few in numbers, needing sympathy and help ourselves rather than able to give them to others’—so fully sympathised with this far-off missionary work that they sent to Antioch one of their ablest and most devoted ministers, Barnabas. Barnabas rejoices when he sees ‘the grace of God.’ How could he see it? Just as we can see the springtime by the effects which it produces. Every tree, every hedge, every garden bears witness to the effect when spring has really come. So at Antioch every Jew who now trusted to Jesus for his salvation, every Gentile who now worshipped the true God, every one—Jew or Gentile—who was leading a holy life, bearing persecution and scorn and neglect joyfully for Christ’s sake, bore witness to ‘the grace of God.’ But Barnabas does more than rejoice in grace already given. He sees great possibilities in this city. He knows one eminently qualified to work in such a field. He goes, therefore, ‘To Tarsus, for to seek Saul, and when he had found him, he brought him unto Antioch.’ Was not God’s guiding hand clearly manifested in every step by which these men were brought to this city?

II. The work done.—Evidently God blessed them in their work. ‘A whole year they assembled themselves with the Church, and taught much people.’ Their ministry, then, was fully appreciated. Perhaps, too, we may see proof of the great progress made at Antioch in the fact that there ‘the disciples were first called Christians.’ What need of a new name, derisive or otherwise, unless there were a considerable number to whom that name would apply?

III. The work remaining.—Did nothing remain to be done? Antioch was a magnificent city. Luxurious Romans retired to it, attracted by the beauty of its climate and the way in which the inhabitants laid themselves out for the pleasure of their visitors. It is said that there was at Antioch one street where for four miles you might have walked under covered colonnades. Had you marked the tide of life, as it ebbed and flowed along that splendid thoroughfare, you would have seen sights and heard sounds which would have told you that here were gathered together people from all parts of the known world. What a glorious centre for missionary work! And oh! how few were yet brought into the fold of Christ! Could it be right for Barnabas and Saul to leave a place to which they had been so clearly guided by God’s hand, where so great a work was being done, where so much remained still to be done! Man would have said, No; but ‘the Holy Ghost said, Separate Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.’ What would have been the effect on the Church at Antioch itself had this command been disobeyed? Would there not have been something like paralysis of the work? Would the grace of God have been seen in the future as it had been in the past! Can we ever set up our judgment against God’s and not suffer loss? Is not obedience to His command an absolute essential to the well-being of the Church?

IV. The call to missionary work now is just as clear as when Barnabas and Saul were sent upon their first missionary journey from Antioch.

—Rev. Canon Sutton.

Illustrations
(1) ‘It is always a good sign when we truly sympathise with God’s work. If we know in our own hearts what God’s grace can do for sinners, we shall not be slow to believe that the same grace can produce like effects in hearts which are by nature no harder than our own. Does not much of the scepticism so many feel with regard to the results of missionary work spring from the fact that they themselves have not yet known the blessed influence of “the grace of God”? Who are the men who bring back an ill report of the work done in India, and Africa, and China? Are they such men as Edwards, McLeod, and Gordon? Are these men less worthy of belief, because they happen to be earnest Christians, than others who—perhaps little interested in God’s work anywhere—can easily enough find fault with the way in which that work is carried on in the mission-field? At any rate, if we know what God has done for us; if we have found “the peace which passeth all understanding”; we shall rejoice whenever satisfactory proof is given that God’s grace has been manifested to others. Our readiness or otherwise to thus sympathise is no bad test of our own spiritual condition.

(2) ‘It was not till 1813 that the missionary could openly labour in India. It was many years after that before missions received support to any extent from European residents there. Now in every part of India the missionary is welcomed. Government Blue-books bear testimony to the value of missionary work, considered merely as an aid to good government, education, and material improvement. Africa was comparatively a terra incognita when the C.M.S. began its work. Till 1842 China was closed to missionary effort. By the Treaty of Nanking (1842) five Chinese ports were opened to missionaries. Subsequent treaties and conventions in 1858, 1860, and 1876, gave opportunities of travelling in China hitherto denied; and in 1887 the Chinese Government issued a decree “calling on the people to live at peace with Christian missionaries and converts, and explaining that the Christian religion teaches men to do right, and should therefore be respected.” The case of Japan is a striking illustration of the way in which God is opening the world to the Gospel. Exactly the same results follow obedience to the Divine call as followed it in apostolic times. Now, as then, churches are founded; elders are ordained; witness Africa, New Zealand, India, N. W. America, China, and Japan.’

(FOURTH OUTLINE)

REFLEX BENEFIT OF MISSIONS
True to the law of its origin, the Church of Antioch was impelled by a Divine impulse, supernaturally conveyed but congenially received, to pour itself out in evangelisation into the outer world. It must have not only its ministers but its missionaries. And for its missionaries it must send out its best and greatest to the regions beyond.

I. Did the saints of Antioch grudge the sacrifice?—Did they plead that the central hearth so urgently needed more, not less, toil and tendance that the external circles of possible Christendom must wait? No; they were obedient to the heavenly call, and brought the sacrifice at once to the altar. They prayed, and fasted, and sent their two beloved leaders away to the West to begin, with a wonderful new departure, the evangelisation of the world.

II. Can we doubt that their obedience and surrender had its reward?—When in due time the missionaries returned, as they did, and recounted what God had done by them in Cyprus and in the highlands of Asia Minor, was not the spiritual life of Antioch powerfully reinforced by the electric virtue of the consciousness of the Gospel’s triumph in countries other than their own? Yes, beyond a question, so it was, and so it is.

III. In our own day it is always true that the Church which in faith and prayer, even at a heavy sacrifice, sends out its messengers of light and peace to the ends of the earth is sure, in God’s mercy, to feel a current of reflex blessing. The home that spares its son for Christ afar off gets new blessing by its own hearth-fire. The parish which really cares and gives, for the enterprise of Christ in another hemisphere, finds somehow that its own works in that district, school, and church have a new life rising in them. The diocese, the Church, in their larger circles, feel the like blessings, as they more and more consciously and willingly give, and send, and sacrifice for the Master’s mission to the world for which He died.

—Bishop H. C. G. Moule.

Illustration
‘“Missionaries,” it has been said, “will be what religious opinion at home expects them to be.” Water cannot rise higher than its source. What the parent Church is, such will be those whom she sends out to distant lands. If she expects little, they will give little. If with her the flame of sacred zeal burns low, theirs will burn lower still abroad. The impulse which creates a great mission comes from the Church at home; and no Church has exhibited the self-sacrificing trust shown by the brethren at Antioch but she has in time reaped a reward greater than any she asked or thought.’

Verse 30
THE GREAT TRUTH OF EASTER
‘But God raised Him from the dead.’

Acts 13:30
In these simple words, repeated again and again on all possible occasions, was the great truth of Easter first preached to the world. The Resurrection was ‘an eminent act of God’s omnipotency,’ as an old writer calls it, worked before the eyes of all in heaven and earth, and it has been the glory, the comfort, and the hope of the Christian world ever since.

I. Its glory.—It has been first the glory. To those of us who have been sounding or hearing the call of the Father all through Lent to our consciences, our wills, our hearts, our bodies, and our minds, and have been facing every week the cries of despair from human souls in sorrow, the bitter questionings from doubters, and the deep-drawn sighs from the suffering, there has been all the time one thing which we have been wanting—Where was the proof that the Father was victoriously strong? What we have been waiting for all through Lent, knowing of course it was coming, but looking forward to it as the keystone of our arch, the backbone of our justification of God, the crowning chapter in our story, was this great cry which, rang out by these first Apostles, rings through heaven and earth to-day, ‘God raised Him from the dead’! And this is our glory to-day. There is no service in the year quite like the Easter Eucharist, and this is the spring of all the exultation—Jesus was not left to die by God, unrecognised and unjustified; He was not left with all His promises unfulfilled and all the hopes that He had raised blasted. God let the foes do their very worst; He let them come in like a flood and seem to sweep Jesus away; but, just when the triumph seemed complete, there was God’s opportunity, and in the teeth of everything, in the face of the unbelief of to-day as much as of the malignity of two thousand years ago, God raised Him from the dead. And ‘now above the sky He’s King, Alleluia!’ and we echo on earth the triumph song of heaven, ‘Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to receive glory and honour and power, for Thou wast slain and hast redeemed us unto God by Thy blood’; and then, turning to God the Father, we pay the same glory to Him, ‘Glory be to Thee, O God Most High.’ ‘We praise Thee, we bless Thee, we worship Thee, we glorify Thee, we give thanks unto Thee for Thy great glory, O Lord God, heavenly King, God the Father Almighty.’ So the great Eucharist rolls on.

II. Its comfort.—It is also our comfort. The world wants comfort—it wants comfort in its sorrow, and it wants comfort in its struggle with sin. It is only, perhaps, those brought daily into contact with sorrow who realise at all what the sorrows of a great city are—the young wife that dies before the end of the first year of married life; the brother, loved and trusted by mother and sisters, who suddenly falls ill with fever with his regiment and passes away; the mother who has taken to drink; the widow’s only child entrapped and betrayed by a wicked man; the wife whose husband is untrue to her; and the thousands of souls heart-broken with a sense of unforgiven sin—here is a tangled story of sorrow and sin. What has the Easter refrain to say to sorrow and sin? ‘God raised Him from the dead,’ but what does that matter? It matters everything. It is the one ground for certainty, my brother, that you will see that young wife again. Jesus has her safe in His keeping, and you will find her safe with Him in Paradise; it is the one justification for thinking—and, therefore, beware of those who would belittle it and explain it away—that God will also raise that young brother from the grave. ‘Thy brother shall rise again.’ Yes, but why? Only because Jesus can say, ‘He that believeth in Me, though he were dead, yet shall he live, and he that liveth and believeth in Me shall never die.’ Again, it is the one chance that that mother may yet break the chain of drink—if God raised Jesus from the dead and broke the chains of death, He may yet break the chains of that terrible habit and raise her from what is worse than death. It is the one standing proof for that outraged child that villainy will not triumph for ever, and that ‘the poor shall not always be forgotten, and the patient abiding of the meek shall not perish for ever’; and as for the penitent sinner, if God raised Jesus from the dead, then the strength of His absolution must avail to sweep away the sins of the whole world. Wherefore lift up the hands that hang down and the feeble knees; if Jesus lay still in the grave, if there was no empty tomb, I have no comfort for you, no certainty of reunion with those you love, no triumphant expectation of the righting of wrongs, no ground for hoping for freedom from sin, no pledge of absolution. But lift up your heads on Easter Day. He was not left in the tomb! Lo! see the place where the Lord lay. ‘God raised Him from the dead.’

III. Its hope.—And, once again, if it is the spring of our glory and the source of our comfort, the truth of Easter Day is also the fountain of our hope—our hope, that is, for this poor humanity which, with all its faults, we know and love so well. We are full of hopes to-day of what may happen; we see visions and dream dreams, and long to make the world a better place for the children than it has been for us, and sweep away this isolation between class and class, and revive the latent religion in the apparently non-religious multitude, and give every man a decent home, and every child a real chance of life, and drive out the drink curse and the gambling curse and the sweating den, and make the whole round world again—

‘Bound with gold chains about the feet of God.’

And we shall find it hard enough to do it with all the faith which we may have in every revealed truth of the Christian Faith, but we shall never do it unless God raised Jesus from the dead. If the Incarnation, as Mr. Gladstone once said, ‘is the one central hope of our poor, wayward race,’ it is so only because the Incarnation was crowned by the Resurrection. And it is only in the power of a Risen Christ, Who careth ever for His people, to Whom all power has been given in heaven and in earth, and Who, however slowly He works, never fails, that there lies the hope of a new heaven and a new earth wherein dwelleth righteousness.

Bishop A. F. Winnington-Ingram.

Verse 32
GLAD TIDINGS!
‘We declare unto you glad tidings.’

Acts 13:32
In his Epistle to the Philippians St. Paul uses the word ‘joy’ no less than eighteen times—and yet he wrote that letter while he himself was chained to a soldier at Rome! The Apostle never let passing clouds obscure the blue of heaven. He had seen the vision of the Almighty; but what is more, he could help others to see it too. And is not that exactly what you want your preachers to-day to do for you? In his address, St. Paul emphasised three special points:—

I. The Resurrection of Christ.—In proof of this he quotes three texts from the Old Testament: Psalms 2:7; Isaiah 55:3; Psalms 16:10. Why is Christ’s Resurrection glad tidings? The Resurrection of Christ is an Evangel indeed, because He made this promise to His people—‘Because I live, ye shall live also.’ St. Paul writes his second Epistle to Timothy in a dungeon; outside, death awaits him, where is his comfort? ‘Remember that … Jesus Christ … was raised from the dead’ (2 Timothy 2:8).

II. The forgiveness of sin.—Read, Acts 13:38-39. And compare Acts 26:18; Ephesians 1:6-7; Ephesians 4:32; Colossians 2:13; 1 John 2:12; Revelation 1:5-6 (R.V.). Christ carried the sins of all believers to the Cross, and left them behind Him in the grave. ‘The atoning work is done.’ The sacrifice has been offered. The veil has been rent. If I ask, How can my sins, which make me ashamed and make me afraid, be forgiven? The answer is ready—‘Through this Man is preached unto you the forgiveness of sins: and by Him all that believe are justified from all things, from which ye could not be justified by the law of Moses.’

III. The happiness of faith.—Our Lord taught St. Thomas this: ‘Happy are they that have not seen, and yet have believed’ (John 20:29). When we try to explain to children the nature of faith we tell them it is trust.

—Rev. F. Harper.

Illustrations
(1) ‘I remember once walking in the long galleries of the Vatican, on the one side of which there are Christian inscriptions from the catacombs, and on the other heathen inscriptions from the tombs. One side is all dreary and hopeless, one long sigh echoing along the line of white marbles, Vale! Vale! in æternum vale! (Farewell, Farewell, for ever farewell.) On the other side, In Christo, in Pace, in Spe (In Christ, in Peace, in Hope).’

(2) ‘And just as the different members of a family, when the morning has dawned, come forth from their several sleeping-chambers, and greet one another, and enter upon the employments of a new day, so in the morning of the Resurrection, the great Easter of the world, the children of God come forth from their graves, the night is past, there are new songs, and fresh energy; and the onward march, the progress and high achievement, the restful communion and brotherly love of eternity has begun.’

(3) ‘A man seeking after God had a strange dream. He was on the edge of a precipice and fell over. As he was falling he caught hold of a twig hanging near the top. He thought he heard the voice of Christ calling, “Let go the twig and I will receive you in My Arms.” But he could not trust himself, and his strength growing feebler, he cried, “Lord, save me!” Again the Voice answered, “Let go the twig, and I will save you,” but still he would not let it go. In a few minutes more he cried again, “Oh, save me, save me!” Again the Voice said, “If you do not let go the twig I cannot save you; quit it, and you are safe in My Arms.” In despair he quitted his hold and fell into the Arms of Christ. And he awoke, and, behold, it was a dream. But he had learned that faith was trust.’

ST.
Verse 32-33
PAULS WITNESS
‘The promise which was made unto the fathers, God hath fulfilled the same unto us their children, in that Be hath raised up Jesus again.’

Acts 13:32-33
‘And ye are witnesses of these things,’ are the closing words of the Gospel. How they were witnesses is shown in this chapter. Truly St. Paul was not one of those who were in the upper room when Jesus showed Himself to His disciples, but He saw the Lord after His Resurrection. ‘Have I not seen the Lord?’ This was the prerequisite to a true witness. His great theme here is the Resurrection of Christ. Notice three points about his witness to the Resurrection.

I. It is declarative of the innocence of Christ (Acts 13:28; Acts 13:31; Acts 13:33, ‘Thou art My Son’). St. Paul joins these things: ‘They found no cause of death in Him,’ yet He was slain; ‘But God raised Him.’

II. It is a fulfilment of the Divine promises (Acts 13:32-37).

III. In it lies the assurance of our salvation (Acts 13:26; Acts 13:35, ‘The sure mercies of David’).

Verse 36
DAVID’S SERVICE AND OURS
‘David, after he had served his own generation by the will of God, fell on sleep.’

Acts 13:36
The Apostle is showing that certain declarations of Scripture could not refer to David or any mere man. ‘For David, after he had served his own generation, saw corruption; but He Whom God raised again saw no corruption.’ David’s ministry was in one generation, and directly for it; Christ’s for all time alike. David saw corruption; Christ did not.

I. Service.—From what is said of David, his work and end, we may learn that man’s life on earth is meant to be one of service. Even ‘the Son of Man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister.’

(a) Service, not plundering. A man who does not give fair value in the department of industry in which he is engaged, plunders society to that extent. The tradesman who adulterates, or gives deficient measure and weight, or misrepresents the quality of his goods; the professional man who does not give skill and honest application for his fee or salary; the servant who does not give conscientious work; the master who withholds just wages—all plunder in room of serving, or along with serving.

(b) Service, not exacting service. The great end should be to serve. ‘I am among you,’ said Jesus, ‘as one that serveth.’ The service we receive we ought to regard as in the interest of the higher service that we are to render. David, who had so many servants, served in his generation the will of God. The service which a true man receives is but the tools by which he can more effectually do his work.

(c) Service, not idling. A man may neither be dishonest, according to the ordinary standard, nor exacting; but that does not exhaust his obligations in the general economy of things. ‘Thou wicked and slothful servant’ may be the judgment passed on him. To be ‘slothful’ in a world where there is so much to do, and under a Master to Whom we owe so much, is to be ‘wicked.’

II. Effective service.—The only effective service that a man can render is the furtherance of the will of God. ‘David served the counsel of God’ (R.V.). ‘The counsel of the Lord, that shall stand’—nothing else. Seek to know God’s will, and let your activities move in a line with it, and you will be strong and efficient. Let our every effort be as the acted prayer, ‘Thy will be done.’

III. While it is day.—A certain limited time is given for rendering this service. ‘In his own generation.’ ‘Our fathers, where are they? And the prophets, do they live for ever?’ ‘The night cometh, when no man can work.’ The scaffolding still stands opposite the part of the wall that is given us to build, but it will soon be removed. The soul that is ready to perish may still be rescued, but it will soon be beyond our reach for ever.

IV. The rest that remaineth.—Ministering to God’s will brings this life to a satisfying close, and strengthens the assurance of awaking to a better life. David, after he had served his generation, ‘fell on sleep.’ Tired and thankful, he went to rest. So shall we if we are fellow-workers with God.

Illustration
‘God’s will and purpose runs through all the generations, but the kind of work and mode of working differ at different times and in changed circumstances. The farmer all through the year is working towards raising his wheat, but different processes must be carried on at different seasons; and the farmer who works in a different climate and with different soil must adapt his processes accordingly. That the wheat be successfully raised is the consideration that conditions all else. Now, many who plume themselves on being “faithful” are faithful only to modes and statements which have hardly any living, germinating power in the time and circumstances in which they live. “Become all things to all men that you may save some.”’

Verse 38
THE FORGIVENESS OF SINS
‘Be it known unto you therefore, men and brethren, that through this Man is preached unto you the forgiveness of sins.’

Acts 13:38
This was St. Paul’s first public utterance since his conversion. He was the Barnabas of the Synagogue, and, as the custom of the Synagogue was, he was asked to speak, and up he got, and the Holy Ghost was upon him, and he poured out this most significant speech.

I. No agnosticism permissible.—‘Be it known unto you.’ That is, about this matter there is to be no agnosticism whatever. It is to be ‘known unto you.’ You must know this, that the Holy One being dead saw no corruption, that He was raised from the dead, and that through Him is preached the forgiveness of sins. That is the matter about which you and I must have no doubt whatever. There is no agnosticism permissible on this point.

II. The forgiveness of sin; not forgiveness of crime.—It is the forgiveness of sin that is preached in Christ’s Name. It is not forgiveness of crime. A great many make a mistake here. Crime can be appraised, and the punishment due to it meted out. Sin may be committed without crime, but crime can never be committed without sin. For instance, I can forgive a crime, but I have no power whatever to forgive sin, in myself. A man has committed a crime. It is expiated. For six months, say, he has been in prison. The doors are open, he is free because he has expiated his crime. If he has expiated his crime, society is bound to forgive him. But what about God? And then comes this Gospel, ‘Through this Man is preached unto you forgiveness of sins.’ He may say, ‘I can never forget that I did it, the consciousness of my guilt still remains.’ And it is to such an one that the Gospel comes home. Forgiveness of sins is through Jesus Christ complete. Our religion is not a metaphysical argument or archæological study. It is a Gospel—good news. To those who feel that they cannot forgive themselves, He comes as the Saviour Christ. We are forgiven of God.

III. Forgiveness must be with the consent of both parties.—So many make the mistake here that it is quite necessary to emphasise it. For instance, many think, and not a few say: ‘Why cannot God forgive us all, and make an end? If God is all-good and all-powerful, let Him forgive us all, at once, and let there be an end of the business.’ God can’t—you can’t—I can’t, for forgiveness means the consent of both parties. Both must hate sin. It is a moral impossibility that forgiveness can come only on one side. God hates sin, and you must, for forgiveness. Then comes in, you see, the Gospel of sin and its forgiveness. If we confess our sin, God is faithful and just to forgive us; faithful, because He has so promised; just, because the Lord laid upon Him the iniquity of us all.

IV. When God forgives sin, He forgets.—Without forgetting there can be no real forgiveness. We say, ‘Well, of course, I forgive you, but you know I can never forget; it is not possible.’ But the forgetfulness I speak of here is forgetfulness of the heart, not of the intelligence. The essence of God is love. God is love, and therefore, God being love, with Him forgiveness is forgetfulness. The Bible expression for this is, as you know, that God puts sin behind His back. How far is that? Where is that? As far as the east is from the west. How far is that? You cannot measure it; it means utter, complete, entire. ‘I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.’ You may say to me, ‘It is impossible that I can conceive such a thing.’ Yes, I admit, I cannot understand it, and you cannot; but we are not saved by understanding, we are saved by love.

‘Be it known unto you.’ If there were any other way we should know it; there is no other way whatever. This is the preaching which we declare unto you, that through this Man is preached unto you all remission of sin.

—Rev. A. H. Stanton.

Verse 39
JUSTIFICATION
‘By Him all that believe are justified from all things, from which ye could not be justified by the law of Moses.’

Acts 13:39
Justification is an act of God’s free grace wherein He pardons our sin and reckons or accounts us righteous, for the sake of the righteousness of Christ imputed to us and received by faith. It is therefore not an infusion of righteousness into us. We must clearly distinguish between justification and sanctification. Consider—

I. The Author of justification.—‘It is God that justifieth.’ It may seem strange that the Author of it should be the very Judge Who condemns us for our sin.

(a) It is God the Father Who contrived it, for ‘He was in Christ, reconciling the world to Himself’ (2 Corinthians 5:19).

(b) It is God the Son Who provided it by His obedience and His death.

(c) It is God the Holy Ghost Who applies it, convincing us of the insufficiency of our own righteousness, enabling us by faith to lay hold upon it, and giving us the witness of our acceptance as the ground of it.

II. The ground of our justification.

(a) Not our works, our righteousness, or our holiness (Romans 3:24).

(b) Not our acceptance of, or our obedience to, a new and milder law set forth in the Gospel.

(c) Not even our faith, though it is said, ‘Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him for righteousness’ (Romans 4:3). The force of the proposition is—‘it was counted to him unto righteousness,’ or, with the view of his becoming righteous. We are said to be justified by or through faith, but never on account of faith. Besides, the faith is always distinguished from the righteousness which it apprehends—‘the righteousness which is by faith’ (Philippians 3:9).

(d) It is the righteousness of Christ (Romans 5:18). It consists of Christ’s obedience to the law in our stead, and His suffering of death to satisfy the law’s penalty.

III. The form of justification—by imputation.

(a) The idea of imputation is scriptural (Philemon).

(b) The sinner has no righteousness of his own.

(c) He must be made righteous either by an inherent or an imputed righteousness. (Not inherent—‘not having mine own righteousness.’)

(d) The righteousness of Christ is to reach Him in the same manner as the sin of Adam—by imputation (Romans 5:19).

(e) Just in the same manner as our sins become Christ’s, so His righteousness becomes ours (2 Corinthians 5:21).

IV. The instrument of our justification is faith.

(a) Faith apprehends the righteousness of Christ (Romans 3:28). It is faith that makes it ours, and therefore the righteousness is said to be ‘by faith’ (Philippians 3:9).

(b) Not as if God accepts the act of believing as righteousness, nor as a condition, for Christ’s obedience is the condition. Faith justifies, as it is the bond of union between the soul and the Saviour.

V. The effects of justification.

(a) No condemnation (Romans 8:1).

(b) Peace with God (Romans 5:1).

(c) Access to God in Christ (Romans 5:2).

(d) Acceptance of our person and service in Christ (Ephesians 1:6).

(e) Adoption (Galatians 4:4-5).

(f) Sanctification (Romans 8:10).

(g) Glorification (Romans 8:17).

Verse 45
THE ENVY OF THE JEWS
‘When the Jews saw the multitudes, they were filled with envy.’

Acts 13:45
God summons us to co-operate in His eternal purpose. ‘As the synagogue broke up’ many, not only of ‘the Jews,’ but of ‘the devout proselytes, followed Paul and Barnabas.’ They had, for the first time, understood the meaning of the revelation made to them in their past history, ‘in the law, of Moses and the prophets, and the psalms.’ In the Lord Jesus, winning through the Passion and the Death the triumph of the Resurrection; in Him the Liberator from sins; in Him the source of a real inward righteousness—the Saviour Whom they expected stood revealed.

I. But such a king could not be only for Jews; ‘the grace of God,’ in which the Apostles bade them ‘continue,’ must be for all men. ‘The next Sabbath,’ Luke records, ‘almost the whole city was gathered together to hear the word of God.’ We might have expected to read of the joy of St. Paul’s fellow-countrymen in finding Gentiles ready to share the privileges of which they had been the guardians for the world’s future benefit. The sequel was very different. ‘When the Jews saw the multitudes, they were filled with envy.’ Bound up with the great promise was a solemn duty: the duty of witnessing to all mankind for a God ‘Whose loving-kindness and righteous faithfulness’ had given them salvation. In that witness, through a narrow, selfish outlook, they failed.

II. To us the warning is plain.—Unless we uphold, as vital, faith in historic facts, filled with vitalising power of truth and grace; unless we rely on the reality of the fulfilment of the promise, the charge laid upon us of witness to the Resurrection of the Lord Jesus, unveiling the Divine fidelity and love, will not, and cannot be fulfilled. There is room here for much improvement. The grateful love which would spare no effort that, in obedience to the charge of the risen Lord, ‘repentance and remission of sins should be preached in His Name among all nations,’ is by no means so evident as the occasion demands.

(a) Even at home, many Churchmen are quite indifferent to efforts to gather in the ‘lapsed masses,’ or to restore the fallen and the outcast.

(b) Abroad, many Churchmen, who will even give a small subscription to foreign missions, by no means welcome the native converts in a colonial diocese, or the mission field, into the flock of Christ; are by no means willing to kneel with them before His altar, or join with them in worship and service.

III. Now is the opportunity for some bracing, definite resolution, and those vigorous efforts which control the future. And one way of showing gratitude to the King and Deliverer, Who for us men and for our salvation came down from heaven, and through death delivered us who, otherwise, had ‘all our lifetime been subject to bondage,’ is to take some practical step to share in the mission work of the Church which, through the Spirit, is filled with His Life. Most of us know little of that work; many of us care less. We may resolve to acquaint ourselves with its details as a duty: we may resolve to use our new knowledge in prayer that the work may be blessed; we may make a contribution that costs us something to extend it; we may, in witnessing to Jesus and the Resurrection, in some form or another which the Holy Spirit will reveal to us, share by personal service in making known to others the great revelation summed up in the King, Who ‘was dead, and is alive for evermore’ to break in pieces the bonds of sin and death.

—Rev. Chancellor Worlledge.
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Verse 14-15
EXPEDIENCY OR PRINCIPLE
‘Which when the apostles, Barnabas and Paul, heard of, they rent their clothes, and ran in among the people, crying out, and saying, Sirs, why do ye these things?’

Acts 14:14-15
After healing the lame man, St. Barnabas and St. Paul were to be worshipped as gods by the populace. They refused the homage; they rejected it with horror. Of course they did; how could they do otherwise, how could they commit such a sin against God, against the very principle they were come to teach, as to accept it? How, indeed, except on the principle of expediency?

I. The principle of expediency.—How much they might have gained by accepting it. How, on the principle of seeing good in things evil, they might have recognised in the shout ‘The gods are come down to us in the likeness of men,’ a glimmering idea of the Incarnation; by joining themselves on this broad platform, how they might have conciliated a hearing for the great Christian doctrine. Then again by keeping the people in good humour, how great an influence they might have retained over them, and led them to a willing and pleasant intercourse, nay, even more directly, what influence they might have held over them, and ordered them to receive the new doctrines and practise the new rites of worship. And how easy to argue that there was no sin when they themselves inwardly rejected the worship, or pleaded that it was only accepted by them representatively for the God Whom they served. How easy, in fact, to argue that to do a great right, they might do a little wrong, and without any surrender of the truth in their own hearts might ally themselves with the people, and in the bond of universal brotherhood lead them by means of their own errors to the knowledge and the practice of the truth. The temptation was just to accept for the moment a little offering of homage, and in so doing to win the whole city to their way of thinking.

II. What should be our answer when the strife of tongues is fierce; when the glare of infidelity fixes its glance of hate upon the Cross; when friends seem few, and the faith is assaulted, and men’s hearts wax cold in love, and the voice of popular opinion speaks of universal brotherhood at the expense of the Fatherhood of God, or of general agreement on condition of renouncing everything that is positive enough to make a bulwark or a bond; when we are told we dare not speak of orthodoxy, and that truth is exactly what every one of the millions of men chooses to think it is; when, on the other hand, we are wooed softly to surrender and to retain our popularity at the expense of our principles; when we are told that we shall win more souls by surrendering disputed points; or when within ourselves our own weaknesses beg us not to forfeit our character for liberality and good-nature, not to put before our people, if we are priests, doctrines which are unpalatable, and not to practise, if we are laymen, observances which provoke scorn or dislike, when the temptation is to surrender a little truth that we may gain a great deal in the eyes of men—what must our answer be? The answer in effect of St. Barnabas and St. Paul at Lystra, the answer of our Lord in the wilderness, ‘Get thee behind Me, Satan, for it is written, Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God, and Him only shalt thou serve.’

Rev. G. C. Harris.

Illustration
‘Ignorant of the native dialect, the Apostles did not know what the crowd were saying, and withdrew to their lodging. But meanwhile the startling rumour had spread. Lycaonia was a remote region where still lingered the simple faith in the old mythologies. Giving ready credence to all tales of marvel, and showing intense respect for any who seemed invested with special sacredness, the Lycaonians eagerly accepted the suggestion that they were once more favoured by a visit from the old gods. Before the gate of the town was a Temple of Zeus, their guardian deity. The priest of Zeus rose to the occasion. While the Apostles remained in entire ignorance of his proceedings he had procured bulls and garlands, and now, accompanied by festive crowds, came to the gates to do them sacrifice. St. Paul and St. Barnabas were the last to hear that they were about to be the centres of an idolatrous worship, but when they did hear it they were horror-stricken to an extent which a Gentile could hardly have understood. Rending their garments, they sprang out with loud cries among the multitude, imploring them to believe that they were but ordinary mortals like themselves, and that it was the very object of their mission to turn them from these empty idolatries to the one living and true God.’

Verse 17
GOD’S GIFTS TO MEN
‘[God] left not Himself without witness, in that He did good, and gave us rain from heaven, and fruitful seasons, filling our hearts with food and gladness.’

Acts 14:17
These words come from one of St. Paul’s sermons. He was preaching to heathens, who, until then, had never heard of the true God. He was telling them that though they had never heard of God, yet they might have known what God was like because of the good things which were sent to them from God.

What good things does St. Paul tell them of?

I. God’s gifts to men.—The rain from heaven, the fruitful seasons, these are what he mentions. The rain and the harvest, the food which these things bring, and the gladness of heart which men feel when they have all their wants supplied: these things, says St. Paul, are God’s gifts to men, and from them men might have known, if they had cared to think, that God was good, and took a delight in making people happy. But the verse tells us more than this. It is not only that it is God that gives them, but that God intends us to take them as examples of His goodness. He intends us to see from these gifts how good He is, so that if a man had never heard anything about God, he might say, ‘I am sure there is a God, I am sure He is a good God, and I am sure that He takes care of me, for all the good things of life are His gift to me, the rain, and the fruitful seasons, and the food and gladness of my life.’

II. If they are God’s gift, we should acknowledge them to be so.—It is a rule in the Christian life that whatever we believe in our heart, we should confess with our month, and act on in our conduct. So the question is, How are we to acknowledge the gifts of Nature to be God’s bounty? The answer is twofold:—

(a) We must thank God for them, and

(b) We must also ask God for them. In every harvest thanksgiving we do confess with the mouth, and publicly act on the belief that it is God Who of His great goodness has given us the rain and the fruitful season, and filled our hearts with food and gladness. This part of the duty we do now, in most places, perform with some degree of care. We must ask for God’s gifts as well as thank Him for them; and I fancy that, in the case of the good gifts of Nature, this has been even less thought of than the thanksgiving. And yet God says to us through His Apostles—‘in everything, let your requests be made known unto God.’

III. This is what Rogation Days mean.—Rogation is only another word for praying or making petitions. And the particular petitions for which the Rogation Days were set apart were those for a fruitful season and a sufficient harvest. God has promised that, while the world lasts, ‘seed-time and harvest shall not fail.’ And God also intends that every seed-time and every harvest shall put us in mind of Him, and lead us to acknowledge His power and His goodness. It does us good to be reminded of Him. Ask yourselves when do you lead the best lives? When are your life, and mind, and thoughts and words, the best? Is it not when you remember God? And when does your conscience tell you that you have the most to be ashamed of? that you have lived the worst and fallen into sin the most? Is it not when you have got into the way of forgetting God, of thinking of Him only now and then, or not at all, of saying your prayers as a mere form, and then giving yourself up wholly to the affairs of this world? You know this, and God knows it too. And, therefore, God sends us reminders of Himself; things which will make us think of Him, speak to Him, remember Him.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Unless the harvest festival be accompanied by some real self-denial, it is apt to be somewhat unreal. A harvest festival is a pleasant thing. There may be a good deal of merely worldly excitement about it. It is pleasant to attend a bright, cheerful service in a gaily decorated church. It is at a time of year, too, when people are at leisure. All this is otherwise at Rogation time. To come to church and make prayers to God that His rain may be given in due season, and that the harvest which is to make food plentiful for the toiling millions of the poor, to whom a little more or a little less in the price of bread makes all the difference between health and something like starvation—this must be genuine. There is no self-deception here, It is sure to be true and sincere. This is sure to be a real acknowledgment of God’s power and God’s goodness, and God knows this, and this is why God looks for it. A harvest thanksgiving may be in some measure outside show. The Rogation prayer time is sure to be real and genuine.’

(2) ‘No one can read this speech of St. Paul without once more perceiving its subtle and inimitable coincidence with his thoughts and expressions. The rhythmic conclusion is not unaccordant with the style of his most elevated moods; and beside the appropriate appeal to God’s natural gifts in a town not in itself unhappily situated, but surrounded by a waterless and treeless plain, we may naturally suppose that the “filling our hearts with food and gladness “was suggested by the garlands and festive pomp which accompanied the bulls on which the people would afterwards have made their common banquet. Nor do I think it impossible that the words may be an echo of lyric songs sung as the procession made its way to the gates. To use them in a truer and loftier connection would be in exact accord with the happy power of seizing an argument which St. Paul showed when he turned into the text of his sermon at Athens the vague inscription to the unknown God.’

Verse 22
TRIAL, A HELP HEAVENWARD
‘That we must through much tribulation enter into the kingdom of God.’

Acts 14:22
There are few things in the spiritual history of the child of God more really helpful heavenward than sanctified trial. He treads no path in which he finds aids more favourable to advancement in the Divine life, circumstances which more contribute to the development and completeness of Christian character—the teaching, the quickening, the purifying—than the path of hallowed sorrow—sorrow which a covenant God has sent, which grace sanctifies, and which knits the heart to Christ.

I. Trial is a time of spiritual instruction, and so a help heavenward. It is not blindly, but intelligently, that we walk in the ways of the Lord, and are travelling home to God. Great stress is laid by the Holy Ghost in the writings of the Apostle upon the believer’s advance in spiritual knowledge. St. Paul ‘counted all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus his Lord.’ Now the school of trial is the school of spiritual knowledge.

(a) We grow in a knowledge of ourselves, learning more of our superficial attainments, shallow experience and limited grace. We learn, too, more of our weakness, emptiness, and vileness, the ploughshare of trial penetrating deep into the heart, and throwing up its veiled iniquity.

(b) Trial, too, increases our acquaintance with Christ. We know more of the Lord Jesus through one sanctified affliction than by all the treatises the human pen ever wrote. Christ is only savingly known as He is known personally and experimentally. Books cannot teach Him, sermons cannot teach Him, lectures cannot teach Him; they may aid our information and correct our views, but to know Him as He is, and as we ought, we must have personal dealings with Him.

II. Trial quickens us in prayer, and so effectually helps us heavenward. God often sends affliction for the accomplishment of this one end—that we might be stirred up to take hold of Him. To whom in sorrow do we turn, to whom in difficulty do we repair, to whom in want do we fly but to the Lord? If in prosperity we have ‘grown fat and kicked,’ if when the sun has shone upon us we have walked independently and proudly and distantly, now that affliction has overtaken us we are humbled and prostrate at His feet; retrace our steps, return to God, and find a new impulse given to, and a new power and meetness and soothing in, communion with God.

III. Trials are necessary to wean us from the world.—Perhaps nothing possesses so detaching, divorcing an effect in the experience of the Christian as affliction. The world is a great snare to the child of God. Its rank is a snare, its possessions are a snare, its honours are a snare, its enterprises are a snare, the very duties and engagements of daily life are a snare, to a soul whose citizenship is in heaven. When the heart is chastened and subdued by sorrow, when the soul is smitten and humbled by adversity, when death bereaves, or sickness invades, or resources narrow, or calamity in one of its many crushing forms lights heavily upon us, how solemn, earnest, and distinct is the voice of our ascended Redeemer, ‘If ye be risen with Me, seek those things which are above, where I sit at the right hand of God. Set your affections on things above, not on things on the earth. I am your Treasure, your Portion, your All.’

IV. The moral purity of heart which chastened trial produces must have a distinct and prominent place in this enumeration of helps heavenward. Holiness, as it is an essential element of heaven, becomes an essential element in our spiritual meetness for its enjoyment. To this end let us welcome God’s purifying agent—sanctified trial. When He causes us to walk in the midst of trouble, let us be submissive, humble, obedient. Resignation to the Divine will secures the end God intends to accomplish—our personal and deeper holiness.

—Rev. Dr. Octavius Winslow.

Illustration
‘Jesus,’ tis my aim divine,

Hence to have no will but Thine;

Let me covenant with Thee,

Thine for evermore to be:

This my prayer, and this alone,

Saviour, let Thy will be done!

Thee to love, to live to Thee,

This my daily portion be;

Nothing to my Lord I give,

But from Him I first receive:

Lord, for me Thy blood was spilt,

Lead me, guide me, as Thou wilt.

All that is opposed to Thee,

Howsoever dear it be,

From my heart the idol tear,

Thou shalt have no rival there;

Only Thou shalt fill the throne:

Saviour, let Thy will be done.

Wilt Thou, Lord, in me fulfil

All the pleasure of Thy will;

Thine in life, and Thine in death,

Thine in every fleeting breath,

Thou my hope and joy alone:

Saviour, let Thy will be done.’
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Verse 36
CONSIDER YOUR WAYS
‘Let us go again and visit our brethren in every city where we have preached the Word of the Lord, and see how they do.’

Acts 15:36
This was a proposal made by St. Paul to Barnabas after their first missionary journey; he suggested revisiting the Churches they had founded, to see if their members were continuing steadfast in the faith, growing in grace, advancing in the spiritual life—standing still, or falling away.

It was both a wise and useful proposal. And we, nineteen centuries after, may apply it to ourselves; let us ‘consider our ways,’ and find out how things stand between ourselves and God; for if ever self-inquiry in religion was needed, it is needed now.

I. Do we ever think about our souls at all?—Thousands cannot answer satisfactorily. They never give the subject of religion any place in their thoughts. They are absorbed in the pursuit of business, pleasure, politics, money, self-indulgence; and death, judgment, eternity, Heaven and Hell, and the Resurrection, are never seriously regarded. They do not openly oppose or scoff at religion—they are simply indifferent, and are just nothing at all.

II. Do we ever do anything about our souls?—There are multitudes in England who do occasionally think about religion, but never get beyond the thinking. These people are always meaning, purposing, and resolving; they say they ‘know’ what is right, and ‘hope’ to be found right at the last; but there is no actual separation from the service of the world and sin; no ‘doing’ in their religion—they never attain to action.

III. Are we trying to satisfy our consciences with mere formality?—How many are making shipwreck on this rock! They are punctual in the observance of the outward forms and ordinances of religion, even the most solemn; yet all this time there is no secret heart in their Christianity. Of these our Lord’s words are true (Matthew 15:9).

IV. Have we sought and received the forgiveness of our sins?—Forgiveness has been purchased for us by the eternal Son of God, but man must come to him in faith; without believing, there is no forgiveness.

V. Do we know anything by experience of conversion to God?—Without conversion there is no salvation. Sense of sin, deep hatred of it, faith in Christ, and love to Him, ‘hungering and thirsting after righteousness,’ detachment from love of the things of the world—these are some of the signs of true conversion.

VI. Do we know anything of practical Christian holiness?—‘Without holiness no man shall see the Lord’ (Hebrews 12:14). Holiness is not absolute perfection, freedom from all thoughts. That is for heaven and not earth. Yet Christian holiness is a real thing. But it is never attained or maintained without a struggle, a constant conflict.

VII. Do we use and enjoy the ‘means of grace’?—God has graciously appointed certain means to be the channels of Divine Grace to man’s heart, to maintain his spiritual life. Tell me what a man does in the matter of Bible study, private prayer, public worship, attendance at the Holy Communion, and I will soon tell you what he is, and on what road he is travelling.

Bishop J. C. Ryle.

Verse 39
RIGHTEOUS ANGER
‘And the contention was so sharp between them that they departed asunder one from the other: and so Barnabas took Mark, and sailed unto Cyprus.’

Acts 15:39
That St. Paul and St. Barnabas erred in this matter, there can be no question. But I wish to make a distinction which is not perhaps sufficiently considered. The error of each of these two men was not that he was angry—‘anger,’ in itself, is not necessarily a wrong thing; anger is an instinct of nature implanted in us, and given us by God for good.

I. Anger is a part of righteous indignation.—We may be angry with the sinner, as well as with the sin. It is the wrong use of anger which turns anger into sin. What we have to do with anger—as with everything else that is good—is to curb it, and mould it, and use it, and sanctify it, so that it may not run into evil, but remain an instrument of good. It is the abuse of anger which is the sin.

(a) In every instance anger should be deliberate, not a thing of passion, but of principle. And therefore there are several passages in the Bible which say, ‘Be slow to anger.’

(b) You may be angry with what a person does to hurt and injure another when you should not be angry with the same thing which is done only against yourself. I find that distinction in the life of Jesus. Your conscience should tell you that you are rightly angry.

(c) Your anger should never be expressed by a hot and provoking word, still less by an impetuous and injurious action. Anger should never be a motive. Anger must never act angrily. Anger must be always short; it trespasses if it is long. It must never pass the first sunset. It must be very ready to be pacified. A very little acknowledgment indeed should remove it altogether. In all things your anger is to imitate, as closely as it can, the anger of God.

II. But if anger be, sometimes, right, quarrelling never is.—Quarrelling lasts. Quarrelling is full of self. Quarrelling is vindictive. Quarrelling never does any good. I can conceive an angel angry; but I cannot think of two angels quarrelling! Anger is God-like; quarrelling is ‘set on fire of hell.’ I could wish that in every household in Christendom these words were set up, and this truth remembered, ‘It is God that maketh men to be of one mind in a house.’ Where there is no religion, in any position of life, there is almost sure to be quarrelling. Peace and piety are such twin sisters that each would die without the other. They live in their own common life. And every Christian should remember the simple adage, ‘It takes two to make a quarrel.’ Neither can say it is the other’s fault. Wherever there is a quarrel both are responsible; both are guilty. Each could have prevented it, if he tried.

III. But you will never conquer or prevent any sin simply by a negative.—There must be the opposite of quarrel. If you determine only that you will not quarrel, it will come to nothing. You must do more—you must love. If you say, ‘I cannot love!’ let me tell you the way: Do the acts of love. Everybody can do that. Do the acts of love, and they will bring the spirit of love. Speak—with whatever effort—speak words of attraction; gently; in a low voice; with a subdued tone. A kind manner; a smile; a joke; a little praise; a change in the channel of conversation; a bringing in a brighter subject—all these will do much, but they will not do alone, Christ must be brought in. ‘He is our Peace.’

It is a relief, and very pleasant to believe, and almost be certain—as we may be—that St. Paul and St. Barnabas afterwards—probably very soon—quite made up their quarrel. For we find Mark with St. Paul in the fourth chapter of the Epistle to the Colossians, and in the Epistle to Philemon. And St. Paul makes the kindest reference to Barnabas in the Epistle to the Galatians. And in the second Epistle to Timothy we have those loving words of St. Paul, concerning Mark—as if to compensate for what he before had said at Antioch—‘Take Mark, and bring him with thee; for he is profitable to me for the ministry.’

—Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘The worst disputes and enmities spring out of wounded and misguided love. Very often the most affectionate persons are those who fall into anger the most quickly, and their anger is the worst! It would lead to a great mistake to think that because you love, you will never quarrel. The love, making you sensitive, in a sense prepares you to quarrel; and therefore, those who are fondest must be the most on their guard against the beginnings of misunderstandings and jealousies. This is the reason why Christians are so often the more irritable, and have the more disputes; and why churches and schools of thought in the same Church, when they differ, run into so much virulence. Religion makes the feelings of the heart very acute, and a religious person is almost sure to be a sensitive person, and he will be sensitive in proportion as he is religious. And most of all this will be on religious subjects, because on religious subjects he feels the most strongly. Thus the very excellence of the feeling leads to its wrongness. Our graces become our snares, and we fall in our strongest.’
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Verses 1-3
THE CALL OF TIMOTHY
‘Then came he to Derbe and Lystra; and, behold, a certain disciple was there, named Timotheus … Him would Paul have to go forth with him.’

Acts 16:1-3
We now enter upon what is called St. Paul’s ‘Second Missionary Journey.’ Leaving Antioch, in company with Silas, ‘recommended by the brethren to the grace of God,’ St. Paul entered upon his second missionary journey. He had already twice visited Derbe, Lystra, and Iconium, and now he proposes to visit them a third time. Assuming that when in Cilicia he would visit Tarsus, his native place, it would take about three days to go from Tarsus to Derbe. This time he reverses the journey, and goes to Derbe first, which was the last visited in the former visit (ch. Acts 14:20-21). But the Apostle did not stay long here, but went on to Lystra, where he was stoned. He would not forget that: would recall the scene, tell it to Silas, and refer to the kindness of the disciples, especially of two Jewish women who belonged to the company. These two Jewish women were Lois and Eunice, the mother and grandmother of Timothy. It was probably to their house that St. Paul went on arriving at Lystra.

I. God’s remedy for St. Paul’s disappointment.—St. Paul had left Antioch oppressed by the separation, oppressed by the illness which for a long season now had hampered his path, but God, in the midst of his weariness, opened His hand and let rich blessing flow from it. He knew too well the struggle which His servant had passed through, knew that a stand for the right, which entails the loss of friendship, is far bitterer than any perils of waters or perils of robbers, and, therefore, He Who had taken away gave yet more richly to His servant. Timothy, who had been but a youth when Paul was at Lystra on his first journey, was now well reported of, not only by the Church of Lystra, but also by that of Iconium, and was recommended to St. Paul for further service. From this time forward St. Paul was accompanied by one who, ‘as a son with a father,’ served him faithfully until the very eve of his martyrdom. Is it not ever so? God sympathises with the disappointment of his servants and, where there is really faithful service, gives strength, grace, and companionship even more richly.

II. Timothy’s characteristic.—From a child he had known the Holy Scriptures, and had thus became wise unto salvation. The greatest leaders in the Church, the men who have inherited the finest type of character, are usually found among those who from their childhood up have been surrounded by the highest influences, have learned the true perspective of life, have seen the vision of eternal truth, and instead of rebelling against it, instead of yielding to the inborn impulse against established order, have apprehended the truth thus put before them, and have moulded their life in accordance with it.

III. ‘All things to all men.’—It is in connection with the call of Timothy that we find a striking illustration of the principle which bids us become all things to all men if by so doing we may save some. St. Paul knew and taught that circumcision was nothing, yet in the present instance, in order that Timothy might minister more efficiently to Jews as well as Greeks, he circumcised him himself and removed what might have been a cause of stumbling. Then having circumcised Timothy he ordained him for the work of the ministry and rejoiced in the special gift of the Holy Ghost, which, as we can see from after references to his ordination, was given him at that time. Thus, St. Paul bids him ‘stir up the gift of God which is in thee by the putting on of my hands,’ and again, ‘neglect not the gift that is in thee, which was given thee by prophecy, with the laying on of the hands of the presbytery’ (1 Timothy 4:14). What a strange thrill this echo of a far-away ordination service gives us!

IV. A son in the faith.—Prepared for the willing reception of the Gospel by the godly education of his childhood, Timothy became St. Paul’s ‘own son in the faith.’ From references in the Epistles we see how useful Timothy was to St. Paul. From Corinth he was sent to the Thessalonians, ‘to establish and comfort them in their faith,’ and from Ephesus he was sent to the Corinthians, ‘to bring them into remembrance’ of the truth they seem to have forgotten. He passed through his preparation for the ministry in a loyal and earnest spirit, and afterwards, it is believed, became Bishop of Ephesus.

Illustration
‘No name is so closely associated with St. Paul as that of Timothy. Not only were two Epistles addressed to him, but he is associated with St. Paul in the superscription of five (1, 2 Thess., 2 Cor., Phil., Col.); he was with the Apostle during great part of his second missionary journey; he was with him at Ephesus; he accompanied him in his last voyage to Jerusalem; he helped to comfort his first imprisonment at Rome; he is urged in the Second Epistle addressed to him to hasten from Ephesus and to join him in his second imprisonment before it is too late to see him alive. Some sixteen years had elapsed between the days when Paul took Timothy as his companion at Lystra, and the days when, in the weary desolation of his imprisoned age, he writes once more to this beloved disciple. Yet even at this latter date St. Paul addresses him as though he were the same youth who had first accompanied him to the hallowed work.’

Verse 9
THE VISION AT TROAS
‘And a vision appeared to Paul in the night; There stood a man of Macedonia, and prayed him, saying, Come over into Macedonia, and help us.’

Acts 16:9
The three earliest missionaries of the Cross are standing on the western shores of Asia Minor. The setting sun was touching with points of gold the tops of the islands of the Gentiles. Shall they go east or west? Shall they go to India or to the great western world? That night St. Paul saw the vision and they crossed over to Europe.

I. Visions.—I think most people have had visions of some kind, they have dreamed that they should be rich or clever, or famous. I dare say many a golden ship has sailed to your door, many a golden pheasant has flown quite near. St. Paul had visions too; they were visions not of earthly riches or honour, but heavenly visions. Like the fisherman he might have said, ‘Silver and gold have I none.’ St. Paul worked for his living, for he had suffered the loss of all things for Christ’s sake. St. Paul’s trade was tent-making. We find that seven visions are recorded, visions which St. Paul saw. Here are the references: Acts 9:5; Acts 9:12; Acts 16:8-10; Acts 18:9-10; Acts 23:11; Acts 27:23-24; 2 Corinthians 12:2-4. In Acts 9 there is the first vision: the ‘Vision splendid’: the crowning vision that converts the soul. After a vision of Calvary we are never the same again. When by faith I see the ‘Sacred Head surrounded with crown of piercing thorn,’ the ‘Sacred Heart of Jesus which broke for love of me,’ the marks of the nails, the print of the spear, I say that is the crowning vision that transforms the soul.

II. Vision and duty must be joined together.—They were so joined in our text and in Acts 26:16-18. ‘Come … and help.’ As St. Paul wrote to the Corinthians—‘We are helpers of your joy.’ What charming words those are, so unselfish, so human. And how wonderful it seems that though St. Paul was poor, and had few friends and weak health, yet he seemed to be constantly thinking not who would help him and comfort him, but how he could help and comfort others. ‘Come … and help.’ There are more than we think, doubting, sorrowful, unhappy—they say, ‘Come … and help.’ ‘It was never giving that emptied the purse, nor loving that emptied the heart.’

—Rev. F. Harper.

Illustration
‘Many years ago there was a terrible fire in New York which shows the worth of a cheer. The four lower storeys were in flames: the fire was mounting upwards; it was supposed that the inmates had all been rescued. Suddenly, at an open window in the fifth storey, the form of a child was seen, screaming for help. The longest ladder was instantly shot up to the window, and a brave fireman clambered up three storeys through smoke and heat, when flames belched forth from the fourth storey and enveloped the ladder. Pausing, he was questioning whether it were possible for him to proceed. The eyes of the multitude in the street were on him in an agony of suspense. One man, grasping the situation, shouted, “Cheer him! Cheer him!” A cheer that seemed to shake the walls rang out. Up through the flames the fireman shot, wrapped the child in an asbestos blanket, and, though with hair and beard mowed off by the flames, placed her in her mother’s arms.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

A CRY FOR HELP
Every one must have been struck with the beauty, and the tenderness, and the depth, which there is in that word ‘help.’ ‘Help us.’ It at once connects itself with such passages as these: ‘I have laid help upon One that is mighty.’ ‘The Lord is thy helper.’ ‘I will help thee.’ And it is a true and a blessed name for Christ and His truth, ‘Help, help.’

I. The innate desire for help.—It implies that there is, what I suppose there is in every living creature under heaven, a feeling, consciously or unconsciously, which looks out for ‘help.’ Every one has his aspirations; in every one there is a standard higher than he can reach; a sense of something beyond him, which he sees, and admires, and wishes to be, and cannot. It is the immortality of the man—it is the relict of the lost image—it is the cry of the void of a heart which once was filled. Weakness, miserable weakness, is the child of sin; and there are seasons when the hardest and the proudest feel it. You may assume it, every one who has not God sometimes has the thought, though it does not clothe itself in words, ‘Help us.’ It will be a blessed thing to you, if any one ever says to you in life, ‘You have been a help to my soul.’

II. The cry of the heathen.—If we, with all the assistance which we have about us, find it so very difficult to do what is right, and to act out the dictates of our better mind—what must the difficulty be to a heathen, who has none of these, but all the counteracting influences of evil about him? What shall a right-minded or even a pious heathen do? Is not the Gospel practically an essential to that man, to enable him to fulfil the condition, on which condition alone he can escape eternal punishment? Are we not to believe that in very many—why not in all?—the inhabitants of heathen countries, there are the goings out of ardent desire to a higher morality, and a better religion, and a truer happiness? Think you that they have not their sorrows, which yearn for a better comforting than all that is around them can give?

III. What they want is ‘help.’—And if you have ever known what it is utterly to fail of some good resolution, if you have felt the humiliation and the misery of being entirely unable to attain the point that you strove to reach, or rather, if ever you have proved the outstretched arm which stopped the fall, the well-timed word which just met the perplexity, the ordinance which supplied the wisdom, or the patience which the circumstances required, or the grace of God, but for which, then and there, you would have perished, then you may feel the power and the pathos which there is in that cry of heathenism, ‘Come over and help us.’

IV. We have the remedy; and that remedy is the simple truth as it is in Jesus. Before it, in Macedon, Lydia’s heart was opened, and the jailer’s iron-bound soul burst its fetters and was free. To that power the world owes its civilisation, man his true humanity, the Church her beauty, and we each our all. But if, having it, we dispense it not, then I see not how we can escape that ancient malediction, ‘Curse ye Meroz (said the angel of the Lord), curse ye bitterly the inhabitants thereof; because they came not to the help of the Lord, to the help of the Lord against the mighty.’

—Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustrations
(1) ‘The passage of the Gospel from Asia to Europe is so marked an epoch in the early history of the propagation of Christianity, and the results of it have been, and are still, and will yet be, so very important to the Church and to the world, that we cannot wonder at the unusual solemnity which attaches to the incident. It was an occasion worthy of supernatural interposition; and hence probably the fact, that it is the only time, after St. Peter’s mission to Cornelius, when God introduced a miracle to guide the course of missions.’

(2) ‘The call to mission work is sometimes audible and direct, as in the cry from Macedonia; sometimes, and more often, unconscious, and therefore the more plaintive. When Mackenzie, fired by the appeals of Selwyn and of Livingstone, went forth to die in Africa, no Æthiopia had stretched out the hand beckoning him to her shores; he felt no instinctive overmastering spur to the work; only he thought some one must go; if no one else came forward, God might find a use even for him. When three Cambridge professors founded the Delhi Mission, no anxious pundits had expressed discontent with their own traditions or turned to us for truer light. Sixty years ago, when the Church was scarcely known to neglected thousands in London, the very last thing which the disheartened Bishop and sullen masses would have foreseen was that the boys of public schools and the athletes or students of our universities would haste to the rescue. Men were perishing for lack of knowledge, and knew not their need.’

Verse 14
THE RELIGION OF THE HEART
‘Whose heart the Lord opened.’

Acts 16:14
These words have not been selected with a view to dwell upon the incident with which they stand connected, full though it be of tender interest and manifold instruction, We take the words as setting forth the indispensable importance of the heart being engaged in religion, of true spiritual sympathy if there is to be any reality in the religion, either as it regards ourselves or in relation to others.

I. Sympathy with truth.—And, first of all, there is our sympathy with truth, or rather, with Him Who is the Truth. He declared in the most solemn hour of His life that He came into the world to bear witness of the truth, and said that whoever was of the truth would hear His voice. The faith that saves is one, the vitality of which consists in trust in and love towards a personal Saviour. Religious reality is, in fact, to have our hearts in some sense and degree like those of the two disciples at Emmaus, burning within us as He—Christ, the subject of the revelation—interprets to us in all the Scriptures the things concerning Himself. Here, then, is the inner essence of all true religion.

II. Sympathy with goodness.—‘He that receiveth a righteous man,’ says our Lord, ‘in the name of a righteous man shall receive a righteous man’s reward.’ He admires, in other words, the beauty of holiness, and is not without some hope, trembling though it be, not without some desire, however faint, that it may be seen. These, and such as these, are they whom Jesus called to Him, and continually addressed in the days of His flesh—the weary and heavy laden, they who felt a constant sense of discomfort as they saw something above and beyond them they could not attain, but were dissatisfied to remain where and as they were.

III. Sympathy with others.—We think of our Blessed Lord, of the depth of the force, of the reality of His sympathy. Touched with the feeling of our infirmities, tempted on all points like as we are, made perfect through sufferings, He traversed all the rounds of earthly experience. Sympathy was His, deep as the human heart, broad as human necessity, filling into every thought and feeling, and aspiration and condition, and experience possible or conceivable to us human beings; sympathy, which is the same to-day that it was yesterday, that should be for ever; for it is the sympathy not merely of man but of God, and therefore it cannot be weary or exhausted, not till seven times, but till seventy times seven; full as the fountains of heaven, He ever lives to love, to chasten, to soothe, to bless. Shall not the same mind be in us which was also in Christ Jesus?

(a) Some known to you have fallen deeply.

(b) A few may be sadly tried with doubts on religious questions.

(c) Then there is the poverty and misery which abound around us in our great centres of population, the appalling contrasts of modern civilisation—shall not our hearts, brethren, be open to feel it? It is true that we are familiar with it.

—Dean Forrest.

Illustration
‘Alas that there are so many who profess and call themselves Christians who take their very familiarity with suffering as a reason why they should not pause to examine into the appalling fact! The slave-owners of the Southern States of America at one time regarded slavery, with all its attendant atrocities, with all the misery connected with that pitiless traffic in human beings, as almost a kind of Divine institution, or, at any rate, they calmly accepted it as the necessary result, the unavoidable details of a predetermined kind of natural arrangement. But with what changed feelings, as I am given to understand, is slavery thought of now by the population of these States! It is seen in its true colours, and the descendants of the old slave-owners would no doubt feel it almost to be an insult if they were asked to defend what their forefathers regarded as something like sacrilege to attack.’

Verse 30
THE PHILIPPIAN JAILER
‘What must I do to be saved?’

Acts 16:30
The work at Philippi went on successfully. It commenced at a prayer-meeting. It went on quietly. It seemed as if nothing could be better. The first convert was Lydia, a woman of wealth and position; the possessed slave-girl was the medium of proclaiming the power of God. Now came a check. The masters of the girl charged the Apostles with troubling the city, teaching customs which were not lawful for them to receive, neither to observe, being Romans. The Apostles were cruelly treated, thrust into prison, and the jailer was charged to keep them safely. But God intervened, and caused the wickedness of men to praise Him. Let us consider the jailer’s question.

I. The circumstances under which it was asked.

(a) Not in response to any direct verbal teaching or exhortation, St. Paul and St. Silas had not been preaching to him, so far as we know. The pulpit is a great instrument for good, but not God’s only means of awakening souls. Where the prophet has preached in vain, He may reserve many to Himself. There is a still, small voice that does a work which the pulpit may fail to do. Let us thank God, and take courage.

(b) But after a time of trouble. Now it is quite common to see religious interest awakened in a time of trouble. The Christian pastor has learnt that times of sickness and bereavement in his congregation furnish him with his golden opportunities. But it is not, alas! so common, that the interest continues after the trouble is past. The jailer had been assured of the safety of his prisoners before he asked this question.

(c) After observation of the power of Christianity on others’ lives. He had doubtless seen St. Paul and St. Silas scourged the evening before. He had, notwithstanding, heard them singing praises to God in their cell. He had seen that, when they had opportunity to escape, they made no attempt to escape. Their preaching he might have scoffed at, but their lives carried with them a power beyond that of words. And doubtless his question was due more to his observation of their conduct than to anything else.

II. The question itself.—We have no data from which we can expound the spiritual state of this jailer. We cannot tell whether his conviction of guilt preponderated, or his desire to be freed sin’s bondage; or whether his question was called forth by a vague sense of general need—of needs which he could not specify. But what should the question mean? What is it to be saved?

(a) To be delivered from sin’s punishment. To obtain pardon through the atonement of Christ This, indeed, is the only salvation many people care for; but salvation means also, and more emphatically,

(b) To be delivered from sin’s power. To be saved from sin, forsaking it and conquering it through the power of the indwelling Spirit of God. It was ‘from their sins’ that Christ came to save His people.

Illustration
‘Dreadful pictures have been drawn of the darkness and foulness of the Roman prisons, into one of which St. Paul and St. Silas were thrust—a dark, underground cell, with damp and reeking walls, and the companionship of the vilest outcasts. The jailer’s first thought was that of suicide. That was the highest point to which heathen culture could rise. The advice of Seneca was: “If life is pleasant, live; if not, you have a right to return whence you came.” St. Paul was moved with compassion for the jailer, just as he had been for the poor girl, and called out with a loud voice, saying, “Do thyself no harm, we are all here.” The jailer realised, partly from the earthquake, partly from St. Paul’s words, that he was in the presence of a mysterious and Divine power, and, falling down before St. Paul and St. Silas, entreated the aid of that power. Then as the members of the household gathered quickly together, trembling, from the different parts of the prison, St. Paul, with the marks of his suffering and degradation still upon him, spoke to them and taught them the first truths about God and Christ. The jailer, whose heart had been touched alike by the character of the prisoners, by their words of love, and by the terror of what he had just passed through, cried out, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” words which have arisen not only to the lips of the jailer, but to every human heart which has been brought face to face with death and judgment and with the Almighty power of God.’

ST.
Verse 31
PAUL’S ADVICE TO THE JAILER
‘Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt he saved, and thy house.’

Acts 16:31
Some assert that this heathen jailer could know nothing about salvation through Jesus Christ, and that therefore the question he uttered must have referred to bodily safety. But he had just been saved from suicide by the assurance of St. Paul that the prisoners had not escaped. The man had perhaps heard the Apostle preach, or had joined unseen the little company at the place of prayer. It is evident the Apostle interpreted the question as referring to the soul. Thus we see that the good are the counsellors of the distressed.

I. The advice of St. Paul was willing.—The jailer had beaten him, and the marks of the scourge were then upon him. But he harbours no revenge. He takes no advantage of the terror-stricken man. He had saved his body. He now seeks to save his soul. See here the power of piety to endure all things, and to bless its persecutor.

II. The advice of St. Paul was wise.—The Apostle did not advise the man to wait until he was calm and could enter philosophically into the method of salvation. The jailer had called for a light, and St. Paul directed him at once to the true Light of the world. The conversation is only given in summary, much more was spoken than is recorded. St. Paul would explain all about salvation to this awakened sinner, and put a richer meaning into the words of the soothsaying damsel than they originally conveyed.

III. The advice of St. Paul was practicable.—St. Paul told the jailer to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and this he could do there and then. How often we give impracticable counsel to the sick and the sorrowful! It is little better than mockery to inform people of remedies which they cannot obtain or use. But the penitent soul can believe in Christ, however sinful it may have been.

IV. The advice of St. Paul was inspiring.—‘And thou shalt be saved, and thy house.’ What an encouraging hope! The man himself would be saved. The children would be brought into the covenant of God. The prayer of the father has sweet influence upon the entire family circle. It would henceforth be a new home; no longer heathen, it would be Christian. Piety is the beauty and joy of domestic life. Thus we see how piety enables a man to counsel and aid those who appeal to him in distress.

Illustration
‘His mode of address showed deep reverence. And the Apostles answered him partly in the terms which he had used. “Believe,” they said, “on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved, and thy house.” Deeply impressed, the man at once assembled his household in a little congregation, and, worn and weary and suffering as they were, St. Paul and St. Silas spoke to them of Him by Whom they were to find salvation. Then the jailer, pitying their condition, washed their bruised backs, and immediately afterwards was, with his whole house, baptized in the faith. All this seems to have taken place in the prison precincts.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

THE WAY OF SALVATION
This is one of the most familiar texts in all the Bible. Yet there is another which I dare say almost every one will have thought of while I was reading it—the passage in the Epistle of St. James where the Apostle asks, ‘Can faith save him?’ and where the Apostle evidently means the answer to be, ‘No: it cannot.’ Some people have been puzzled by these two texts as if they were contrary the one to the other.

I. St. Paul and St. James.—Yet, as a matter of fact, both texts are true. We need to believe both, and not one only, if we are to get the good of believing either. If not, why should God have told us both? The misfortune is that people, as a rule, do not take the trouble to put the two together so as to understand what both teach. But some one will say. Do not these two texts seem to disagree? I answer: No, they do not. Look at them carefully, as carefully as men do at what they really want to understand, and you will see that they do not. Take, first, St. Paul’s answer to the jailer at Philippi. What St. Paul’s says is that he shall be saved: ‘Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt he saved.’ In other words, Christ will save you if you will believe in Him. But was this really all? Certainly not. What, then, followed next? Why the jailer and all his house were baptized, washing away their sins, and thereby pledging themselves, by God’s help and grace, to live a new life. If any of you want to know what St. Paul meant by a person being baptized, you may see it in his epistles. He tells you it is dying to sin, he tells you it is rising again to holiness. He tells you that it is putting on Christ, so that you are to be like Christ—just as when you are told to put on the breastplate of righteousness, it means that you are to be righteous. Now suppose that when St. Paul told the jailer to be baptized, he had answered, ‘No, what you said was that if I believed I should be saved. I shall do no more,’ what do you suppose St. Paul would have answered? Do you not think he would have said something very like what St. James writes? Would he not have answered something like this: ‘I promised you that you should be saved if you would believe, but I never said that believing by itself would save you. It is Christ Who saves you, not your faith. If it was your faith that saved you, it would be you that saved yourself.’

II. What salvation means.—And then I fancy that St. Paul would have gone on to tell the man what salvation meant, and that if he fancied that ‘faith could save him,’ he was in danger of never knowing what salvation really was. For salvation really means being delivered from the power of sin and made holy; and Christ alone can do this for us. To be made good is really to be made over again. No one of us can make himself over again. No one of us can deliver himself from the power of sin. Christ only can deliver us from the power of the Devil. Nothing short of the power of God the Holy Ghost can make us holy. And none but those whom the Holy Spirit has made holy can enter heaven and be saved eternally. So St. Paul would tell the jailer again that it was quite true that if he believed on Jesus Christ he should be saved, but then he must understand how that salvation was to be accomplished and what it meant.

III. No man can be saved without faith. Why? It is by God’s power and help alone that any of us can overcome sin or attain to holiness, and no man can make use of God’s help without knowing of it and trusting to it. And faith is trust. But it is not the faith which saves. It is the power of God which saves you—God’s power used earnestly and trusted faithfully, and when a man does use God’s help as he ought, then you see the fruits of it in a holy and a religious life. And when those fruits are borne, then you know that there must be faith in that man’s heart, because without faith he could not have the help of God to enable him to do so. ‘By their fruits ye shall know them’ are the words of Christ Himself. Let it be our prayer that God will give us the grace of a true and living faith, and also to use faithfully all those means of grace which will enable us to bring forth fruit abundantly to the praise and glory of His Holy Name!

Illustration
‘Faith is trust. Let me give you a simple illustration. Your house is burning. With difficulty you awake your sleeping child. Now you cry aloud, “My boy, throw yourself down; I am ready to catch you in my arms.” “Oh, my father,” your child replies, “Oh, my father, I dare not jump, for I cannot see you, it is so dark.” “My precious child, I am here, though you cannot see me, ready to catch you when you fall. Don’t wait; it is now or never.” Your child believes your word, leaps into your arms, and you clasp him to your bosom with speechless joy. Just so the great Saviour cries, “Oh, sinful man, throw yourself into My arms! I am here—very near—throw yourself now into My arms, the arms stretched out on Calvary!’”

(THIRD OUTLINE)

FAITH: ITS NATURE, OBJECT, AND EFFECT
I. The nature of faith.

(a) It includes (i) knowledge, for we cannot believe what we do not know; (ii) assent, for there is an acceptance with the understanding; (iii) trust, which is an act of the will as well as the understanding.

(b) Faith is therefore more than mere acceptance of Divine testimony concerning Christ. We may believe all facts about Christ, and yet not be saved.

(c) It includes trust, as is implied in the very terms, ‘believe in, or on, Christ.’ It is therefore not merely belief in a proposition, but actual reliance on a Person.

(a) If faith does not include trust, why have we in the Psalms the constant mention of trust, but never of faith?

II. The object of faith.

(a) Not a mere statement, but a Person—Jesus Christ. Faith in Christ is the substance of the Gospel.

(b) It is Christ as God-man, as Mediator, as Saviour (prophet, priest, king).

III. The effects of faith.—(a) Justification (Romans 5:1). (b) Adoption (John 1:12; Galatians 3:26). (c) Sanctification (Acts 26:18). (d) Joy and peace (1 St. Peter Acts 1:8; Romans 15:13). (e) Its trial works patience (St. James 1:3). (f) It is the sustaining principle of Christian life (Galatians 2:20). (g) It enables to overcome the world (1 John 5:4).

(FOURTH OUTLINE)

SAVING FAITH
In what does saving faith in the Lord Jesus Christ consist?

I. Intellectual assent to the fact that Jesus Christ is the Saviour of men.—Thus far saving faith is the same as that faith by which we every day act. We buy, sell, eat, drink, and travel more or less by faith. Sight there no doubt is, but there is also faith. Faith is not a new element or ingredient of the soul-life of man, superadded by God, upon an after thought, to the moral constitution at the time of conversion. What is given then is grace to see, (a) self undone, and (b) Christ sufficient.

II. Trustfulness superadded to intellectual assent.—Not a large percentage of our fellow-men doubt with the head. But heart belief must accompany head belief. We must receive Christ with the affections (Romans 10:10). So self is given to Christ in every case of believing in Him to the salvation of the soul. Much may afterwards be given, but in the first instance self must. Futhermore, faith in Christ as the words of the text denote is—

III. Faith in a Person.—Some people trust in a creed or in a ritual. Why? Because trust in these flatters rather than interferes with self love. ‘My creed is orthodox, my service is ornate,’ is the expression of some men’s faith, etc. Further, faith in Christ is faith in a Divine Person. It is not necessary that we should be able to theorise about the Incarnation or to philosophise about the Atonement; but our trust must be in Christ the Son of God. And it must be borne in mind that we are not saved by our faith as something meritorious, but by Christ; yet, for two reasons, we cannot be saved without faith, because

(a) Remaining in unbelief we make God a liar, we fail to comply with God’s law of love, which is universal in its scope.

(b) Remaining in unbelief we cannot secure, develop that character necessary to fit us for heaven, nor that capacity for the enjoyments of heaven could we get there without the Christ-like character. God cannot give soul calm to a bad man.

Illustration
‘A drowning man cannot be saved by a lifeboat that is within reach simply by believing in its life-saving capabilities; he must trust himself to the boat. He who is in a burning house will not be saved by virtue simply of intellectual assent to the fact that a fire-escape is accessible, and that it is so contrived as to be capable of landing him in a place of safety. He must trust himself to the fire escape, etc.’

(FIFTH OUTLINE)

ILLUSTRATIONS OF FAITH
In considering St. Paul’s answer to the Philippian jailer let us take a few simple illustrations of faith.

I. Faith is the hand that lays hold on Christ. There is a Latin motto which I think very beautiful—Teneo et Teneor: ‘I hold and am held.’ I hold Christ, and am held by Him. Faith is the hand that lays hold on Christ.

II. Faith is the eye that looks to Christ. When the Israelites were bitten by the fiery serpents God appointed a remedy. Every one who looked at the serpent of brass lived (John 3:14-15). So now, as the hymn says, ‘There is life for a look at the crucified One.’

III. Faith is the ear which hears the voice of Christ. ‘My sheep hear My voice,’ said Christ. And, again, ‘The hour is coming, and now is, when the dead shall hear the voice of the Son of God: and they that hear shall live” (John 5:25).

IV. Faith is the mouth that feeds on Christ. Jesus said, ‘I am the bread of life: he that cometh to Me shall never hunger; and he that believeth in Me shall never thirst’ (John 6:35).

V. Faith is the finger that touches Christ. ‘For she said within herself, If I may but touch His garment, I shall be whole’ (Matthew 9:21).

VI. Faith is the key that unlocks the treasures of Christ. You have a precious jewel in a case. But you need a key to open it. So in Christ are hidden blessings beyond all price, pardon, and peace, grace and glory. The question is, How shall they become mine? Faith is the key. But faith is not the jewel. Faith does not save. Christ saves. Yet Christ is mine by faith. Faith unlocks the stores of grace. Faith claims the unsearchable riches of Christ.

Faith is spoken of in the New Testament as a coming to Christ. For coming to Christ is the same thing as believing on Him, as He Himself says in John 6:35, “He that cometh to Me shall never hunger; and he that believeth in Me shall never thirst.’ But remember for your great and endless comfort, there is weak faith and there is strong faith. You may not have the strong faith of Abraham, but it is a mercy if you have the weak faith of him who said, ‘Lord, I believe, help Thou mine unbelief!’ And be very sure that real faith is as St. Paul says in Ephesians 2—‘The gift of God.’ It is not simply that God assists men to believe, but He actually bestows faith.

—Rev. F. Harper.

(SIXTH OUTLINE)

A FULL SALVATION
‘Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved.’ ‘Thou shalt be saved’—from what?

I. From the wretchedness of sin.

II. From the power of sin.

III. From the love of sin.

IV. From the guilt of sin.

V. From the accusation of conscience.

VI. From the curse of the law.

VII. From the slavery of Satan.

VIII. From the bitter pains of eternal death.

Rev. F. Harper.

Verse 34
THE JAILER’S CONVERSION
‘And when he had brought them into his house he set meat before them, and rejoiced, believing in God with all his house.’

Acts 16:34
The jailer was brought near to the unseen world by the danger he had escaped: and as the light shone around he saw his past life, and the Eternal Spirit unveiled that life and made him to see the evil of it. Then his conversion grew out of the further instruction of the Apostle.

What sort of convert was he?

I. He was a believing convert.—He believed promptly, without delay or doubt. He was told to believe, and did. Who will not believe what is true, what the experience of thousands promises to be true?

II. He was an humble convert.—He fell down at the feet of the Apostle. He waited upon them in his house. A convinced soul does not want the highest seat in the synagogue. If good people dispute at all, let it be for a place at the feet of Christ.

III. He was a ready convert.—Hearing—believing—fellowship—all in the midnight hour. When we know what Christ would have us do, any moment of delay is sin.

IV. He was a practical convert.—He washed their stripes. He set food before them. Not easy to get up a feast in the middle of the night. He fetched them the best. He, the right sort of convert, who wants to be doing something for Christ; he can soon find something to do.

V. He was a joyful convert.—Rejoicing in God with all his house. While waiting at table, would not the jailer ask the Apostle to teach him a psalm?

VI. He was an influential convert.—All in his house were converted.

VII. He was a sensible convert.—He still kept on in his position. He did not give up keeping the jail. Who so fit to be a jailer as a man who knows the Lord, and will be humane? We like those who are converted to keep to their business and to glorify Christ in that position.
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Verse 2-3
THE PREPARATION FOR CHRIST
‘And Paul, as his manner was, went in unto them, and three Sabbath days reasoned with them out of the Scriptures, opening and alleging, that Christ must needs have suffered, and risen again from the dead; and that this Jesus, Whom I preach unto you, is Christ.’

Acts 17:2-3
This passage records part of St. Paul’s second missionary journey. Obedient to the vision of the man of Macedonia, and responding to his call—‘Come over and help us’—he has passed through Philippi and arrived at the city of Thessalonica. According to his usual custom, he seeks out the members of his own nation in order to convey to them first the message of the Gospel which he preached. There is a synagogue in the city, and thither he betakes himself on three successive Sabbath days.

I. The method of St. Paul is simple and appropriate.—He is addressing an assembly of Jews. He takes their own sacred writings and he shows that from them the truths which he desires to put forward can be learnt. They were expecting the coming of the Messiah. He endeavours to put before them the true character of His coming. From their own Scriptures he opens and alleges that the Christ must suffer and must rise again. If they accept this truth he has yet another to impress upon them. Jesus of Nazareth, Whom he preached to them, fulfilled all the conditions of Messiahship. He was therefore the Christ. The distinguishing characteristics of St. Paul’s method are, we thus observe, his use of the Scriptures as they were received by the Jewish nation, and his deduction from them of the great fundamental truths of Christianity. The example of St. Paul has been followed by the Christian Church during past centuries in its use of the Old Testament. Christian teachers and apologists have turned to it for prophecy and type of the fuller revelation of God which was made in the Christ. More or less clearly in the events of the Old Testament record they have seen the foreshadowing of the events of the life of Christ. Some of the interpretations of the Christian fathers may have seemed fanciful and mystical, yet there was never any serious question that from the mention of the seed of the woman bruising the serpent’s head onward, there was a continuous and designed reference to the life and work of Christ. More direct and clear were the various meanings attached to the feasts and fasts, to the details of the sacrificial rites, and to the observance of such ceremonies as those ordered for the Day of Atonement. These were all regarded as having distinct reference to the redemptive work of Christ.

II. We are sometimes told the sense of sin is lost.—We can confidently affirm that, however much at times it may seem to lie dormant, it can never be lost. It is an essential part of our consciousness as enlightened by the Spirit of God. It is equally true that it leads men everywhere to seek, in the doing of something, to rid themselves of the weight of guilt. Mankind is slow to learn the lesson that he has no power of himself to remove either the punishment or power of sin. It is only in Christ that the great truth is realised, that the way to life is only through the gate of death—His death. This was the message for which mankind longed. This was the Gospel, the good news which St. Paul preached. It had its effect upon the world, because it answered the deepest needs of the human heart. The spread of Christianity among Jews and Gentiles alike was the best testimony to the truth and the power of the message. In bringing this message of a suffering Messiah to the Jews he was able to appeal to their own Scriptures and to show them that the whole system pointed to this fulfilment. The New Testament transcends the Old, but the value of the Old is that it is essentially true as leading men along the pathway God had arranged for them to the full knowledge of Himself in Christ.

III. So we can realise the unique position of the Jewish religion, and the value of the Old Testament as the record of God’s revelation of Himself to the chosen people; and we can see at the same time that each step in that process of revelation was in keeping with the human experience to which other and less noble religions bear their witness. And as St. Paul turned to those Scriptures for the enlightenment of those to whom he preached, so we can to-day, and increasingly in future ages the Church will be able to turn to them as the revelation of God which prepared the world for Christ, and instead of merely drawing help from the spiritual experiences of the Psalmists, as many are content to do to-day, it will be seen that the whole history has a special and peculiar spiritual value, of which we shall lose much if we do not make use of the Old Testament as we ought.

Rev. George F. Irwin.

Illustration
‘It is a commonplace now that in the history of the world different nations stand for different gifts and powers bestowed upon humanity. They have each been the channel through which some special addition to the world’s advance has come, just as in the future it will be seen that the nations of to-day, both of West and East, are contributing their particular share to human progress. In this way we attribute to Greece our art, to Rome our organisation, and to the Jews the best gift of all (because it is the one which controls all the others and renders them serviceable to men joined together in communities)—the gift of religion and morality. We do not mean to say that other nations had no art, no organisation, and no religion, but that these several nations possessed in a peculiarly high degree the genius for the purest and the best in their respective domains, and the human race was gifted with the capacity to recognise them as the highest. Who shall say, then, that both these gifts—the power itself and the capacity of recognising it—are not from God Himself?’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

PAUL AT THESSALONICA
Thessalonica was a grand sphere of apostolic enterprise, and St. Paul carried on his labours for three successive Sabbaths.

I. The sermon.—St. Paul set Jesus the Messiah as the absolute need of the congregation before him. The same vital truth must be declared, for the same reason, to all congregations now, wherever assembled. All other preaching beside Him is beside the theme. He is the very foundation of all preaching, and all other preaching is only building castles in the air; He is the soul of preaching, and all other preaching is like a body without a soul; He is the end of preaching, and all other preaching is sure to miss the mark. St. Paul reasoned with his audience, and asserted that Jesus must be the Messiah, and that, being the Messiah, He must suffer and die and rise again. He, doubtless, based his leading arguments and averments on the fact that all the Messianic prophecies had been fulfilled in and by Jesus; His birthplace (Micah 5:2; Matthew 2:1); His descent from Jesse and the royal line of David (Isaiah 11:1; Isaiah 11:10; Luke 2:4); and His appearance, character, and work (Isaiah 53; Matthew 26-28).

II. And its results.—Many received the Gospel—a goodly number of Jews, of Greeks, and of Thessalonian females. What a harvest of precious souls to gather at the close of the third Sabbath! Jews convinced in spite of their prejudices; Greeks who, having renounced idolatry, were now Jewish proselytes; and not a few of the chief women of the city—women of high rank and great influence. How came this to pass? The almighty power of the Holy Spirit accompanied and crowned the teaching and preaching of the ambassador of Christ Jesus. Hence the wonderful success on this occasion. Such success may be obtained now, but it must be in the same way, and through the same agency and blessing. But some rejected the Gospel. Because so many converts had been made to the faith, certain Jews, who disbelieved the Messiahship of Jesus, were filled with envy, and their envy took a desperate form. They engaged some of those bands hanging about the forum or market-place—the scum and refuse of the city—to insult and injure St. Paul and St. Silas. How true it is that the same sun which softens some things hardens others! So the Gospel softens some hearts and saves them, while it hardens others and leaves them tenfold more the prey of Satan (2 Corinthians 4:3-4).

Illustration
‘In the light of modern knowledge we see that we need have no hesitation in using the religious experiences recorded in the Old Testament as unique in character and of special value to us Christians. It is somewhat in this way that many scholars are now asking us to look upon the observances of the Jews. The Epistle to the Hebrews is an example of the interpretation of the Old Testament in the New, and the latest commentator (Dr. Du Bose) on it tells us “The New Testament as absolutely transcends the Old as it fulfils it; but, on the other hand, it is as actually the culmination and completion of the Old Testament as it transcends it.” And again, “The new Testament too far transcends the possible meaning of the Old to be ever a mere interpretation of it. Even the writer of the Hebrews is not so much trying to interpret to them their Scriptures as seeking to find in them, in their ideas and hopes and figures, warrant and expression for the transcending fact and facts of Christianity. In them the mind, the needs, the very language has been moulded and prepared for the reception of a truth infinitely greater than they themselves could have ever meant or expected.”’

Verse 11-12
THE STORY OF THE BEREANS
‘These were more noble than those in Thessalonica, in that they received the Word with all readiness of mind, and searched the Scriptures daily, whether those things were so. Therefore many of them believed; also of honourable women which were Greeks, and of men, not a few.’

Acts 17:11-12
The same sun that hardens clay, melts wax. The same truth which aroused the tumult in Thessalonica met with a loving reception at Berea. These men were accounted noble because they ‘searched the Scriptures.’

I. The object of their search.—Why did they take this pains with the Scripture? Well, not to cavil at the truth they found in it. There is such a thing as searching the Scriptures to discover, if possible, some flaw in them. The Bereans were not seekers of this order. They searched the Scriptures, but it was—

(a) To ascertain the truth through them. In their eyes the Scriptures constituted the final Court of Appeal. ‘What is Truth?’ asks one; ‘where shall we find it?’ The Bereans could have informed him—you will find it in the Scriptures. The Scriptures for them were the source and fountain of truth.

(b) That they might ascertain the truth about Christ. St. Paul and the Apostles brought certain strange things to their ears. They had been accustomed to hear of Christ in the Old Testament Scripture, but they had not thought of Him as a suffering, but as a reigning Messiah. St. Paul’s theme was a Suffering Christ. ‘Christ must needs have suffered’ was his constant cry. This was new doctrine to them. That He must needs reign, they all understood. Had not Jeremiah said: ‘A King shall reign in righteousness’? But that He must be numbered with the transgressors—that they had overlooked.

II. The manner of their search.—How did they conduct it?

(a) Candidly. They had their difficulties, but they were willing to be convinced. Prejudice was laid aside. What a hindrance is prejudice!

(b) Cordially. By which I mean their hearts as well as their heads were interested in the result. They did not regard the study merely as an intellectual exercise; they were not about to look upon the verification of St. Paul’s statements as merely a new view of truth, something which would interest the mind without affecting the heart or the life. It is clear from the whole tenor of the narrative that their hearts were profoundly touched, that they felt that this might be a turning-point in their history.

(c) Critically. Interested as they were, they were not credulous. They resolved to know the truth. They would exercise their private judgment. Notice that the Apostles did—

(d) Continually. They felt that not much could be done by a hasty or a cursory perusal. No certain results could be obtained at a single sitting; they must come again and again, until the truth began to dawn on their minds. The hurried, careless reader will never gain much knowledge of the truth. You cannot know a country, it has been well said, by driving through it on the highways. ways. You must sojourn in it, you must explore its hills and valleys. It takes time to enter into its treasures and scenes of beauty. So it is with the Scriptures. How few there are who really know their Bibles.

III. What were the results of this searching the Scriptures?—‘Therefore many of them believed.’

(a) The results were faith. ‘Faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God.’ If you want faith, occupy yourself with truth. Truth will make you believe before you are aware.

(b) Fellowship. A society was formed, a little church gathered—a church in which Jew and Greek, rich and poor, united. Honourable women threw in their lot with the despised and poor. Here is a true Christian revolution—worked not by compulsion from without but by inspiration from within—Christian love rising above all barriers and uniting in common worship and in common interest. ‘All one in Christ Jesus.’

(c) Fortitude. There are some, said our Lord, who receive the Word, but when troubles or persecutions arise, presently, they are offended. But that was not the case with the little Church at Berea. Persecution followed hard upon their profession of faith in Christ. The Jews at Thessalonica, when they learnt what Paul was doing, sent men to Berea to stir up the people, but the little Church stood firm. The children stood by their spiritual father, and stood by the truth. Paul was conveyed away to a place of safety, and in later days was accompanied by one of the converts of Berea—Sosipater—who is mentioned in the twentieth of Acts, and again in the list of helpers at the close of the Epistle to the Romans.

—Rev. E. W. Moore.

Illustration
‘What a confession was that of Tom Paine, the infidel, who admitted that while he was writing against the New Testament, he had not a copy of it in his possession, nor ever referred to it! The majority of the unbelievers in the Bible never read it. If they did, their unbelief would be untenable.’

Verse 16
THE GREAT UNIVERSITY CITY OF THE WORLD
‘How while Paul waited for them at Athens, his spirit was provoked within him, as he beheld the city full of idols.’

Acts 17:16 (R.V.)

St. Paul was too sensitive to history and too loyal to learning to remain indifferent to the proud memories of this city into which his missionary travel has brought him. It was “the great university city of the world.” His feelings, therefore, must have been akin to those which rise in the soul of an ardent American scholar when he visits England and sees Oxford or Cambridge for the first time.

I. It was not the fame of Athens which affected the Apostle most.—It was not its magnificent monuments, nor its picturesque situation, nor even the fact that the streets which he was treading, and the market which he had passed through were places where Socrates had taught, and Plato had written, and Demosthenes had spoken, and Phidias had worked. These things, we may believe, had their interest for St. Paul, but they did not move him profoundly. That which brought heat to his soul, that which made the Apostle burn, was the number and the nature of the city’s idols. Look which way he would in that great city there was idolatry. And not an idolatry of a refined and pardonable sort; not an idolatry which is picturesque without being gross, and which is content with personifying the powers of Nature after the best patterns of human things. It was not such an idolatry; but an idolatry which destroyed the very sense of modesty, which appealed to the animal passions of man, which deified evil and said to it: ‘Be thou my good.’

II. The idol worship which had got hold of Athens provoked St. Paul’s Christian spirit as he looked at it and took in its terrible significance. Had the Apostle been a cynic, he might have been satisfied with a less consuming feeling than hot indignation. As he took in the situation, feature by feature, he might have contented himself with the sarcastic reflection that ‘in this centre of the world’s education, amid the lecture rooms where the philosophers had taught for centuries that it was mere superstition to confuse an idol with the Divine nature which it represented—the idols were probably in greater number than anywhere else in St. Paul’s experience’ (Ramsey’s St. Paul: the Citizen and the Traveller). But the Apostle was never cool enough in the presence of great sin to play the cynic. He loved humanity too well to sneer with cold blood at the degrading results of its best philosophy. And, besides, was he not the missionary of Jesus Christ?

III. Who was Jesus Christ to St. Paul?—More than Socrates had ever been to his almost worshipping pupils in that very city of Athens. More than a great teacher, that is, whose personality is charming and whose principles are wise and good. Jesus Christ to St. Paul was, as he afterwards told these Athenian people, ‘the One Whom God had ordained to judge the world in righteousness.’ That was what Jesus Christ was to St. Paul. He was one who stood for the weal or woe of the human race. He was one against whom all baseness, all degradation of high things to low uses, all putting forward of darkness for light were abominations. He was one who alone could fill up the large measure of the claim ‘All souls are mine.’ Jesus Christ was this and more to St. Paul. And therefore it was that ‘his spirit was provoked within him as he beheld’ ‘the truth of God exchanged for a lie’ in this philosophic city of Athens.

IV. Jealousy for the Lord was working in St. Paul.—It was the same emotion which burnt in Elijah when he cried out that he had been ‘very jealous’ for the Lord of Hosts. The Apostle could not bear to see wickedness on the throne of culture. He could not assent to the animal in man enslaving the intellect and stifling the soul of man. And therefore it was that his spirit chafed and fretted as he looked around in Athens, and saw the shameful things before which the best-educated people of antiquity bowed themselves.

—Rev. Canon Lewis.

Illustration
‘One of our weekly reviews in its notice of a book on the reign of the Roman Emperor Tiberius says: “We do not believe in any special pruriency of imagination having infected the Italian mind in the first century. The material remains of Pompeii, surprised by ashes without a moment’s notice of preparation, show, as a whole, less of that side of human nature than any equal section of London or Paris, if surprised in the same way” (Athenæum, June 21, 1902). The Christian Church in its authoritative utterances has not gone so far as that. She has never been so bold as to say that London at the present moment exceeds Pompeii in wickedness. Whether it be so or not, it is not for us on the present occasion to decide. But after such plain speaking from the Athenæum on the subject of London’s moral condition, it is surely the duty of the Christian Church in the Metropolis to examine herself, and to see whether she has not been too lenient to London’s sins—and whether she has not often been dumb when she ought to have cried aloud and spared not.’

Verse 18
HISTORICAL CERTAINTY OF THE RESURRECTION
‘Jesus and the Resurrection.’

Acts 17:18
It is of vital importance, and especially at a time such as the present, to realise that the Resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ can be shown to be an historical fact as certain and indisputable as any event that holds a place in the annals of the past. When, then, plainly asked why we believe that the Lord rose from the tomb in which human hands had laid Him, we reply thus:—

I. Because this Resurrection was proclaimed from the very first by men who had not only seen the Lord with their own eyes, but on one occasion (unless we are prepared to reject every attempt to reconcile the narrative of St. Paul with the narrative of Matthew) had seen very many others see Him, and testify by their outward act of adoration that they did see Him, and did realise His veritable presence, even though there were some then present who doubted it.

II. Because though confessedly an incredible story, and though confronted on the part of the Jews by a counter-story, it was nevertheless believed in from the very first.

III. Because the proclamation of the Lord’s Resurrection was made the basis of the whole evangelical message.

IV. So persuasively and so widely was the Gospel preached, that we may be shown by four Epistles of St. Paul about the genuineness of which no reasonable doubt can be entertained, the belief in the Lord’s Resurrection as a fact, and as that to which after the death of the Founder the Church owed its continued existence, had spread, within thirty years, to all the great centres of learning and civilisation in the ancient world. And of this universality of belief two abiding witnesses have come to us from those earliest ages down to the present time.

(a) The one, the fact that the day of the week on which the Lord rose is the pre-eminently holy day of the Christian week.

(b) The other, the fact that the celebration of the Holy Eucharist, and the showing forth of the Lord’s death until He come, has stood in close and uninterrupted connection with the first day of the week from the very first Easter Day down to the present time.

Bishop Ellicott.

Illustration
‘The two scenes before the Sanhedrim have ever seemed to me to indicate with unmistakable clearness that many of those seventy-two men, though they might not have definitely believed that the blessed fact was a fact, were, so to say, standing at gaze. The miracle performed on the lame man at the Beautiful Gate, which they plainly said they could not deny, had shaken them, and left in the background of the mind the feeling of the possibility of the mightier miracle being true after all. Their action on this occasion, and still more so on the second occasion of the Apostles being brought before them, when they ultimately accepted the counsel of Gamaliel, though at first they had all but come to the resolution of stopping the story of the Apostles by killing them, has never seemed to me in harmony with any clear conviction on the part of the whole of the Council that the declaration of St. Peter and the Apostles was utterly and absolutely unworthy of belief.’

Verse 20
‘STRANGE THINGS’
‘Thou bringest certain strange things to our ears.’

Acts 17:20
When St. Paul was speaking to the bystanders in the agora, the learned men of the Stoics and Epicureans sects, observing the gathering, asked what it meant. ‘What will this babbler say?’ was the question of some of them. ‘He seems to be a setter forth of strange [foreign] gods,’ was the answer of others. And they answered thus because in listening they had heard St. Paul preaching Jesus and the Resurrection.

I. The message of the Apostle has guided countless lives, comforted countless sorrows, and crowned countless death-beds with a sure and certain hope. The philosophies have faded long ago like the dead leaves of autumn, and the roots of self-pleasing and pride of heart which they spring from have had to reproduce fresh theories in fresh forms, but the Gospel still advances with the same message in the same words, a growing power over the width of the world. Yet see how lightly, in the day of small things, it was taken up, looked at, and thrown aside as ‘babble.’ What a lesson for the listener now! God has allowed us our day in which we weigh and judge His Word, but He has kept for Himself His own day, in which His Word will judge us.

II. The Athenians gave this word a hearing—set it aside as absurd, and not worthy of consideration; some set it aside to be considered by-and-by—‘We will hear thee again of this matter.’ Corinth, the luxurious town; Thessalonica, the flourishing seaport; Philippi, the political centre of a province—all these had their Churches, and to all Epistles were written: but what Luke can record of the success at learned Athens only amounts to, so St. Paul departed from among them. Howbeit certain men clave unto him, among them which was Dionysius the Areopagite, and a woman named Damaris, and others with them.’ This was the result; and yet Athens was so feverishly interested in all sorts of religious novelties, that the saying ran, ‘It was more easy to find a god there than a man.’ It seems, then, that fussiness about religious controversies is not the frame of mind which most helps us to a real personal receiving of the Gospel.

III. The holy truth of God wants a quiet, modest soil to grow in.—It was the character of the Saviour, not to strive or cry, or seek publicity; the waters of Siloam run softly, and the home of the Holy Spirit is a meek and contrite heart. If the temptation of fractious questionings assail us—and few can hope to be quite exempt from it—let us humble human pride before the greatness of God; let us be content to be as our Divine Master was, and to be patient learners of our patient Teacher. ‘Take my yoke upon you,’ He said, ‘and learn of Me; for I am meek and lowly in heart, and I will give you rest’: rest from man, rest from self, rest from pride, rest from doubt, rest from the heavy burden of religious uncertainty and worldly care; rest from sorrows which have not found their true consolation, and anxieties which have not been set at rest by their true assurance; rest from the heavy, heavy yoke of self alone; rest for our souls in the docile service of Christ, Whose yoke alone is easy, and His burden light.

—Rev. Canon F. T. Crosse.

Illustration
‘Athens was a great and celebrated city, full of clever, learned people interested in all questions of religion, tolerant of all forms of it—full of altars, full of idols; intellectual, artistic, dilettanti, controversial; ready and craving for any novelty, “for all the Athenians and strangers which were there spent their time in nothing else but either to tell or to hear some new thing.” Athens was, in fact, the mental metropolis of the world. All that mind could achieve had been achieved there; but this one thing they had not done, they had not achieved the discovery of religious truth. That door does not open to experiment or to logic: “from the beginning of the world,” to that time, and to this, the heart of man, unaided by grace, has failed to fathom the beginning, middle, or end of what “God has prepared for them that love Him”’ (Isaiah 64:4).

Verse 23
‘THE UNKNOWN GOD’
‘The unknown God.’

Acts 17:23
Let us pass from the streets of ancient Athens to the streets, and houses, and churches of modern England. What lessons have we brought with us? The Athenians loved to hear some new thing, especially in religion. So it is with many of us now. There are people who think the faith of their fathers is worn out, and that the old path to Heaven is too common. These are ever clamouring for some new thing. And the reason of this is that to them, as to the Athenians, God is an unknown God.

I. He is unknown to many who read the Bible.—They read His Word without interest, as a task. The Bible is not a living book to them, but a museum of fossil remains, a collection of antiquities. These will read a work of fiction with breathless interest, and fall asleep over the eternal truths of God.

II. God is an unknown God to those who do not realise His constant Presence.—You all believe that God is everywhere, omnipresent, but have you ever realised this, that He is about your path and about your bed, spying out all your ways? In church you feel God’s presence, perhaps, and hence you bow your knee reverently; but do you remember that this same God is with you out in the world, in your business, in your pleasures, in the sunshine of mid-day and its busy life, and in the quiet hours of darkness when you are alone with God? If we fully realised this fact, surely some of us would be more careful in our way of life, more guarded in our words, and works, and thoughts; in the employment undertaken, in the pleasure indulged in, and the society frequented.

III. God is an unknown God to many who say their prayers.—There are many persons who are enthusiastic enough about their work or amusements, who are languid and spiritless in their prayers. They ask God for the greatest blessings, or speak to Him concerning the most tremendous issues of life, with words which are often as the idle wind that bloweth.

Illustration
‘A clergyman, whilst travelling in Scotland, was struck by the appearance of a Highland maid, whose bright face seemed to indicate that she had never known cave. He questioned her, and found that she had never thought seriously on any subject, or looked beyond her present careless, happy life. As he was leaving the place the clergyman asked the Scotch girl if she would promise to say a short prayer daily till they met again, and the prayer which he taught was in four words, “Lord, show me myself.” After a time he came to the neighbourhood again, and found the Highland maid still there, but utterly changed. She was no longer the light-hearted, careless being of old times, and she assured her friend that her prayer had been answered, and now that she saw herself she was miserable. The clergyman taught her a second prayer, “Lord, show me Thyself,” and when they next met the face of the Highland girl was once more bright and happy. “What can I do,” said she, “to show my gratitude to Jesus, Who has done so much for me?” “Learn yet another prayer,” was the answer; “it is this: ‘Lord, make me like unto Thyself.’”’

Verse 27
THE NEARNESS OF GOD
‘He is not far from each one of us.’

Acts 17:27 (R.V.)

The words are taken from the great speech of St. Paul to the ‘men of Athens.’ Standing on Mars’ hill, in the metropolis of earthly wisdom, the Apostle discourses of the eternal wisdom, of the beginning of all real wisdom, the knowledge of the living and true God. God is not far off, sitting on high Olympus, holding Himself aloof from men and their affairs, as they vainly believed, but is nigh to each one of us.

I. He is near to us in His essential Presence.—As the Eternal Spirit, we believe His presence pervades all space. This essential presence of God is recognised by every true believer, and is a sustaining power in His life as a Christian man.

II. He is near to us in the workings of His providence.—How God draws near to us in those daily mercies which are gifts of His love His children bear witness to with a joy unspeakable. His fatherly hand is ever over us, His fatherly heart is ever bestowing upon us the necessaries of life, the comforts of our home, and all the blessings which we so richly enjoy. We confess with shame that too often we have received good at the hand of our God without one thought of the Giver.

III. He is near to us in the manifestation of His Divine pity.—The text embodies the great truth of the Nativity, ‘God with us.’ When there was no eye to pity, no arm outstretched to save, God stooped in His eternal pity from the throne of the universe to the manger at Bethlehem.

IV. He is near to us in His spiritual provision.—We know that He is present in the midst, where two or three are gathered together in His name. In the ‘sweet hour of prayer’ He draws nigh to His people, and His ear is open unto their cry. This is the highest privilege of prayer—communion of spirit with Spirit, and of us as children with God Who is our Father. We know, too, that He is not far from each one of us in the Holy Sacrament—the sacrament of His dying love. There, at the feast Divine, we see Him face to face; there we feed upon Him in our hearts by faith. Remember all that this full realisation of this nearness of God means to your soul, to your whole life.

—Archdeacon Madden.

Illustration
‘The inscription on Ruskin’s monument near Derwentwater runs as follows: “The Spirit of God is around us in the air we breathe; His glory in the light we see, and in the fruitfulness of the earth and the joy of His creatures.”’

Verse 28
‘IN HIM’
‘In Him we live, and move, and have our being.’

Acts 17:28
The subject is a very deep and very mysterious one. The words exceed all comprehension—this wonderful union—this almost identity of Christ and the Christian.

I. Living.—When did you first begin to feel the power, the privilege, the whole meaning of that word ‘life’? Was not it when you ceased to live for self, for the world, for sin? When you concentrated yourself unto one focus? And now see the security! Have you life, the very strength of life, the very essence of life? Is it not to you Christ? You who love Christ, you never, never die. ‘In Him I live.’ The moment I give up Him, I die. Now mark well the little word. Do not be content to say, ‘I live by Him’; do not be content to say, ‘I live for Him.’ Say, (I feel it, I feel it, I know it, I lay the emphasis on the right word, I live in Him. I live in Him.’ It means, He must die before I die! He must be lost before I can be lost! He must be condemned before I can be condemned! I am bound up in Him; I live with Him. So long as He lives, I live; it is the true necessary consequence, I live in Him, and I shall never, never die!

II. Moving.—It may be wherever we go, whatever change may happen to me in this changing world, in whatever place my lot may be cast, I carry Him with me. I may move up or down; be very low in the world, or very high, as the world calls high; in poverty or wealth; in sickness or health; somewhere near, or somewhere far off; separated from all I hold dearest to me in this world, even down to that paasage of death which leads to another world; but I move with Him, with Him. Not only by Him; it is more than that, I move in Him. He and I can never be divided. It is like the atmosphere which I am breathing. Therefore I cannot be greatly moved.

III. Being.—What is ‘my being’? A compound of body, soul, and spirit. The body has been worn by that Son of Man Who has endowed it. And that soul and spirit were also His. And He is in sympathy with all those weaknesses I feel. He knows exactly what each needs for its purification, and holiness, and strength, and victory. And though my whole being is subject to the attack of the most subtle and cruel enemy, that same enemy is His enemy and mine, but He has spoiled all his wiles, He has destroyed his power, and He has come out in the conflict with him ‘more than conqueror.’

—Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘All is of God that is, and is to be;

And God is good; let this suffice us still,

Resting in child-like trust upon His will,

Who moves to His great ends unthwarted by the ill.’

Verse 30
AN UNIVERSAL COMMAND
‘And the times of this ignorance God winked at; but now commandeth all men everywhere to repent.’

Acts 17:30
The time of ignorance, during which there had been merciful Divine forbearance, had come to an end. There was much that was startling to an Athenian audience in the Apostle’s representation of their past condition as one of ignorance. Were they not the wisest and most cultured of mankind? Yet in that chosen seat of human learning ignorance on the highest subjects, and of the grossest kind, had for ages darkened the mind of man. With St. Paul’s preaching ignorance passed away. Forbearance, so long exercised, could no longer be claimed. With the passing of the darkness God required that life with them should take a new and better shape. A time of light and grace had visited them, in which, and because of which, God demanded of them repentance. Let us remember that repentance is the instant and universal duty of man under the Gospel.

I. The Gospel furnishes the highest reason and motive to repentance.—It is the crowning revelation of God, the supreme manifestation of the Divine love, the strongest expression of the Divine mind concerning sin.

II. The Gospel allows no exemption from the duty of repentance.—It makes the same demand upon all men, everywhere—at Jerusalem, at Antioch, and now at Athens. The ancestry and privileges of the Jew, the learning of the Greek, the natural virtues of the barbarian could not render repentance unnecessary.

III. The Gospel grants no delay for the duty of repentance.—God has done so much for man, stooped to such unspeakable depths of mercy and compassion in the Gospel, that He allows no further trifling and delay.

Illustration
‘Grieve not so much that sin

Hath found a stealthy passage to thy heart,

As now rejoice that Penitence hath tracked

Its subtle footsteps there.’

Verse 31
THE RESURRECTION AND THE JUDGMENT
‘Whereof He hath given assurance unto all men, in that He hath raised Him from the dead.’

Acts 17:31
On two thoughts—righteousness in God and responsibility in man—the judgment to come may be said to hinge. And it is to these two thoughts that the Resurrection of Jesus Christ gives the most striking emphasis, and in this way contributes an assurance of a judgment to come.

I. It gives emphasis to the righteousness of God.—There are many arguments and illustrations by which we try to assure ourselves of a life to come. But the one thought which seems more than any other to have laid hold upon the minds of men is the spectacle of the inequalities and injustices of the world as it now is. It is felt that we cannot be looking upon a complete scene. Justice so often miscarries; wrong is so often triumphant; merit is not always rewarded; evil seems to have a premium of success, and Fortune to distribute her emoluments with careless hand and blinded eyes. Yet God has told us in the Resurrection of Christ that our faith in the ultimate victory of holiness is not wrong; that our belief that the innocent and pure would yet be vindicated is no hallucination; that our confidence in the righteous character of our Creator is not misplaced; that the coming age will supply the defects, remedy the faults, rectify the judgments, and avenge the wrongs of the present, that He has appointed a day in the which He will judge the world in righteousness.

II. The Resurrection of Christ gives emphasis to the responsibility of man.—The second element essential to this idea of a judgment hereafter is to be found in the responsibility of man; without this, the judgment would be but a fiction and a mere mockery of justice. And to this responsibility the Resurrection of Christ gives emphasis. It is the proclamation of the possibility of the spiritual Resurrection which has been the dream of the ages.

Bishop W. Boyd Carpenter.

Verse 32
THREE CLASSES OF HEARERS
‘Some mocked: and others said, We will hear Thee again of this matter.… Howbeit certain men clave unto Him, and believed.’

Acts 17:32; Acts 17:34
Since Christ spoke, this address of St. Paul’s at Athens is the most skilful utterance in the history of religious pleading. There was no anger, no scorn, no contempt. In Acts 17:28 he even quotes Aratus, one of their own poets, though he were a heathen. To put the matter in a sentence—St. Paul preaches Jesus and the Resurrection to this cultured audience of Athenian philosophers.

He went so far as to praise the men of Athens—he said they were ‘very religious.’ They had built among their many altars one to an Unknown God in the pious fear they might omit one. Does this not plainly show it is not religion we want: it is the Living Christ.

Now note the result. Athens was the most unpromising place—from a human standpoint—to preach the Gospel, but there are saints in Cæsar’s household.

I. Some mocked.—So it is now. They have no reverence for sacred things. They say there is no heavenly vision because they have never seen it themselves.

II. Others procrastinated.—They do not say they will never obey the Gospel, but not now. As Shakespeare says—“Now I, to comfort him, bid him a’ should not think of God; I hoped there was no need to trouble himself with any such thoughts as yet.’ But God has given us to-day and not to-morrow.

III. Some believed.—Nothing is done unless men are led to make the great venture and trust in Christ alone. It is faith which purifies the heart, and overcomes the world, and works by love.

—Rev. F. Harper.

Verse 34
THREE CLASSES OF HEARERS
‘Some mocked: and others said, We will hear Thee again of this matter.… Howbeit certain men clave unto Him, and believed.’

Acts 17:32; Acts 17:34
Since Christ spoke, this address of St. Paul’s at Athens is the most skilful utterance in the history of religious pleading. There was no anger, no scorn, no contempt. In Acts 17:28 he even quotes Aratus, one of their own poets, though he were a heathen. To put the matter in a sentence—St. Paul preaches Jesus and the Resurrection to this cultured audience of Athenian philosophers.

He went so far as to praise the men of Athens—he said they were ‘very religious.’ They had built among their many altars one to an Unknown God in the pious fear they might omit one. Does this not plainly show it is not religion we want: it is the Living Christ.

Now note the result. Athens was the most unpromising place—from a human standpoint—to preach the Gospel, but there are saints in Cæsar’s household.

I. Some mocked.—So it is now. They have no reverence for sacred things. They say there is no heavenly vision because they have never seen it themselves.

II. Others procrastinated.—They do not say they will never obey the Gospel, but not now. As Shakespeare says—“Now I, to comfort him, bid him a’ should not think of God; I hoped there was no need to trouble himself with any such thoughts as yet.’ But God has given us to-day and not to-morrow.

III. Some believed.—Nothing is done unless men are led to make the great venture and trust in Christ alone. It is faith which purifies the heart, and overcomes the world, and works by love.

—Rev. F. Harper.

18 Chapter 18 

Verse 9-10
THE PRESENCE OF CHRIST
‘Be not afraid … for I am with thee.’

Acts 18:9-10
The living Christ as the life of His Church is the keynote of the Acts of the Apostles. Such is the glorious truth which lies like a core of gold at the very heart of that book.

‘Be not afraid,’ says the Master to every loyal servant, ‘for I am with thee.’ And what follows?

I. Safety.—As the mountains are round about Jerusalem, so Christ is round about His people. God never leaves the work of grace unfinished (Philippians 1:6).

II. Rest.—‘My Presence shall go with thee, and I will give thee rest’ (Exodus 33:14). Rest from vexation and doubt, rest from the accusations of conscience and from the power of sin.

III. Happiness.—Heaven is not made by its gates of pearl, and streets of gold, and walls bright with precious stones. ‘The Lamb is all the glory of Immanuel’s land.’ And must I wait for all my heaven in the gloryland? No, if we have the Presence of Christ with us in our hearts and about our daily path our heaven will begin below.

IV. Strength.—He will surely give strength to those who trust in Him; help will come in time of need. Where is your hope? Is it in a dying world, or on the living Christ?

—Rev. F. Harper.

Illustration
‘In Legh Richmond’s sweet story of “The Young Cottager,” in his Annals of the Poor, he tells how, when he visited the dying girl, he said to her: “My child … Where is your hope?’ She lifted up her finger, pointed to heaven, and then directed the same downward to her own heart, saying successively as she did so, ‘Christ there, and Christ here.’ These words, accompanied by the action, spoke her meaning more solemnly than can easily be conceived.”’

Verse 24
THE CHARACTER OF APOLLOS
‘A certain Jew named Apollos.’

Acts 18:24
That Apollos should have left such a mark on the history of the Church, and especially the Church at Corinth, is a striking proof of the eminence of the man. He was a great man, and here in our first introduction to him all the elements of his greatness are apparent. Consider the qualifications he possessed.

I. He was fervent.—We read that he was ‘fervent in the spirit.’ His earnestness was undoubted. There was nothing in him of Laodicean lukewarmness. Lack of zeal is one of the great failings of the Church to-day. There are too many people not really in earnest about anything; they have no deep convictions; their motto is anything for a quiet life; they have no wish to be disturbed; they are at ease in Zion, and have no desire to face the inconveniences which often accompany a life of devotion.

II. He was intelligent.—It is possible to have a zeal for God which is not according to knowledge; to be on fire, but the fire to be wildfire. It is well to be in earnest, but we need wisdom to direct our earnestness. A zeal that outruns discretion is often likely to defeat its own ends. But this was not the case with Apollos; he was instructed in the way of the Lord; he was a student of Scripture.

III. He was eloquent.—The Greek word so translated may also bear the meaning of ‘learned,’ but we may abide by the Authorised Version. Apollos, unlike St. Paul, who was brought up at the feet of Gamaliel, was educated at Alexandria, famous in those days for its Greek scholarship. The Hellenists, as distinct from the Aramæans, spoke Greek and read the Septuagint version of the Scriptures; they were not so rigid in literalism as the Jews of the Babylonish dispersion, who are called in the New Testament Hebrews.

IV. He was valiant.—We read, ‘he spake boldly in the synagogue.’ He had the courage of his convictions; he was not ashamed of Jesus, for we read, ‘he taught diligently the things of Jesus,’ as the Revised Version gives it. It is not easy to espouse an unpopular cause in public, and before a Jewish audience it needed no ordinary courage to testify of Christ, but Apollos did it, and with such success that his labours speedily attracted attention.

Rev. E. W. Moore.

Illustration
‘Few characters in the Acts of the Apostles stand out with greater interest than that of Apollos, partly from the circumstances of his life, partly from the exquisite beauty of his character. Apollos was an Alexandrian, and brought up at the fount of philosophical, critical, and theological learning. His powerful mind grasped not only the ancient and weightiest matters of the law, but it met and welcomed the newer current of thought, though the way by which those newer currents of thought came to him cannot now be ascertained. He may have passed through Jerusalem at the time when John the Baptist or Christ Himself was teaching, or if he did not meet John, he may have met one of his disciples. Apollos had a mind keenly alive to truth and a soul thirsting for the kingdom of righteousness, and the sympathetic power of his character, together with the eloquence of his words, were eagerly welcomed in Ephesus.’

Verse 28
CONVINCED FROM THE SCRIPTURES
‘For he mightily convinced the Jews, and that publicly, shewing by the Scriptures that Jesus was Christ.’

Acts 18:28
‘He convinced.’ But what was the process which he took to convince? You find it in the following chapter, as Paul used it—‘Disputing and persuading.’ ‘Disputing’ in the Greek shows exactly what is meant—it is reasoning—‘reasoning and persuading.’ First there was the explanation of the passage, then there was the exhortation to adopt it. First his address was to the human intellect, and then the address was to the human heart. This was the reasoning he adopted, and which St. Paul adopted too.

I. Reason is not ignored by Christianity; reason is honoured by the Christian faith. Your sceptic and your rationalist and your atheist, when they talk of reason, say that we ignore it, misjudge us. We ignore reason as the foundation. We say it is not the foundation. Just as Bacon did in the principles of philosophy. Before Bacon’s day reason was supposed to be the foundation of philosophy, but he showed that the foundation was really the laws of nature, the discoveries of natural science, and reason was the builder and operator upon those discoveries. And so precisely in Christian ethics; reason is not the foundation, because I am a fallen man.

II. Truth is the foundation, and the glorious facts of the redemption revealed by Jesus Christ, and reason builds upon these the superstructure of Christian faith. Thus it is, you see, St. Paul and Apollos convinced. Well, there is need to convince now. Never was a time since the Ascension of Christ that Jesus was more passionately adored than at the present moment; but there never was a time when he had to bear the glare of hatred and defiance of man more than he has at the present moment; and between these two poles of contemplative thought, brought to bear upon the person of the Master, there are varied shades of thought and feeling, and these shades in some cases detract from the fullness of the trust in the work He did. And thus you find there is need to go forth to-day, to convince and show out of the Scriptures that Jesus is the Christ.

III. There is reason for all things when you come to reason out of the Scriptures. When you and I travel farther on than Apollos travelled, and come to Jesus Himself, we see Him and His marvellous life, and see, moreover, the wonderful miracles He wrought; we see Cana of Galilee, how the water blushed to see its Maker and turned into wine, and when you come to think of Holy Writ, those beautiful Scriptures out of which he pled, I ask you, what is the Bible? Can you tell me it is nothing but human wisdom that was transfigured, that the water of human thought was transfigured by Divine inspiration until the human mind of the writer gave forth the beautiful language of Divine inspiration? And then you come to the miracle of the twelve baskets. Here you have the rays of His divinity poured forth. You see the man, but there shines out from time to time those marvellous miracles of His, and those miracles were the manifestations of divinity, for the fullness of the Godhead was in Him. No wonder that Apollos convinced them. No wonder the mind of man, oscillating between doubt and difficulty, became convinced and settled, because he was pleading with those who believed that the Old Testament Scriptures were given of the inspiration of God, and were profitable for doctrine, correction, reproof, and instruction in righteousness.

—Rev. Dr. Concannon.

Illustration
‘Apollos was instructed in the way of the Lord. That of which the early teaching of John in the baptism of repentance was the opening up, the teaching which he received when he was brought to the house of Aquila and Priscilla perfected, as he was taught in the way of the Lord, and the great dawn of the morning of Christianity that shone on his soul ripened into the splendour of the meridian light of the full Gospel. It was precisely the same thing with the celebrated Erskine, of Scotland, He knew what I call a confused gospel. There are some men whose minds are not clear, and if you do not know a thing clearly, you cannot convey it clearly. But it happened that on a Sunday morning that his study window was open, and his brother Ralph Erskine, a distinguished Christian, was talking to the wife of Mr. Erskine, both of them enlightened, and as he listened he found they possessed a secret he did not, and the consequence was that he came as Apollos did to Priscilla and Aquila, and he communed with them and the Spirit blessed it; and he came to know what I hope you know, the fullness of the blessing of the Gospel of Christ.’

19 Chapter 19 

Verse 2
IGNORANCE INDEED
‘And they said unto him, We Have not so much as heard whether there be any Holy Ghost.’

Acts 19:2
Such is the condition of many at the present day in Christian England, and that not by reason of the practical heathenism in which too many of our children grow up in our large cities, but because, sweep as she may, search as she will, the Church is unable to find all those lost coins which belong to the King, which lie hidden beneath the dust and rubbish of a material age. This is sad enough. But there is a sadder fact even than this. Many of our children are being deliberately brought up in ignorance of the Holy Spirit, of His grace and work, because some are pleased to call this great doctrine which God Himself has revealed ‘denominational.’

I. Modern panaceas of regeneration are more extravagant than the Divine remedies of heavenly medicine.—It is power that we want, and in the spiritual world knowledge is not necessarily power. We have no power of ourselves to help ourselves: our sufficiency is of God. What we need for our advance, what England needs in her system of education, is place for God, place for that power from on high, which God is willing to bestow on a nature which, left to itself, is very much as if we surrounded our fires with muslin, or deposited gunpowder on our hearths. This world makes short work of the unprotected, unassisted nature. If we are sinking back, baffled and disheartened, because our hereditary taint is too much for us, listen to the advice which the Apostle gives you: ‘Stir up the gift of God that is in thee.’

II. Temples of the Holy Ghost.—That is what God designed us to be, temples in which the presence of God should drive away what was bad, and attract what was good.

III. All life is one.—We cannot divide up our lives into sacred and secular. What God desired was that religion should be supreme. We need to exhibit the sacredness of secular knowledge, not to secularise religion. Religion is what we want; progress, development, science—all part of the one life of man as God designed it to be. That is what makes the Bible such a wonderful book. The Bible displays to us all life viewed on the side of God—national life, family life, intellectual life, viewed on the side of God in its oneness and in its fullness. That is one meaning, surely, of that wonderful saying, ‘Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty.’ Without the Spirit of the Lord it is impossible to live in an environment like this. Unify your lives, brethren, in the power of the Holy Spirit. Seek to know the religion of common life and the fullness, and not the deadliness, of an advancing civilisation. Union with Christ, high effort, noble desires. Sacramental indwelling—these are the necessities, not the luxuries, of life.

IV. Let us rouse ourselves to the realisation of the purpose for which we were created.—‘I believe in God the Father Almighty’ means a great deal in the purpose of a life. ‘I believe in Jesus Christ’ means an acceptance both of His salvation wrought for us and of His sanctification offered to us. ‘I believe in the Holy Ghost’ means a living co-operation with that saving influence which alone can keep us safe in view of our heredity and environment. So full of peril is our life, and it is this that the Church has in view when she so mercifully warns us. Without God you cannot be the man you might be here. It is to fail of our great end to be left without God, hereafter to be left to ourselves, to be left to our own choice. What does that mean? Will any expurgation of creeds, will any closing of the Bible, alter the result? To be without God is that eternal loss which is hell. To be with God is that eternal gain which is heaven.

—Rev. Canon Newbolt.

Illustration
‘What, as a Christian, has the Holy Ghost been to me? What do I owe to that pledge so manfully made, to that vow so courageously renewed: “Dost thou believe in God the Father, Who made thee and all the world? Dost thou believe in Jesus Christ, Who redeemed thee and all mankind? Dost thou believe in God the Holy Ghost, Who sanctifieth thee and all the elect people of God?” Yes, all this I steadfastly believe. It is true of each one of us that, if we wish to be saved, if we wish that body of our humiliation to be preserved blameless and entire unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, if we wish to keep that mind with all its powers unspotted and clear, if we wish to guard the spirit as the unsullied mirror of God’s holiness, the unstained dwelling of His majesty, we must believe in the Holy Ghost.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

THE SPIRIT OF LIFE
No wonder that they had no firm hold on spiritual realities; no wonder that duty was little better than drudgery, that faith was torpid, that endeavour was but half-hearted! No wonder that it is so with us! What did Paul do for them when he brought them the knowledge of the Holy Spirit? Just what the same knowledge shall do for us. ‘He shall take of Mine and shall show it unto you,’ Jesus had said. Yes, the work of the Spirit is to make Jesus vividly real to men.

I. He makes our beliefs real and vital.—We realise what Christ was and is, and as we realise power is added to us, the truth of the message of Jesus, ‘Ye are the sons of God.’

II. He makes our duties no longer the drudgery of compulsion, but glad service done as unto the Friend and Saviour Himself. Behind duty he sets the Christ, so that every labourer has the strength, the courage, the incitement to fidelity, which comes from working for One Whom the worker knows and loves.

III. It is for this knowledge that we pray, for this power of enthusiasm, this power without and above, that comes to reinforce the capacities that are within, ensuring their effectiveness, guaranteeing their permanence. For this—that we may know God, not only as our Creator and Preserver, as our Saviour and Redeemer, but as the inspirer and sanctifier of our souls.

—Rev. F. Ealand.

Illustration
‘Perhaps the most helpful interpretation of the working of the Holy Spirit is that given in Ecce Homo. It is the enthusiasm of humanity. “A single conception enthusiastically grasped is found powerful enough to destroy the very root of all immorality within the heart. As every enthusiasm that a man can conceive makes a certain class of sin impossible to him and raises him not only above the commission of them, but beyond the very temptation to commit them, so there exists an enthusiasm which makes all sin whatever impossible” (and all goodness possible). “This enthusiasm is emphatically the presence of the Holy Spirit. It is called here the enthusiasm of humanity, because it is that respect for human beings which no one altogether lacks, raised to the point of enthusiasm. Being a reverence for human beings as such, and not for the good qualities they may exhibit, it embraces the bad as well as the good, and as it contemplates human beings in their ideal—that is, in what they might be—it desires not the apparent but the real and highest welfare of each; lastly, it includes the person himself who feels it, and loving self only in the ideal, he differs as much as possible from the selfish man, for it produces self-respect, humility, independence, while selfishness is allied with self-contempt, with arrogance, and with vanity.”

Verse 8
IN THE SYNAGOGUE
“He went into the synagogue and spake boldly.’

Acts 19:8
St. Paul did not turn from the Jews until they had persistently rejected his testimony concerning Christ.

I. The earnestness of his effort.—He continued it for three months, attempting by argument and persuasion to lead them into the Kingdom of God. And he did this fearless of all consequences to himself. Knowing how the Jews had treated him elsewhere, he yet ‘spake boldly.’ May not clergy and others to-day learn the lesson?

II. The result.—The statement concerning some is a very solemn one. They were ‘hardened,’ became less impressible, until their hearts were as adamant. This resulted from their not believing. One of these results must follow in those who hear the Word. No one can resist a good impression without being injured by it. And this led to something worse. They denounced that way (see John 14:6) as evil; not because the way was wrong, but because they were resolved not to tread in it. Yet, in contrast with these, some became true disciples, who not only believed, but ‘separated’ themselves.

Every Christian worker may look for these results.

Verse 11
MIRACLES AT EPHESUS
‘And God wrought special miracles by the hand of Paul.’

Acts 19:11
There was special reason in Ephesus for the performance of miracles. The city abounded in magicians and sorcerers, who deceived the people. Among the disciples were some who had evidently practised soothsaying, and who did not at first entirely abandon it. There was something ‘special’ about St. Paul’s miracles which the people could not fail to notice.

I. They were wrought by God.—St. Paul was but the instrument; God was the worker. No Apostle could work miracles at will. Where they were necessary, God wrought them.

II. They were special in character.—Whatever article of dress was taken from the Apostle’s body proved effectual in doing what the pretenders to sorcery could not do.

III. They were beneficent.—It was not enough to excite the wonder of the multitude. Sickness and disease and demon possession were miraculously cured. The Gospel has always cared for the sick in body, as well as for the spiritually diseased.

The story of what resulted is full of interest. The burning of the books of the sorcerers; the uproar raised by Demetrius, witness to the success of the Apostle’s work.

Verse 16
THE SEVEN SINS OF SCEVA
‘They fled out of that house naked and wounded.’

Acts 19:16
There is a striking analogy between these circumstances and the failure of Gehazi to bring back life to the son of the Shunamite woman. Why did Gehazi fail whereas Elisha succeeded? Subsequent events proved that Gehazi was a man steeped in covetousness and falsehood. Such a character had no spiritual power, but just because Elisha was a pure, holy man, who lived in close spiritual communion with God, he had the power which the other lacked. So it was with the exorcists and St. Paul. They failed because they were worldly, carnal men. St. Paul possessed a power which they had not. It was gained by communion with God, Who could use him as His agent, because he was holy and pure in heart.

I. In our modern life we have daily experience of many forms of evil.—We see people in utter bondage under evil influences, the origin of which we cannot explain. The magistrates and the police can and do restrain much evil-doing, but we are not asking about evil desires and evil habits which have been bound with the chain of the law, but about such desires and habits as have been so cast out of the man that he can live again in true liberty and freedom as master of himself. That power can come only from God, but He sends it generally through the hands of some faithful and good person who works as His agent.

II. Systems of human law and secular philosophy seem to be most helpless.—Many a criminal, if he had the power, would leap on the judge and rend him, as he hears the sentence pronounced which is intended for his reformation. Often when the discipline of a prison has failed, the ‘Prison gate mission’ has succeeded, yet the latter is the work mostly of quiet, gentle, good women whose power is only this, that they are holy and pure in heart, and that their lives are reflections of the life of Christ. Philosophy has no message for the wretched.

III. The battle between Christ and the powers of darkness was fought out once for all on the cross at Calvary, and the Lord emerged from the conflict a conqueror for ever. His pleasure is to make His people who believe in Him and who obey Him partakers in His victory. His power alone gave that spiritual strength to St. Paul so that he could face evil and subdue it by a word.

IV. Ought it not to be our highest ambition to be possessed in some measure of this strength? There could be no more glorious use made of our one earthly life than to be in our own persons by the strength of our words and examples, a source of firmness to the weak, of bravery to the coward, and of hope to the despairing. And this may be our possession if we ask the Lord to give it to us out of the treasury of His eternal strength.

Dean Ovenden.

Illustration
‘I have received personal testimony from missionaries who have worked in China that they have met there cases in every way analogous to the possessions referred to in the Gospels and the Acts, which cases were entirely distinct from lunacy, mania, or epilepsy, and much more like a dual personality in one individual. At the present time the people bring these cases of possession to the Christians, who simply pray for them in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the missionaries testify that they have witnessed many cases in which the possessed persons were delivered by this means alone from the dreadful bondage which they hated, and how rejoiced and thankful they were at this deliverance, and how many were thus led to believe in the spiritual power of the Lord Jesus Christ. I have no reason to doubt the validity of this testimony, even though it is altogether outside my personal experience. No more reason have we to reject the honest record of the events which took place in the times of the Apostles, which were moreover very different from the age in which we live.’

Verse 19
HOME READING
Many … brought their ‘together, and burned them in the sight of all.’

Acts 19:19 (R.V.)

One of the results of the preaching of St. Paul was the abandonment by his converts of those ‘curious arts’—magical practices by which a superstitious populace had been deluded. A whole cabalistic literature had, in course of time, grown up, professing to interpret and apply to all the ills that flesh and spirit are heirs to, certain mystic characters covering parts of the hideous image of Artemis, worshipped in the great Temple, portions of which have found a shelter in our British Museum. The public abandonment of these malpractices was common to dupes and professors. These last brought their books together, to the probable value of some £2000 of English money, and burned them, making of them, as one writes, a ‘monte della pieta’ ‘in the street, as at the bidding of the great Florentine centuries later.

If our Faith is to have its due influence in the moulding of our lives in their entirety, if its sway is not to be over a certain circumscribed domain of life, leaving whole tracts unoccupied, uncontrolled by it, if it be true that ‘as a man thinketh, so is he,’ and that ‘every thought’ is to be ‘brought into captivity to the obedience of Christ,’ then the selection of the sustenance we offer to our thoughts is no trivial matter.

I. Of directly vicious literature, little is said beyond reminding you of the deplorable amount that issues from the prostituted presses of this professedly Christian England of ours—from 200,000 to 250,000 copies of distinctly pernicious publications in a week. Testimonies are abundant that bad reading and crime are closely related.

II. What constitutes the difference between a harmless and a harmful book of fiction is not so much the matter and staple of the story, as the manner of its treatment.

III. If thought be a function of spirit, and when the spirit returns to God Who gave it, it passes in the maturity of its intelligence, it is no question of little moment on what the intelligent faculty has been habitually employed through the training time of the earthly life. If ‘for every idle word we speak we shall give account in the Day of Judgment, for by our words we shall be justified and by our words we shall be condemned,’ we must harbour the fear that the idle thoughts of which those words are the expression will be condemned also.

IV. When the pilgrim life begins with us, we may leave nothing behind of our God-given endowments. We are not suddenly to be reduced to a dead dull level of uniformity of character. Individuality is not crushed, but expanded by the Faith. Christianity rejoices in the enlargement of a man’s mental horizon, in the broadening of his views of life, in the enriching of the field of his experience. In fulfilling ourselves we are fulfilling our Creator’s and Redeemer’s purpose concerning us.

Bishop Alfred Pearson.

Illustration
‘In the streets of Vienna is a statue erected in 1807 by Francis I., to the memory of his predecessor, Joseph II. On the pedestal are these words in Latin: “To Joseph II, who, for the weal of the State, lived a whole life, though not a long one”—a succinct testimony to the single-heartedness of a career which politically was something of a failure. Whether your lives and mine shall be long or short rests with God. It belongs to us to resolve that they shall be whole. “Time wasted is existence: used, is life.”’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

BAD BOOKS GIVEN UP
Though times have changed, the words of the Lord Jesus are as true to-day as they were in the first ages: ‘If any man will come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow Me.’ Sacrifice and self-denial are required of Christ’s followers still.

I. What are you going to give up?—What sacrifice are you going to make, in time, money, sleep, labour, for Jesu’s sake, for the good of others, for your soul’s health?

II. The scene in Ephesus.—Picture it, the broad street, the crowded thoroughfare, the burning pile of evil books. Listen to some of the scoffers, ‘fools’ and ‘lunatics’ they are calling these men whose conscience God has awakened. But the air is purer, the city healthier, the atmosphere is clearer, after the fire has done its work; even as London was after the great fire had burnt out the lingering plague and purified the air. Young men, have you, literally, burnt your bad books? If you have not, then do so the moment you get home. Burn them. Do not pass them on, do not sell them, or get rid of them in any way. Those books are only fit for the fire. Go and burn them! Then what about those betting books, the only books some men ever look into, the only ‘books’ some consider worth calling by the name? Your gain is another’s loss, and you are glad of that other’s loss. Go and burn your betting books and your gambling records, and you will never regret the day in which you did so.

Rev. J. B. C. Murphy.

Illustration
‘Like Savonarola in later times, Paul bade the Ephesians decide between the world and God, and the believers in Ephesus who up to this time had kept a lingering belief and a lingering hold upon their former worship now confessed and showed their deeds, and as a proof of their renunciation brought their books of magic and of sacred incantations and burned them publicly before all the people, just as the followers of Savonarola renounced their worldliness and burned the tokens of their folly in the market-place. Recent discoveries have shown how widespread the use of these magical papyri was in Ephesus, and the value set upon them. Books of any kind were valuable in those days, but none so rare and precious as books of magic and incantation; and the sacrifice which was made was very great.’

Verse 21
DISAPPOINTED HOPES
‘I must also see Rome.’

Acts 19:21
St. Paul has become more of a power, his authority is recognised in so many of the Asian cities, that he determines to visit the great capital, and to preach his view of Christianity in the famous centre of the world. This Roman journey and work no doubt for years entered into St. Paul’s prayers. And his prayer was granted. The long ‘agony’ and wrestling with the Holy Spirit was successful. The Lord heard His servant’s wish. St. Paul found himself at Rome; but how? in what position? He saw Rome, but disappointed. His earnest prayer granted, his life-wishes realised, but all so altered with him.

I. Many an one of us win our heart’s desire, and find it so different from what we hoped, dreamed of, longed for.

(a) The man may win his post—the coveted post; he may—probably will—find it full of anxieties, perplexities, cares, even disappointment. He may win wealth, station, high consideration, all those things once he thought so desirable; and with these, perhaps, he will find the hour of health and strength gone, the power of enjoying and even of using the much-coveted possession. Rank, consideration, wealth—gone, hopelessly gone. At Rome, the longed-for Rome, like St. Paul; but, like St. Paul, a captive, hemmed in, hampered, hindered, bearing about a dying body. Like St. Paul, he must forget himself; he must set to with the weary work, the restless anxieties, the weak and fading health, and do his best for his Master and his Brother. He must never lose heart, but bravely struggle on. He must, as did St. Paul, remember it is the Lord’s hand leading him. Perhaps he himself has been unwise in coveting the higher post, the more exalted rank, the ampler fortune; but now he has won these so-called golden gifts, and with the gifts the chains of increased painful care, of ceaseless worry and anxiety, perhaps of broken health, which makes all life, all living, a weary burden. He must take up his heavier cross bravely, and carry it to the end for his Master’s sake uncomplainingly, as did St. Paul.

(b) Are there no women among our worshippers to-day who in past years have longed for another, a more stirring, a brighter life; have longed for a home, as it is called, of their own; for husband and children, for a so-called independent life; and finding these, have found many a trouble, many a care, many a sorrow? The Rome they longed for is very different from the Rome of their girl-dreams. Dear sisters, if you are disappointed, disillusionised, if robed in many sorrows, be brave. You wished these things, you know. Now do your duty lovingly, uncomplainingly, training up little souls for Christ; teaching them by the silent, golden example of your own self-denying life, how lovely a thing it is to be a Christian, that in coming days, when God has called you home, these may oftentimes call to mind their mother’s sweet, calm life of trust, of love, of prayer! oftentimes call to mind how she told them of her Redeemer, who had helped her bear her sorrows, who had given her her glorious hope, and who, she said, was waiting for her!
II. How did St. Paul behave under his heavy sorrow?—As a brave Christian should. He braced himself up to new and fresh work. Debarred from his old free toils in the worship by day and in the ‘upper room’ by night, debarred from those missionary circuits which had done so much in old days, when Ephesus was his head-quarters, now comparatively alone and friendless, he did his best. He gathered new congregations as best he could—soldiers, camp followers, court attendants—and spoke his Master’s words to these. But it was a very different audience which listened to the prisoner St. Paul, to the chained and suspected plotter against the empire, to the congregations he dreamed of swaying when once he could get to queenly Rome. He wrote, too, the Ephesian Epistle, and the Colossian and Philippian letters, and the touching request to Philemon. Noble expositions of doctrine, but two of them coloured with a prison colouring, with a sad hue tinging every thought.

So passed two years, perhaps more, at Rome—his dream-city. Yes; God had heard his prayer.

—Dean Spence-Jones.

Illustration
‘We all, I think, “long to see Rome.” Do we not? On in front we see, like St. Paul, a dream-city, far different from the one in which our lot is cast. What do we want there? Is it gold, or leisure, or power, or pleasure? Do we, in our plans for the future, in our hopes for what will happen “after long years,” at all think of the Kingdom of God, of the advancement of His glory, of the being able better to help our sister and our brother in their need and trouble, in their sickness and sorrow? Or in our dream-city of the future do we only, or even chiefly, see one figure—ourselves? If our hopes and aims are coloured with a noble colouring drawn from heaven, if our building of the future is raised up story upon story, the corner-stone of which is Christ, then God will surely hear our prayer, and we shall too, like St. Paul, see Rome, the dream-city we so long for.’

Verse 24
FALSE ZEAL
‘A certain man named Demetrius, a silversmith, which made silver shrines for Diana.’

Acts 19:24
Demetrius is a type of those who debase religion by their covetous-ness. He sold silver shrines made by the operatives of Ephesus. These shrines were probably representatives of the famous temple, with the figure of the goddess. They sold freely, not only to worshippers, but also to strangers who were constantly visiting Ephesus. They paid well. This was the chief importance of them, and shrewd, and long-headed, and calculating, there was a keen perception of the danger which was involved in the success of Paul’s preaching. There was no care for the truth as truth. There was no interest in the effects of the truth. The whole matter began and ended with the trade of the silversmiths, which was endangered; and so Demetrius, like other false zealots who pretend to care for the errors of men or the true doctrine of religion, began to make a great stir in favour of the great goddess. But, secretly his only desire was to preserve his own livelihood and fortune. How many men there are who are zealous for God and for righteousness just in the same way that Demetrius was for Diana. This zeal is not according to knowledge. We should learn to distinguish between false and true zeal.

I. False zeal is always selfish.—It sets the individual uppermost and foremost and in the midst of the life.

II. False zeal is fitful.—There is no abiding property in it. It cannot stay. Men cannot depend upon it, and God does not. It endures but for a little while, and then it becomes dull, and it smoulders itself into coldness or death.

III. False zeal is full of duplicity.—It never gives the true reason either for its activities or for its cessation of works in which it was visibly engaged. The craft was in danger, but Demetrius did not say so. All that he said in private was meant to arouse the prejudices and excite the animosities of the workmen. Their cry was not ‘we are in danger of losing our maintenance,’ but ‘our Church is in danger; the great goddess is being reviled, her worship will be neglected, her temple will be deserted.’

IV. False zeal is destructive.—It has no respect for even the most sacred things, if they stand in its way. It rushes on blindly, heedlessly, and allows no considerations, human or divine, to restrain it in its course. Truth and righteousness harmonise together, and harmonise all conflicting interests. God loves sacrifice. But if a man despise mercy in his blind zeal, God says, ‘I will have mercy and not sacrifice.’

V. A true zeal is intelligent because it is the earnestness of real convictions.—It is like a sunbeam—it has both light and heat in it. There is no one-sidedness in it. It is fair, as remembering the manifoldness of human interests and the place and power of each. It is deliberate, calm, self-contained, mighty, and it holds on to the end. It says with bated breath, not in proud boastfulness and arrogance, ‘This one thing I do’; but, while it does it, it remembers how much else is to be done and is being done, and it is tolerant, patient, much-enduring.

Verse 34
‘GREAT IS DIANA!’
‘Great is Diana of the Ephesians.’

Acts 19:34
The craftsmen are types of those who yield to feeling and cupidity what should only be yielded to reason and God. Demetrius appealed to the passions of the workmen, and they were at once on his side. They never reasoned about the things involved in St. Paul’s procedure at all. Their act, as is so often the case in such instances, was utterly irrational; and they yielded to interest and passion what should only have been given up to the highest qualities and exercises of manhood. They cried out, ‘Great is Diana of the Ephesians!’ They did not consider, and refused the supreme God and the supreme good for Diana and the wages of their craft.

What a folly and infatuation that men blindly yield themselves and their wills to false gods—to Diana instead of Christ!’

I. The counterparts of these men live to-day.—There is no abuse, however hoary, however injurious to the state or the Church, that does not rally some crowd of unreasoning, passion-led mortals for its defence.

(a) It is the world’s cry concerning all its false gods; concerning wealth and its tyranny; concerning fashion, concerning pleasure, concerning misgovernments and oppressions, concerning armies and their needless extravagance and bloodshed.

(b) It is the world’s cry concerning the immoral principles which are cursing and ruining it; concerning infidelity, concerning intemperance, concerning fleshly sin, concerning the wild whirl of excitement and gambling and horrible licentiousness into which it has plunged. The characteristic all these have in common is their unreason. Great are the false gods of the diseased imagination, and of the enslaved appetites and the false will!

II.—What led to this manifestation of human blindness and folly is the only thing which can cure them.—St. Paul’s preaching of Jesus is the only answer to the world’s infatuation. It says ‘Great is Diana,’ and we say, great is the Almighty Saviour, great is His cross, great is His salvation, great is His grace, great is His victory over the powers of darkness, great the blessedness of pure hearts in heaven.

We meet this folly with the Gospel of God’s grace.

20 Chapter 20 

Verse 7
PUBLIC WORSHIP
‘And upon the first day of the week, when the disciples came together to break bread, Paul preached unto them.’

Acts 20:7
In the present day there is a marked decline in the habit of people, generally, to attend public worship regularly, yet the present tendency is not peculiar to this age; it appeared in an aggravated form in the eighteenth century, which was commented on by Bishop Butler in the introduction to his Analogy of Religion.

I. There is a tendency in the present day to regard a service in church far too much as a human performance.—When it is over, people converse about the service just as they would about the merits of a concert or any other entertainment. They praise or blame the eloquence or the dullness of the preacher, they discourse on the solos or the choruses of the anthem, or on the reading of the prayers, or on the size and quality of the congregation; but when do we find the main thought of the departing congregation to be centred on the spiritual presence of God which they have felt and realised? Yet this is the one all-important consideration. The most suitable remark at the conclusion of a service would be, ‘It was well seen to-day how God, our God and King, went in the sanctuary.’

II. Those who really pray to God and meditate on His goodness cannot be satisfied without the visible manifestation.—In some careless, worldly families there is no gathering of the household for family prayer, and no public acknowledgment of God’s bounty in grace said before meals. The religious tone of a household is profoundly influenced by these observances. If a Christian family gave them up, and arranged that each individual was to say his or her prayers in private, and think his or her grace in silence, it would not be long until it was manifest that all difference between the family life of the godly and the careless households had disappeared. Public worship and public thanksgiving bear the same relationship to the nation as family prayer and grace at meals do to the household. Both to be effective must be ‘well seen.’ When they are not seen there is sure evidence that the decay of true religion has begun, which, if allowed to continue, must result in spiritual death. France is an example in the present day of the truth of this fact.

III. There are two ways in which we may take part in a service.

(a) Either as mere spectators coming to be entertained by music or to receive gratuitously the enjoyment of a service for which other people have paid; or

(b) We may come as true worshippers who desire to take our full share in promoting the glory of God, both by our presence and our offerings.

The services of the Church cannot be maintained in efficiency without the offerings of the people by which they are made real partakers in the whole service. Then, along with our offerings, we present ourselves, our souls and bodies, to be a reasonable, holy, and lively sacrifice unto our Lord God.

—Dean Ovenden.

Illustration
‘For many years past the men of France have forsaken public worship, especially in the towns, where women and children formed the bulk of the congregations. The natural result has been a growing disbelief in the religion of that Church of which they were nominal members. We have reason to fear that the growing tendency of men among ourselves to absent themselves from public worship shows a tendency in our day which may lead to similar results in our land. Sunday work and Sunday amusements are certainly on the increase, and especially we may note the increase in family entertainments on Sunday, the result of week-end gatherings, which all point in the same direction, viz. the forsaking of the habit of attendance at public worship.’

Verse 9
EUTYCHUS
‘There sat in a window a certain young man named Eutychus, being fallen into a deep sleep.’

Acts 20:9
The point of the story for us is not that Eutychus slept, but that Eutychus was there. He had come to Christian worship early in the morning: he had done a hard day’s work: but he had come again at night to join in Christian worship. He had fallen asleep, because the room was too hot and crowded, because he was tired out, because, if you will, he did not care much for, or could not listen much to, sermons even from St. Paul. But he had come.

I. The sleepiness of Eutychus puts many a wakeful man and woman to shame.—In those days, for the majority of the Christian converts, who held subordinate positions and were not their own masters, the Lord’s Day must have been, not a day of rest, but a day of work, yet it was made also a day of worship. If the body had to be given to man, the soul was given to God. Now it is a day of rest—is it also a day of worship? Does Eutychus to-day, who has little to do, or his master, who has nothing, desire to worship God, his Father and his Saviour, as Eutychus of old did?

II. The comparison has only to be suggested and the contrast is plain.—It is obvious that what the necessities of work in the first century could not do—viz. override the greater necessities of worship—the exigencies of rest in the twentieth century are threatening to do. Nay more, rest, never more needful and salutary than it is now, is being driven out by what we call pleasure, but which is frequently not the recreation but the dissipation of our energies, physical, intellectual, and spiritual. The fact suggests the question of fundamental importance to us all; Do we mean our religion, as did those primitive Christians? Is it with us the one thing needful, or is it merely a side issue? Do we look at it as a necessity or a luxury which can be dispensed with in the face of lower but more urgent claims? Have the old heroisms become impossible? Are we the stuff of which the martyrs are made?

III. Primitive worship was as to externals poor, bare, uncomfortable; without any subsidiary aids to devotion; an ordinary, secular chamber for its church. Yet the gathering is alive with the magnetic vitality of the speaker; it is moved and cheered by the consciousness of the Divine presence, according to the Divine promise. It is a picture for admiration and imitation, not with servile literalness, but in spirit and in ideal truth. It is useless to reproduce the externals without the invisible presence and power which transfigured them. The power of the early Church did not lie in the fact that they worshipped in upper rooms, but in the fact that they worshipped in spirit and in truth.

—Rev. F. Ealand.

Illustration
‘The place was Troas, a city on the coast of Asia Minor. Romans had always cherished a warm feeling towards it because of their Trojan origin, a legend in which they had come to believe thoroughly. In fact, owing to the greatness of Troas and its legendary connection with the foundations of Rome, Julius Cæsar had actually entertained the idea of transferring thither the centre of government from Rome. Gibbon also tells us that some three hundred years later the Emperor Constantine, before he gave a just preference to Byzantium, had conceived the design of erecting the seat of empire on this celebrated spot from which the Romans derived their fabulous origin. It was of considerable commercial importance, as the port was the chief means of communication between Europe and Asia.’

Verse 21
REPENTANCE AND FAITH
‘Repentance toward God, and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ.’

Acts 20:21
Repentance must have in it three things. It must have in it hope; it must have in it love; it must have in it God.

I. It must have in it hope.—The sorrow which comes without hope, mere fear, is remorse. Remorse made Judas a suicide. Repentance made Peter’s tears, and Peter’s life of holiness and service.

II. It must have love, and ‘God is love.’ God is all love.

III. It must have God.—It is a real, deep sorrow for sin, because the sin has grieved God, with a strong desire and an earnest and immediate effort. With an innate sense to do right, because we love God, and we believe God loves us.

Repentance such as this is never the result of natural causes.

IV. The faith which believes without repentance would be presumption; and the repentance that has not faith in it is infidelity. The two are one, the two are one. ‘Repentance toward God, and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ.’ The degree of each is the measure of both.

—Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘A lady went to Charles Wesley, complaining that she was the chief of sinners, the worst of transgressors, utterly lost and helpless. “I have no doubt, madam,” replied he, “that you are bad enough.” She instantly flew into a passion, declaring that she was no worse than her neighbours, and scolded the preacher as a slanderer. She had not the spirit of repentance.’

Verses 22-24
THE CHRISTIAN COURSE
‘And now, behold, I go bound in the Spirit unto Jerusalem, not knowing the things that shall befall me there: save that the Holy Ghost witnesseth in every city, saying that bonds and afflictions abide me. But none of these things move me, neither count I my life dear unto myself, so that I might finish my course with joy.’

Acts 20:22-24
St. Paul is here under the influence of a resistless power. As we look into the narrative we see gathering round this conviction of necessity, elements of uncertainty, of conflict, of difficulty, of peril, of possible death.

I. Things that hinder.

(a) At Miletus the farewell to the Ephesian elders. The sorrow of a great love to be no hindrance in Christ’s work.

(b) At Tyre certain disciples who told him ‘by the Spirit’ that he should not go up to Jerusalem. Contradictory voices and perplexities. The ultimate decision is thrown on a man’s own responsibility.

(c) At Cæsarea ‘a certain prophet named Agabus took Paul’s girdle.’ A Divine prophecy of danger is to be of less force than a Divine inspiration to duty.

(d) Intense emotion to be no restraint in the activities of service. ‘What, mean ye to weep and break my heart?’

II. Uncertainty of the future.—‘Not knowing,’ etc. The next step is in shadow. To-morrow is behind the veil.

III. Knowledge of the future.—We know not and yet we know. He who takes service with Christ may see in the light cast on life by His prophetic words, outlines of the narrow way. Whatever there is not, there will be a fellowship of suffering with the Master; and the closer the companionship, the more severe the suffering may be.

IV. A controlling principle.

(a) Following the spiritual lead the Christian is able to deal with unexpected events. The man under spiritual subjection has sovereignty over the varying events of life, and uses them as helps to the right course.

(b) In this experience faith must follow where reason can but dimly see. The Spirit of God is an all-sufficient guide to the spiritual man.

(c) In this experience the Right will become clearer in the progressive Light. Nor will the right be determined by the removal of difficulties; ‘bonds and afflictions’ may come, but in them and with them the inner peace.

(d) The consistency of St. Paul’s course. This is the outcome of the initial act consecrating the new life—‘Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do?’ (Acts 9:6.)

(e) The bondage of the Spirit is the truest liberty.

V. The glorious end.—‘That I may finish my course with joy.’ Every man’s course will finish, but will he finish it having power then or helplessness? Under subjection to death or triumphing over it? Spiritual dominion results from the completeness of spiritual service.

(SECOND OUTLINE)

THE FUTURE
Let us think of the future as something to be faced under the binding power of an inexorable necessity. ‘Behold, I go bound in the Spirit unto Jerusalem.’ There was no physical pressure, yet St. Paul had to ‘go.’
I. All men are under this necessity.—No man can stand still or retrace his steps; whether he will or no, the law of progression is written on his life, and by virtue of that he is bound in the Spirit to go on.

(a) Many would like to be stationary, to fix in permanence momentary enjoyment, and, like children, wish their holidays last for ever.

(b) Many would like to go back and live life over again. What would not some men give to recall the past, to enjoy its happy hours, to correct its mistakes, to embrace its lost opportunities, and to avoid its sins!

II. This necessity is qualified by the freedom of the will.—It is not left to us to decide whether or not we shall have a future; but it is left to us largely to determine what that future is to be. We cannot resist the current of time, but we can choose our position in it and our destination. How are we going to shape our conduct in the near future? Two courses are open to us.

(a) To let the will have its own way. Some men mark out their future with sole reference to self. We may be what we will to be. What is to be the governing principle for the coming year? Power, pleasure, wealth? If so, what shall it profit a man?

(b) To subordinate the will to God’s will. St. Paul does not say, ‘I go bound by the Spirit of God,’ but, looking at all the circumstances in connection with the principles on which his whole life was based, we are led to the conclusion that he means that. For some time past Divine indications had pointed to Rome, and the road to Rome (providentially) lay through Jerusalem. His business (being bearer of Gentile contributions) took him to Jerusalem; his religious duties would take him to Rome. Happy the man who yields to the constraint of the Spirit in both business and religion! Let that be your future course.

Verse 24
THE MINISTRY
‘The ministry, which I have received of the Lord Jesus.’

Acts 20:24
These words from St. Paul’s charge to the Ephesian clergy who met him at Miletus tell of a ministry, and of Him Who commissioned men to exercise it in His Church.

I. The work of the ministry.—‘The ministry which I have received of the Lord Jesus.’ The words imply a work to be done by a servant, a service to be rendered. There is signified the dedication and devotion of a life to the noblest and loftiest of callings. There must be henceforward a singleness of aim, a concentration of thought, of desire and purpose, upon one object by those who take upon themselves the exercise of this ministry. ‘This one thing I do’ is to be the motto of the minister of Jesus Christ.

II. The joy of the ministry.—Thus far I have dwelt upon the responsibility which attaches to us as the ministers of Christ. I am not forgetful of the fact, that there is the side of privilege and blessing beyond all that we can conceive. There is the joy of fellowship with our Master in the object which of all others is dearest to Him Who came to seek and to save the lost, and Who bids His under-shepherds diligently to feed the flocks committed to them. There is the joy too, than which there can be none greater in this world, of being used by God to comfort the souls of His people, and to help them on their way to heaven. And this joy will be granted in large measure to the whole-hearted and single-minded servants of Christ in their ministry, a joy with which none can intermeddle, and which, whilst it lasts, makes our days ‘as the days of heaven upon earth.’

III. The source of the ministry.—The words ‘which I have received of the Lord Jesus’ indicate the source from which we have our commissions. ‘No man taketh this honour unto himself but he that is called of God.’ Whilst we receive our ministry from Him, we exercise it on behalf of our brethren. If we fulfil it, we have nothing to glory of; for necessity is laid upon us.

Rev. F. K. Aglionby.

Verse 28
THE PURCHASED CHURCH
‘The Church of God, which He hath purchased with His own blood.’

Acts 20:28
Taking the Bible as our one sure light upon the Cross, standing at the point of sight where prophets, evangelists, and apostles stood, and where their Master stood Himself, we venture humbly but with resolve to say that

I. The Cross of Jesus was the divine index to man of the evil of his sin, of the cost and effort necessary to enable the forgiveness of God to deal fully with that sin, and of the Love which, in order that such forgiveness might be our blessed portion, delivered up its Best-Beloved to die.

II. The Cross tells us irrefragably of the Life, risen and eternal, of the Crucified.—It calls us joyfully to a living Jesus, to be joined by simplest faith to Him in His life, that we may reap all the merits and all the peace of His finished sacrifice, and may daily live with a life which is ‘Christ in us, the hope of glory.’

Bishop H. C. G. Moule.

Illustration
‘What a wonder, in the Christian Creed, is the glory of the Cross! Did it ever occur to us to think what a paradox it is? It would be so easy to conceive, beforehand, that some other symbol or sign than the Cross should have distinguished the Church and cause of Jesus Christ. Why not the Palm of victory? Why not the Crown of universal empire? Why not the Sun, risen with healing in his wings? Why not the mystic Tongues and Flames of pentecostal mission? As a fact, the Cross is the immemorial and universal heraldry of the Christian, and of the Church.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

OUR UNHAPPY DIVISIONS
We should measure the world, and our own love or fear of it, its praises, censures, rewards, and punishments, by the plumb-line of the Cross; and it is well that we should regard the divisions of Christendom from the standpoint of the Cross; look at them with the light thrown upon them in the Passion; measure them in the spirit of those splendid words: ‘The Church of God, which He hath purchased with His own Blood.’

I. Is the spirit of division rebuked from the Cross?—Was the outward as well as the inward unity of the Church an object or desire with Jesus in His Passion? Notice most briefly only three points:—

(a) First, the prayer of consecration of our great High Priest, on the very steps of the throne of the Cross. It is a prayer for the unity of the Church. Our Master was not indifferent to the losses of disunion. He was not unmindful of the blessings and gains of unity. ‘Neither pray I for these alone,’ the Apostles, the disciples, the little flock, ‘but for them also which shall believe on Me through their word. That they all may be one.’ Our Lord went to His Cross with an intense yearning for the unity of the Church which He was about to purchase with His own Blood.

(b) The measure of the unity of the faithful was to be found in the awful unapproachable oneness existing in the mystery of the Blessed Trinity. ‘That they all may be one, as Thou, Father, art in Me, and I in Thee, that they also may be one in Us … I in them, and Thou in Me, that they may be made perfect in one.’ The unity of the Church was meant to be an outward expression of the unity of heaven, nay, of the very unity of God.

(c) Once more our Master prayed that His Church might be one in order that the world might believe in His own Divine Mission, and in the Father’s love for the Church—‘That they also may be one in Us, that the world may believe that Thou hast sent Me. That they may be made perfect in one, and that the world may know that Thou hast sent Me, and hast loved them, as Thou has loved Me.’ The mission of Christ in history is disbelieved and disowned in consequence of the divisions of Christendom. Men cannot believe that the Father sent the Son to be the Saviour of the world when the instrument for extending that mission speaks with so many and scarcely harmonious voices. Neither can they believe in the love of God for His Church, ‘That Thou hast loved them, as Thou hast loved Me,’ when the subject of the infinite charity of God seems to be so feeble an exponent of charity within itself, and consequently so impoverished a witness of the Divine charity to the world. ‘Thou hast loved them,’ therefore they must perforce love each other, and live, and pray, and work together with one mind in the house of God.

II. Suffer one or two closing words of counsel and hope.

(a) Ever remember that the divisions of Christendom are entirely contrary to the will of God. They are the result of the sinfulness and impatience of man, and are no slight contribution to the measure of the world’s sin, which nailed Jesus to His cross.

(b) To labour for peace, to labour and to pray, is to place ourselves on the side of God, to help to secure that most sacred unity for which Christ wrestled on the eve of His Passion, to aid in restoring to the distracted Church that gift of peace which it must be His will to restore, but for which we are not ready as yet.

(c) Deplore and forsake that spirit of self-will, the fruitful cause of so much disunion and so many misunderstandings. We carry our self-will and our self-love into our religion and almost every act of it. It asserts its presence too often in our worship of God, our work for God, our interpretation of the will of God. Self-will is too often the substitute for God’s will. Wilfulness spoils too often the glory of Catholic worship, it mars the harmony of the Catholic life.

(d) Above all, continue to pray for the visible reunion of the Church, for the healing of the wounds of Christendom. To pray thus very humbly and very hopefully is to carry on the prayer which was first uttered on the confines of Gethsemane; it is to impose a limit upon the reign of sin, it is to anticipate the hour when the divisions of Christendom are seen to be only a painful but Divinely permitted incident in the life of the Church which had a beginning in time—which has passed through her trials and her cleansing fires, and is now a glorious Church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing, but holy and without blemish. The true spouse of Jesus Christ—the mystical bride adorned for her Husband.

Rev. C. W. H. Baker.

Verse 35
RECEIVING AND GIVING
‘Remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how He said, It is more blessed to give than to receive.’

Acts 20:35
In these words, not recorded in the Gospels, but rescued by St. Paul from the oblivion into which they might have fallen, our Lord has given us a telling portrait of Himself. It was blessed for Him to receive, it was still more blessed for Him to give.

I. It was blessed for Him to receive, and as Man he did receive.

(a) He received from the Father, says St. Peter, honour and glory.

(b) It was blessed, too, for Him to receive, not only from His Father, but from His fellow-men. The cup of cold water, the alabaster box of very precious ointment, the washing of His feet with the tears of a penitent, the poor hospitalities of Mary and Martha, these, the few crumbs of love, which the grudging hand of man offered Him but now and then, He welcomed with joy.

II. It was still more blessed for Him to give—and His whole career was one of giving. The Father gave—He spared not His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all. But it is the Lord Jesus Christ as man that we have before us, and His career on earth was all giving. It was meat and drink to Him to give. It was life and joy to Him to give; no fatigue could hinder Him, no weariness or want of rest, no burning noon-day sun, no ingratitude of men, no contradiction of sinners, no cold indifference to His love. In spite of all this He gave, and gave, and gave again, till, at last, He gave His life.

III. And now to come to ourselves.—We shall find that as it was with our Lord, so is it with His Church. It is more blessed to give than to receive. Let us apply the principle to the service of the Sanctuary. We come there to receive, but more especially we come there under an obligation to give.

(a) It is blessed in God’s House to receive. We bring our sins there for pardon, our weakness for strength, our temptations for the way of escape. We bring there our sorrows, and often, so often, do we find that He is with us Who is the Comforter, and we see a light of hope shining on our perplexities and our griefs.

(b) But the Sanctuary is the place not so much to receive as rather to give. For the good of our fellow-Christians each of us ought to have his contribution to bring, of money, if you will; but even more than that—of influence, of example, of spiritual fervour, and, above all, of intercessory prayer and of worship. We should feel our mutual responsibility as members of the same household, and be ever communicating that to our brethren which shall advance their spiritual well-being; and then more blessed still is it, in the Sanctuary, to give to God. Worship means not to receive from Him but to give to Him. It means praise rather than prayer.

—Rev. J. H. Drew.

(SECOND OUTLINE)

TWO GREAT PRINCIPLES
The Apostle, summing up what our Lord Jesus Christ said, both by His lips and by His life, has really given us, in one place, the whole moral and spiritual side of life.

I. There are two principles on which men will and may proceed, any moral being will proceed—one is to give and the other is to get. And there are only these two. The moral value of all thoughts, prayers, deeds, the things that we do for ourselves or for our neighbours, the moral value is determined by the fact whether you have proceeded on the more selfish or unselfish of these two principles in your thought, your word, your action. Do not talk carelessly, for your talk has great moral value. Remember it is possible for a person to commit every sin against the law of God and against himself though he may be paralysed, or lying on a bed of sickness, utterly unable to move a single limb.

II. Our Lord’s example.—If we ask, where did the Lord Jesus say these words? Did St. Paul ever hear Him say them? I think we may say this in reply: He never did actually say them, so far as we have any record. He never uttered the phrase, but it was the motto of His life. If we ask ourselves the meaning of that life, from the cradle in the manger to the death upon the cross, we should say, He never said anything else, except this one thing, ‘It is more blessed to give than it is to receive.’ All that He ever uttered by His lips, all that in that most eloquent of all utterance, the utterance of action, it all amounts to this, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive,’ for any moral or spiritual being. And a man can only live upon one or other of these two mottoes, can only have one or other of these motive powers in his life. He must either live, in each of his actions, to get something, or to give himself—to give something.

—Rev. W. Black.

Illustration
‘We seem to see, in what we are told by the early ecclesiastical historian, and in all that we really know about St. Alban, that the principle was grasped by his heart when, without apparent cause for giving, he gave all that he had to give; he gave his life. Whether it was exactly to save the life of another, because he knew its value as the life of a Christian teacher, a Christian priest, or whether it was from the higher and more delicate motive, which was tinged simply with the feeling of what he seemed so to have grasped the principle of, that he was eager to carry that principle into execution, we cannot tell. But of one thing we may be sure. He did not say to himself as people say now, “Is such a thing necessary for me to undergo? Do you think that such a thing is innocent, is not wrong? May I safely do it without running any risk of my salvation?” No! he said, “How much can I do? What can I give? How much can I let my own heart grasp and feel that it has got hold of this great principle that to give is blessed—because I suffer in the giving?” This surely is the one lesson that the protomartyr of England teaches us. This one incident shines out, serene and bright through all the ages of the Church, and especially of the Church in this country. “It is more blessed for me to give than it is to receive.”’

21 Chapter 21 

Verse 6
WE AT HOME AND THEY ABROAD
‘When we had taken our leave one of another, we took ship; and they returned home again.’

Acts 21:6
Within the compass of a few verses, taking the end of the last chapter and the beginning of this, we have the account of three somewhat touching scenes, in which the most prominent figure is that of the Apostle Paul.

The first of them occurred at Miletus. St. Paul, who was sojourning there, had sent to the elders of the Ephesian Church, begging them to come to him for a farewell interview. They came, of course. When the address was over, he kneeled down with them, and prayed; and on rising from their knees, the elders, in their impulsive Oriental fashion, clung round his neck, kissing him, and sobbing with genuine distress, and could hardly be prevailed upon at last to part with him at all. It was with an effort that he tore himself away from the group and got on board his ship.

The third scene lies in the house of Philip the evangelist, in the town of Cæsarea. There the Apostle has been abiding many days, in congenial Christian society. Presently, there comes from Judæa a prophet of the name of Agabus; and he—under a sudden impulse of the Spirit—foretells that the Jews in Jerusalem will seize the Apostle, and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles. The friends of St. Paul entreated him not to go, but what was his answer? ‘I am ready not to be bound only, but also to die at Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.’

Between these scenes a second intervenes. It is that to which our text belongs. The ship which carried the Apostle and his friends touched at Tyre, and stayed there a week, for the purpose of discharging her cargo. Here again the disciples tried to dissuade him, but this appeal too was gently but resolutely put aside. And when the time came for re-embarkation, we find the Apostle accompanied to the water’s side by the whole Christian community of the place; men, women, and children—the children being expressly mentioned—all of them anxious to hear a parting word and to receive a parting blessing.

Now let us advance to the consideration of one or two thoughts, of a practical kind, which seem to be suggested by these narratives:—

I. Why was it that the Apostle so persistently turned a deaf ear to the earnest expostulations of his truest friends?—Was he actuated by a spirit of obstinacy? The fact rather seems to be this: that he had a more distinct view of the Divine will concerning himself than those around him. They were blinded by the affectionate regard which they had for him; by their apprehensions of losing such a friend, and such a worker for the kingdom of Christ: he was not. He saw clearly the mixture, so to speak, of the spiritual and the carnal, that showed itself throughout their dealing with him.

II. Sometimes we are called upon to decide between the pleadings of natural affection and the promptings and pleadings of the Spirit of God.—Our duty seems to pull us one way, our hearts pull us another; and the difficulty is, to ascertain between the two what the will of the Lord is. How is decision to be arrived at? As in the case of St. Paul, not by indifference to the pleadings of human affection, for the Apostle is obviously very nearly overcome by the loving importunity of his friends; certainly not by roughly putting aside their arguments and wishes as if they were utterly unworthy of consideration; nor by making no allowance, and blindly rushing upon a predetermined course: but by resolutely but gently turning away from man to God, and, by Divine help, opening the ear, amidst the hubbub and confusion, to hear what the Lord the Spirit has to say. And when the decision is arrived at, God’s people at least will be satisfied, although their wishes have been thwarted; and they will say, ‘The will of the Lord be done.’

III. A lesson in self-sacrifice.—When we think of those who go to the mission-field, and then look round on our many comforts, and enjoyments, and on the kindly faces of our friends, we can hardly help asking the questions, ‘What sacrifice do I make for Jesus Christ? Where is the cross-bearing? Where is the carrying of heavy burdens for the sake of His great name, and from the impulse of His exceeding love?’ But about the self-sacrifice of these servants of the Lord there can be no doubt. They go counter to their interests, to their inclinations, almost, I was going to say, to their great natural instinct, in order to follow the voice of Jesus, luring them away from England, to undertake His work in distant and uncongenial heathen lands. Shall we not wish the band of workers ‘Godspeed,’ and pursue them across the wild waste of waters—with our interest, our sympathy, our loving admiration, and with our earnest and persistent prayers? They take ship, and we return home again.

—Rev. Prebendary Gordon Calthrop.

Illustration
‘Quite recently a group of missionaries going out to India, China, and elsewhere, were sent forth to their work amidst the prayers and benedictions of an assemblage of Christian friends. These missionaries were all ladies. These people who go forth from amongst us in the name of the Lord are worth thinking about, and praying for, and being thankful to God for. We are accustomed to consider it a grand and a noble thing for a man to quit his home and his country, his early associations, and his worldly prospects, and to journey to a foreign land, under the influence of the constraining love of Christ, for the purpose of preaching them the Gospel of the grace of God. A true missionary, heaven-sent and heaven-prepared, has always been, and always will be, the object of very profound respect. But the respect which we feel for a man who will go to the mission-field we extend, in a much greater degree, to a woman who will do the same.’

Verse 13
THE DAWN OF THE MISSIONARY CALL
‘I am ready not to be bound only, but also to die at Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.’

Acts 21:13
St. Paul’s conflict of feeling is suggestive of a very noble and comprehensive character. Some have strength and no tenderness; others tenderness and no strength. St. Paul had both: he felt the kindness shown, but he felt still more the constraining power of the missionary call. Notice—

I. Its absorbing power.—The prospect of the work that lay before him absorbed his every interest.

II. Its impelling power.—St. Paul was to go to Jerusalem in fulfilment of his mission. He who had said, ‘Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do?’ was not likely to be turned aside through fear of difficulties. He was impelled to go forward, and the power within him was Christ.

III. Its assuring power.—Assurance comes when we are in the line of the Divine will. The Apostle’s calm and confidence are striking. In view of all possibilities, fetters, prison, death, he was composed. We can never go wrong with God as our guide. No trial is too great if we are resting on Him. In view of death itself the Christian has loftiest hopes.

Illustration
‘Mr. George N. Gordon, a native of Prince Edward Island, went out to the New Hebrides under the L.M.S. in 1856, and settled at Erromanga. In 1860 he and his wife were murdered by natives. He had a brother, James Douglas Gordon, who at once resolved to carry on the work in which George N. Gordon fell. He reached Erromanga in 1864, and after a time was murdered as his brother had been.’

Verse 14
DIVINE GUIDANCE
‘And When he would not be persuaded, we ceased, saying, The will of the Lord be done.’

Acts 21:14
We are all conscious of the need of guidance. Some of us perhaps could say that we are conscious of the fact of guidance; most of us certainly are often greatly perplexed as to the instrument of guidance. It seems to me that St. Paul’s example may help us to discover a principle which covers our case.

I. Two conditions of Divine direction at least are common to the Apostle and to us.

(a) We no less than St. Paul must have as the governing motive of action the performance of the will of God, and

(b) We also, as the Apostle, must habitually seek in prayer the leading of the Spirit of God.

Given that motive, and given that spiritual habit, I do think that we, no less than St. Paul, shall receive the supernatural direction for which we pray, and to some of us at least as we attempt to follow that heavenly guidance the very trial of St. Paul will come. Our assurance of duty will be challenged from quarters deserving our reverent regard, and in the sequel we shall have to go against the warnings of admitted authority and the entreaty of disinterested affection. But in our case, as in the Apostle’s, the justification of our persistence will be in the inherent superiority of our own perception of duty. In the absence of any interior certitude, we may—nay, we must—be led by the lesser and lower leadings of circumstance, and I know no valid reason why we should demur to the sacred writer’s description of these leadings as also in their measure truly Divine, but when once that interior certitude is ours all the other instruments of guidance must be set aside in its favour. That is how I understand St. Paul’s behaviour. Up to a certain point in his history he was dependent from day to day on the indications of God’s will. But then was granted an immediate revelation of his personal duty. He saw the goal towards which his efforts were to be directed, he realised his purpose in life, he understood God’s will in him. Henceforward he was set free from the incertitude and inconsistencies that marked his course. His career became the steady and continuous working out of a definite project which made it intelligible.

II. The lesson for the average life.—Granting that extra-ordinary vocations which stamp on human careers a sublime aspect are but few, must we therefore conclude that from most Christians that interior certitude as to personal duty is withholden? Must the multitude of disciples live without the illumination of assured direction from God? I do not believe it. On the contrary, I hold that there is none of us who confesses that his true lot of life must be to do the will of God, and with that conviction surrenders himself wholly and deliberately to the control of God’s Spirit, who does not receive the guidance he seeks. We fail, brethren, not from lack of leading, but from lack of courage to obey the leading we have. There is most certainly a listless, jealous temper in our society which is wonderfully hostile to every kind of moral effort, and I think we all, in spite of ourselves, are affected by it, and we are tempted to lose the sense of urgency.

III. To whom guidance is given.—St. James tells us that God gives wisdom to those that seek for it, but not to those distracted seekers whom he likens to the wind-driven waves of the sea. ‘Let not that man think that he shall receive anything from the Lord. A double-minded man is unstable in all his ways.’ That description is curiously just and apposite. We are so many of us who live in the distracted luxury of great cities double-minded, unstable, carried away by every new craze that relieves for a moment the chronic tedium of idle living, unanchored in any truth, unpledged to any cause, unclaimed by any duty. How can the voice, the Divine summons, pierce through this Babel of an unordered life? We have to begin to become serious by giving to the things of the Spirit the importance which belongs to them, by making the Divine claim on our lives the stand-point from which to regard them, by cultivating the opportunities of usefulness which come to us, by refusing to acquiesce in the idle and unordered course of living, by insisting at whatever cost on cleansing our lives from conscious insincerity. Then at least we have come within the sanctuary where oracles of guidance are vouchsafed, where watchfulness and obedience gain outward pledges of Divine leading.

—Rev. Canon Henson.

Illustration
‘In the close resemblance which there is between these words and one of the petitions in the Lord’s prayer, some have thought that they find an evidence that that prayer was already in familiar use in the early Church. Whether or no there be in them this actual and intentional repetition of Christ’s language, there cannot be a doubt that the words are a reflection of His spirit—a spirit that, all life through, was always saying, “Not My will, but Thine be done.” “Father, glorify Thy name.” The thought which the words contain is an exceedingly valuable one—if it be only for this, that it gives a resting-place to the mind. It was exactly thus that it was used by the Christians of Cæsarea. They—together with St. Paul’s immediate companions, including, of course, Luke—had been urging St. Paul, in consequence of Agabus’s prophecy, “not to go up to Jerusalem.” They had done it with an honest feeling and with a good motive, although, as the result showed, with a mistaken judgment. They had done it very earnestly. St. Paul’s higher standard—his truer estimate of life—had impelled him to a passionate negative—“What mean ye to weep and to break mine heart? for I am ready not to be bound only, but also to die at Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.” And then his friends gave way—“When he would not be persuaded, we ceased.” But mark the line at which they stopped. They do not say, “Paul wishes it; therefore it must be so”—that was the natural thought, the world’s way—but, “The will of the Lord be done.”’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

THE WILL OF THE LORD
The will of the Lord is divided into the ‘revealed’ and the ‘unrevealed’ will. The revealed will of God lies upon two pages—the page of Scripture and the page of Providence.

I. The revealed will in the Bible.—The Bible, of course, is nothing else but a revelation of the will of God, and everything which occurs in life is an opening of the will of God—for, if it were not after the will of God, it would not have taken place. Therefore whatever is written, and whatever is, is the revealed will of God. The revealed will of God in the Bible is twofold—

(a) The happiness of man, and

(b) The holiness of man—

That in both He may be glorified. ‘It is not the will of God that any should perish; but that all should come to the knowledge of the truth.’ ‘Father, I will, that they also, whom Thou hast given Me, be with Me, where I am.’ ‘This is the will of God, even your sanctification!’

II. But God’s revealed will is found also in providence.—I am not speaking now of all providences; but I will keep now to such declarations of God’s will as are in the providence illustrated by my text. There were three trials pressing upon the men of Cæsarea, when they meekly folded their hands, and said, ‘The will of the Lord be done.’

(a) There was defeat—for they were beaten in an argument into which they had evidently thrown all their power: consequently—

(b) There was disappointment—everything went contrary to their hopes and expectations; and

(c) There was grief—the bitter grief of a painful bereavement.

Here are three large classes of human distress!

III. Turn to the unrevealed will.—After all, this was the main thought of the company at Cæsarea. ‘We cannot tell which is right—St. Paul or we. The Lord will show in His own time. What He decides must be best. The will of the Lord be done.’

(a) There is a great deal of perplexity in life—it is a large part of its discipline. ‘What shall I do? What end shall I choose? Which way shall I prefer?’

(b) There is a great deal of mystery in life—it is a very shrouded thing. I cannot see a step. The real and the shadow are so ill defined. It is so vague and dreamy!

(c) There is a great deal of dread in life—dread of the unknown; events are pressing on upon me—I do not quite know of what; but there is such a sense of sin and ill-desert in my mind, that I have an apprehension of some retributive justice. I go out into the future, and it is all very dark!

But, all the while, far above all this—over the perplexity and over the mystery and over the dread—there is reigning the high will of God; and that will is bearing on to its own destined purpose, and it must prevail. And here is faith’s large field—that unrevealed will of God. Unite yourself with it—throw yourself upon it absolutely. Let it bear you where it will; it can only bear you home. ‘The will of the Lord be done.’

Rev. James Vaughan.

Verse 30
IN JERUSALEM
‘And all the city was moved.’

Acts 21:30
St. Paul is now at Jerusalem. What changes had taken place during the quarter of a century which had elapsed since his first introduction to the Church in this city!

I. St. Paul’s reception at Jerusalem.—On his arrival in Jerusalem he was—

(a) Received by friends. They were glad to receive him (Acts 21:17), and went to Mnason’s house to give him a warm welcome. The next day a public reception took place. St. Paul ‘rehearsed’ the things which ‘God had wrought.’ Told them how God had blessed his preaching in Corinth, Philippi, and other Gentile cities. No wonder that when the brethren heard it, ‘they glorified the Lord’ (Acts 21:20).

(b) Misrepresented by opponents.—But whilst the brethren rejoiced at this account of the Apostle’s work amongst the Gentiles, others looked upon him with suspicion (Acts 21:21). But besides these, there were large numbers of Jews who hated St. Paul, and looked upon him as a traitor to the Jewish faith and nation.

(c) The counsel of James. James said that whilst he and the brethren adhered to the decision to grant freedom to Gentile Christians, in the interests of peace he advised St. Paul to do what he could to remove these suspicions. That St. Paul should go to the Temple with four poor men who had taken a Nazarite vow. This meant that they had agreed to let their hair grow and abstain from wine for a month. It was a Jewish mode of thanking God for special mercies, and the Apostle himself had observed it after his first danger in Europe (chap. Acts 18:18). At the close of the month they shaved their heads, went to the Temple, if within reach, on seven successive days, and offered sacrifice (Numbers 6:13-21). It was a hard proposal to make to the Apostle, who had taught ‘in every city’ that such usages were indifferent, and preached that in Christ Jesus ‘neither circumcision availeth anything nor uncircumcisiom. But he accepted the proposal. He would do all that was possible for peace. Whilst maintaining to the Gentiles freedom of grace, to show that he was still a loyal Jew, to disarm prejudices of Jewish Christians, he accepted the conditions—went with the four men for the seven days of purification, and paid the cost of their sacrifices.

II. The riot in the Temple court.—But further disappointment awaited the Apostle. What he had done for the sake of peace brought him into the greatest peril.

(a) The cause of the riot. He had almost reached the end of the ceremonies, when Jews from Ephesus, who knew the Apostle, saw him in the streets of Jerusalem with Trophimus, an Ephesian Gentile. It was the festival of Pentecost, and pilgrims were present from all parts. Meeting St. Paul in the Temple, they thought Trophimus was still with him, and shouted, ‘Men of Israel, help! This is the man that teacheth all men everywhere against the people, and the law, and this place.’ It was the charge brought against Stephen (chap. Acts 6:13). Now a similar charge is brought against St. Paul. They said also that he had profaned the holy place by bringing Gentiles into the Temple.

(b) The seizure of St. Paul. The falsehood spread and led to a riot. St. Paul was dragged down the stairs into the Court of the Gentiles. The design of his enemies seemed to be to get him out of the Temple before proceeding to further violence. Then blows fell upon him fast, and the Apostle’s life was in danger. Only the sacredness of the place saved him from being torn in pieces.

(c) St. Paul rescued by the Romans. But the Roman guard had noticed the tumult from the Castle of Antonia. The captain, hurrying down, was just in time to rescue the Apostle from his peril. At the approach of armed soldiers the rioters paused, parted to right and left, and St. Paul was once more left in the custody of Roman soldiers.

III. The practical application.

(a) Observe how careful the Apostle is to recognise Church order. St. Paul was an Apostle, yet he not only respects the officers of the Church at Jerusalem, but he consults their feelings, submits to their judgment, and strengthens their hands. Sometimes, under the spurious statement that the work of God is the main thing, many speak disparagingly of Church organisation, as if it were not the proper way to do the work of God. God’s work is best done in God’s way.

(b) The earnest Christian must be prepared to meet with misrepresentation, and no form of opposition is more difficult to face than an anonymous misrepresentation like that contained in the words, ‘They have been informed.’ In this case, too, the slanderers hasten to spread the warning that St. Paul does not believe in the Old Testament.

—John Palmer.

Illustration
‘The Castle or Tower of Antonia (named after Mark Antony, built by Herod the Great) was situated on the north-west corner of the Temple. Built on a rock, it overlooked the Temple, and was connected by two flights of stairs with the outermost courts. The Romans always kept the castle strongly garrisoned with troops. From the look-out on the Tower of Antonia the sentry saw the tumult and reported it to the chief captain.’m
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Verse 1
ST. PAUL’S DEFENCE
‘Men, brethren, and fathers, hear ye my defence which I make now unto you.,

Acts 22:1
We recall the scene on the stairs mentioned in the last chapter. The excited crowd, the crush, so great that the soldiers had to carry St. Paul, the people following, shouting ‘Away with him!’ Lysias, the captain, was perplexed—did not know how to act, because no distinct charge had been brought against the apostle (Acts 22:30). But on the way to the castle St. Paul spoke to the captain saying who he was. He asked that he might speak; leave was granted and St. Paul made his defence.

I. St. Paul’s defence.—Notice how tenderly he begins his speech (Acts 22:1).

(a) He told them about himself.—By birth and education he was a Jew. Born at Tarsus, and brought up ‘at the feet of Gamaliel.’ Taught after the manner of the law, was for a time a persecutor of the Christians, as the priests and elders could bear him witness, and from whom he received authority to carry on his designs against the brethren.

(b) The story of his conversion.—He then told them the story of his conversion (Acts 22:6-11), how the great change in him was brought about. [See Second Outline.]

(c) How he became a Christian. Being stricken with blindness, he was unable to do anything for himself. In his distress, ‘Ananias, a devout man according to the law, having a good report of all the Jews,’ was sent to his assistance (Acts 22:12-16), by whom he was baptized and received into the Church. By a Jew, whom the Lord had sent to him. It was the ‘God of our fathers’ Who had called him to ‘be His witness unto all men.’

(d) His call to be an apostle. The apostle now comes to the most difficult part of his subject. Had told them about his conversion and reception into the Church. Proceeds to tell them how he received the call to apostleship, and his mission to the Gentiles (Acts 22:17-21). The message came to him in Jerusalem, while worshipping in the temple, and from the Lord Himself. Up to this point the people listened with patience. But when he declared that he had been sent on his mission to the Gentiles by the Lord, the storm broke forth with greater violence (Acts 22:22). Again rose the cry, ‘Away with such a fellow from the earth: for it is not fit that he should live.’

II. Imprisoned. All this was very puzzling to Lysias, the chief captain. He could judge only of the address by its effects. The sudden outcry and gestures of hatred by which it was met revived his old suspicions, and he concluded that St. Paul must be a dangerous offender against the state. He was taken to the castle and scourged, but his Roman citizenship saved him and he was released.

III. Observe:—

(a) St. Paul, apparently without a friend in the angry mob, which seemed eager for his death, retains complete self-possession and calmness. It was not the first time he had faced violent crowds: they had no terrors for him.

(b) His wise and happy choice of words. St. Paul’s aim was to win his countrymen for Christ. To this end, he was particular about what some persons would consider minor points. He spoke in the language they liked, and he was respectful in his manner. The effect was remarkable. The Jews were at once quiet and attentive.

—John Palmer.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Josephus tells us that “the Egyptian” referred to by Lysias was one of the many impostors of the time, who gave himself out as a prophet, and advanced at the head of a large army as far as the Mount of Olives, where he was defeated by Felix. Though he managed to escape with a portion of his followers, efforts were made for his apprehension, and Lysias seems to have concluded that nothing but the discovery of this impostor could have caused such an uproar. This, however, would be a political matter, to be judged according to Roman law, and the chief captain orders the apostle to be taken into the castle for further examination.’

(2) ‘The course of instruction which a Rabbi had to undergo consisted entirely of the study of the Scriptures and the comments of masters upon them. The words of the Scriptures and the sayings of the wise were committed to memory and discussed. St. Paul “learned at the feet of Gamaliel” much which was of great moment in his subsequent career. In the synagogues his knowledge of the Scriptures enabled him to adduce proofs from an authority which his hearers acknowledged to be supreme. Besides, St. Paul was the great theologian of Christianity and the principal writer of the New Testament. The new grew out of the old; the one the prophecy, the other the fulfilment. But it required a mind not only saturated with Christianity, but with the Old Testament, to bring this out; and the apostle quotes from all parts—the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms—with equal facility.’

Verse 7
THE CONVERSION OF ST. PAUL
‘Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou Me?’

Acts 22:7
The inquiry upon which I ask you to enter is this. What drew Saul of Tarsus to Jesus Christ? And what bound St. Paul throughout his whole life as the devoted slave of our Lord?

I. In order to understand this, we must consider the man, his origin and his training.—He was a Jew, not a Jew of Palestine, but a Jew, as it was called, of the ‘Dispersion.’ Though Palestine was the land of the Jews, and Jerusalem their sacred centre, yet there were more Jews outside the Holy Land than in it; they were dispersed over Asia Minor and Greece, and the other shores of the Mediterranean. They had settlements and synagogues almost everywhere throughout the Roman Empire, and even at Rome itself; they attained to firm positions of honour and prosperity, and gained in some cases the Roman franchise, which enabled a man to say ‘I am a Roman citizen’ and enjoy special privileges. Paul could say that he was ‘free born,’ for his father was a Roman citizen. He lived at Tarsus, ‘a city in Cilicia’—a Greek city of which he was proud; and so, though he was a Jew, he had a complete command of the Greek language. His father belonged to the strict school of Judaism, and therefore his son was sent to be educated under the most famous Jewish teacher of the day—Rabbi Gamaliel.

About this time strange things had been happening elsewhere. A young prophet had appeared in Galilee who had aroused a vast enthusiasm among the populace, whom the Pharisees were accustomed to count their own special sphere of influence. He had been caught, hurriedly tried, and sentenced to a horrible form of execution by crucifixion.

II. His hesitancy.—When Saul returned to Jerusalem he found that the matter was by no means at an end. Certain people declared that the young Prophet was alive again. Attempts were made by the priestly party to crush the new sect, especially because they proclaimed the resurrection of the dead, which was a doctrine rejected by the Sadducees, to whom the great priestly families mainly belonged. Gamaliel suggested that persecution of this sect was unwise; they might even find that they were fighting against God. We must not lose sight of this very instructive point in the story. Gamaliel was Saul’s teacher, and Gamaliel had not made up his mind. The little brotherhood were very devoted attendants at the Temple worship; they had a great following among the people; it was clearly a new religious movement within Judaism which should be watched and, if possible, guided—not crushed. We may reasonably think of Saul at this moment as noting and sharing the uncertainty of his master, wondering not with the old man’s wisdom, but with the young man’s eager anxiety, for here was a new situation from which he could not escape. His own future as a religious teacher must be influenced by these new facts as to which he at any rate must make up his mind. He had not very long to wait. Among those who had joined the new society was a man of exceptional force and ability, who, like Saul, was not a Palestinian, but a Greek-speaking Jew, with a Greek name—Stephen. We do not know exactly what Stephen said, we only know what his enemies said that he said, but clearly it was enough to raise a storm; he was accused of speaking against the law of Moses and against the sacredness of Jerusalem itself. At last the Pharisaic party were thoroughly aroused. We observe that those who argued with Stephen were not Palestinian Jews, but Jews of the Dispersion. They, who lived at a distance from the home country, were peculiarly anxious to show their patriotism toward the mother city. Some of those that disputed with Stephen were from Cilicia and Asia, and we may be sure that among them was young Saul of Tarsus. Stephen’s teaching was to them the deadliest heresy. So Stephen was hurried to his death. Those who bore witness against him were, by the Jewish law, bound to cast the first stone at him, and so we read: ‘the witnesses laid down their clothes at a young man’s feet whose name was Saul.’

III. Saul the persecutor.—‘Saul was consenting unto his death.’ It was a sudden, a terrible transformation; the brilliant, attractive, tender-hearted, religious young student had in a moment become Saul the persecutor. He sprang to the front as a champion of religion, he would be ‘thorough’; and so having dispersed the sect in Jerusalem, he got a letter from the high priest and went to hunt out certain remnants of it in distant Damascus. What a journey it must have been! What thoughts came to him in his long rides: Gamaliel’s attitude of sympathetic hesitancy, Stephen’s face bright with the light of another world, Stephen’s vision of the Lord Jesus, Stephen’s dying prayer—all these would haunt him. ‘O God,’ he must have cried in the night watches under the Syrian stars, ‘O God, show me what is right, unravel the mystery, let me not be carried away, keep me true to Thee.’ But no answer came: and day followed night and night day; till at last the walls of Damascus came in sight and the journey was all but closed.

IV. The momentous question.—It was midday, when suddenly there was a blinding flash brighter than the sunlight, and Saul fell to the ground, and he heard a voice calling him by name, ‘Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou Me?’ Yes, why indeed? What a flash of light there was in that question! It was more wonderful than any outward miracle. You might explain away an outward phenomenon and say that Saul was overborne by the strain and fatigue of the journey and the heat of the midday sun, and swooned and fell from his horse. But you cannot explain away that question. It was not a question he could have asked himself. No doubt he did ask again and again, ‘Why am I persecuting these few feeble folk far away from home?’ But to Saul Jesus was dead, he could not persecute Him; and yet here was Jesus of Nazareth saying, ‘Why persecutest Me?’ Yes, why? If Jesus was risen from the dead, if He was indeed living again with His followers and feeling their sufferings as His own, what was Saul doing, why was he persecuting at all? The power of that question is clear. Think also of its tenderness: He does not smite the persecutor, He does not even upbraid him, but only asks this question. Of another young man we read that, ‘Jesus beholding him, loved him,’ and, so it is here—the same irresistible tenderness which we find so often in the Gospel story is at work still. ‘What wilt thou have me to do?’ is the only possible reply. ‘Go into the city and it shall be told thee what thou shalt do.’ The conquest was complete. The King of men had claimed another subject. It was one of the decisive victories of the world, and we thank God still for the conversion of His blessed Apostle St. Paul.

V. The answer to the inquiry.—So, then, we have begun to find an answer to the inquiry, What was it that drew Saul of Tarsus to Jesus Christ, and bound St. Paul the Apostle for his life as His devoted slave? It was a personal contact with the love of the living Christ. ‘I drew them with the cords of a man, with bands of love.’

VI. Have you come into personal contact with the love of the living Christ?—If not, why not? You must not wait for a special interposition, for a wonderful vision such as was granted to Saul of Tarsus; that was necessary for him; he could get no nearer without it: there were no Gospels written then for him to read about Jesus, and he was hopelessly prejudiced against all living Christian witnesses; he was certain that Jesus was dead; nothing but the voice of the living Christ could possibly reach him. But with you it is different. You have the Gospels, you have the living witnesses who plead in Christ’s Name. Why have you not felt His power? Will you ask yourselves the question? I will not put it in the form in which Christ put it to Saul—‘Why persecutest thou Me?’ though He Himself has said: ‘He that is not with Me is against Me,’ and so in some sense it might be applicable; but I will rather assume that you want to do right, as Saul wanted to do right, that you want to consecrate your life to the highest purposes, and yet you have not won your way to Christ, and so I ask, Why not? Why have you not come into contact with Jesus Christ? Why are you not in His service? It is the same question, only shaped to suit your case; and the tender, loving Holy Spirit which Christ sends to plead on His behalf shall press you for the reply.

—Dean Armitage Robinson.
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Verse 8
THE MINISTRY OF ANGELS
‘The Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, neither angel, nor spirit.’

Acts 23:8
The scene is changed. St. Paul, released by Lysias, pleads his cause before the Sanhedrin, and his declaration that he is a Pharisee and that it was ‘of the hope and resurrection of the dead’ that he was called in question, caused a violent dispute, for ‘the Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, neither angel, nor spirit.’ It is to a question associated with their position that I desire to draw your attention.

The ministry of angels! The subject is a difficult one, for angels are in the background of our faith, and when we bring the background of a picture forward, we may interfere with the proper centre and subject of the whole. As to us the centre, the beginning, and the end of our faith is the Lord Christ. I limit myself now to the ministry of angels for men.

I. Angel-guardians of children.—How many of us are interested in little children! Yet they have other friends—friends who watch in heaven as we watch on earth. To our interest is joined their kindred care. If ever in our occupations we forget the children, forget to pray for them, forget to commit them to God, those above are not so unmindful. In heaven the angel of the child always beholds the face of the Father of Jesus. The Son of Man wills it so—He declares it to be so; and this angel is a part of Christ’s ministry to seek and to save. Peaceful, then, may be the days of a really Christian household, and sweet their rest, when Jesus and His angels are keeping watch above and around.

II. Angels encouraging youth.—Jacob had received the last embrace and the last blessing. As night spread itself around, he looked for a place among the rocks, and there he lay to pass his first night from home. And as he slept, there came to him, not a dream, but a true and purposed vision. There was a ladder set up upon the earth, and the top of it reaching to heaven. There was a friendless man lying below, and there was the true promising God standing above; and there was spoken the Word which has lasted true for three thousand years; and there too were the angels, surely not less true, going up and down. How many of the young have to go out into life, more or less alone, and to make their way as best they can, their journey weary, their resting-places rough, and the prospect dark around them! But still, if they only knew it, they are not alone. Their solitude is peopled. The ladder is fixed. Above stands the Saviour of Israel, and angels are passing between. How safe in this multitudinous loneliness to feel, ‘My Saviour reads my heart; my angel sees my doings!’ And, oh, what a good work for all who have won influence with youth, to throw that spark of better purpose into the conscience of the young, which will rescue duty from the langours of routine, and quicken them to their true life for themselves and Christ!

III. The ministry of angels in the circumstances and emergencies of life.—Here in the incessant whirl, a good man too often gets caught in the machinery of business. He finds himself mixed up with doubtful companions, and doubtful transactions. His soul is vexed, but his feet are entangled. Then is the Lord’s time, and He sends His servant to help; and, led by the hand of angels, Lot escapes from the city. Or a good man is sometimes depressed in religious despondency. ‘It is enough; now, Lord, take away my life, for I am no better than my fathers.’ Then comes the angel of comfort, and with loving touches wakes the Christian from inaction, brings him again to the ministrations of grace: ‘Arise, and eat, Elijah, because the journey is too great for thee.’ And in the strength of that meat indeed the tired soul finds new strength, and presses on towards the mount of God.

In short, through all the long parable of our life, the holy angels do their service to Christ in ministering to the heirs of salvation.

We do not intrude ourselves into things we have not seen. We follow the sure warrant of the Bible truth. We are unbeguiled by any majesty less august than that of Christ, but still we believe ‘we are come unto an innumerable company of angels.’

Rev. Canon F. T. Crosse.

Illustration
‘Every man, says a Turkish allegory, has two angels—one on his right shoulder and another on his left. When he does anything good, the angel on his right shoulder writes it down in his book and seals it, because what is done is done for ever. When he has done evil, the angel on his left shoulder writes it down; he waits till midnight; if before that the man bows down his head and exclaims, “Gracious Allah, I have sinned, forgive me,” the angel rubs it out with a sponge; if not, at midnight he seals it, and the angel on the man’s right shoulder weeps.’

Verse 11
THE PASTOR’S WAY OF PEACE
‘The Lord stood by him, and said, Be of good cheer, Paul: for as thou hast testified of Me in Jerusalem, so must thou bear witness also at Rome.’

Acts 23:11
This was in the Antonian citadel, in the night. The immediate sequel of the text is the conspiracy for St. Paul’s assassination, when at dawn of day the ‘more than forty’ arranged how and where they might fall upon their victim.

In such a frame is set this radiant picture. Serene and infinitely at liberty, He Who always knows the way to the solitudes and sorrows of His people stood by His Apostle’s side. He called His servant by his name. He placed Himself in sympathetic contact with his fears. And He lifted him out of them with the sublime reassurance that the servant was in the path of the Master’s will, and therefore altogether safe in the escort of the Master’s love and power. The path was developing and ascending. Jerusalem was about to be exchanged for Rome. And Jesus Christ guarantees St. Paul’s safety here and his safety there, assuring him of a deep inward continuity through all the changes, as well as of a rest and refuge amidst all the storms.

There is in the message to St. Paul an intimate relation to ourselves, to the pastors of to-day. How shall we read that message out?

I. It is a message of the power of Christ to transcend and transfigure difficulty.

II. It is a message that Christ is able to transfigure life’s deep changes, till they are as it were harmonised into one song by the reconciling magic of His will. From Jerusalem to Rome, from a place which, with all its alarms, was yet redolent to him of memory and old ways, to the world-city, dangerously new and different; that was a great change for St. Paul.

III. What better can I do than move you to pray for your clergy, chosen servants and messengers of Christ?
(a) Pray that in all their care and labour the Lord may evermore stand by them, morning, noon, and night, saying to them, at the heart of all circumstances, ‘Fear not; I am with thee.’

(b) Pray that the sevenfold Spirit may fill their spirit with counsel, and with the might of truth and love and with the great gift of power for God with men.

(c) Pray that the heavenly Scriptures may be evermore lighted up to them by that same Spirit, and that the sure Word, in its fullness and its sublime proportion, which is of God, may be their lamp, and oracle, and song.

(d) Pray that they may have grace faithfully to fulfil their call to be, above all men, preachers of that Word, and that they may evermore rejoice to set forth from it before all men our Lord Jesus Christ Himself, as our all in all, for this life and the life to come, for pardon, holiness, and heaven, in His finished work, in His everlasting working.

—Bishop H. C. G. Moule.

Illustration
‘The responsibility of the congregation was a thought which Bishop Westcott touched on many times; never, perhaps, with more force than in this passage from one of his Ordination addresses. “Priest and people act and react one upon the other. They suffer together, they advance together. If it is true, as we all must admit, that the priest must use for his people every grace of the Spirit with which he is endowed, it is no less true that the people on their part must use for their priest that sevenfold gift which they too received by the apostolic laying on of hands. To them also is entrusted a stewardship of sacred treasures by which those that have rule over them must be supported. This truth, this vital truth, has, I think, been commonly overlooked; and there has followed, naturally, on the one side an assumption of lordship, and on the other side a suppression of spiritual force.”
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Verse 14
THE GOD OF OUR FATHERS
‘But this I confess unto thee, that after the way which they call heresy, so worship I the God of my fathers, believing all things which are written in the law and in the prophets.’

Acts 24:14
St. Paul, face to face with his opponents before the judgment-seat of Felix, on the one hand makes an admission, on the other puts forward a claim. He admits that his beliefs are not those of the Jews who are prosecuting him. The way of Christ which he follows is not the way of their religion. They call his way by a hard name, but at the same time he claims that he and they worship the same God, the God of his fathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and he goes on to assert that he believes all things which are written in the law and in the prophets. How far was he justified in making this claim? Ceremonial law for him had ceased to be of any practical efficacy, but yet he still fully recognised its Divine origin and the Divine purpose which it had served. He felt that Christ had come not to destroy but to fulfil the law. He felt that the God of Moses and the God of Jesus Christ were in the fullest sense of the words the same. St. Paul’s view that the Gospel of Christ supplanted and at the same time carried on the Law of Moses finds numerous illustrations in the subsequent history of the Christian Church.

I. All great religious movements within the Church stand in a twofold attitude towards the past.

(a) On the one hand there is a break with the past. New ideas take possession of men’s minds. Some old belief, some old form of worship is seen to be in some respects false and unworthy.

(b) On the other hand, there is also continuity with the past. The new development still has its roots in the past. It is adjusted to the old beliefs which are still retained. The fundamental principles of Christianity remain as true as they were before, but they are viewed in a new light, they are presented in a fresh way.

And this twofold aspect of religious movements is strikingly marked in the English Reformation. The Reformed Anglican Church broke away from many past errors and abuses, but it did not become a new Church. It still stood firmly rooted in the past. The Church of Rome has condemned our Reformed Church as heretical and schismatic. May we not say, on the other hand, ‘In a way that they call heresy, so worship we the God of our fathers’?

II. Every generation has its own religious ministry, its own way of presenting to the world the Gospel of salvation. It has not merely to adjust itself to the preceding generation, to take up and carry on the work and ideas which have been handed on to it, but it has at the same time its own special problems to consider. It has to take into account the newer ideas on scientific and social questions which are continually growing up. Each generation of Christians gives its own interpretation to the difficulties of Christianity. Each generation accommodates its needs to the eternal truths of the teaching of Jesus Christ. No one generation can ever fully understand another. That is, of course, especially the case where religion is confronted with scientific problems, and over and over again the leaders of religious thought have betrayed religion by putting forward its accidental characteristics as if they were essential. It is essential evidence of the truth of Christianity that it has this wonderful power of assimilating all that is good and true in modern thought. If it had not possessed this receptivity, this flexibility, it would run the risk of becoming fossilised. It could not continue to be a living force if it ceased to be in touch with the highest forms of modern progress.

III. Our own generation has its own religious problems, and it may be that it will hereafter be regarded as a great turning-point in the history of Christianity. At present we are too near to it, too much under its influence to be able to judge about that. There are those who would have us believe that Christianity has been weighed in the balance and found wanting, that our faith is crumbling away underneath us. I do not believe that those who hold this view appreciate the latent resources, the reserve force of Christianity, but the fact that such things are said throws an immense responsibility upon individual believers. We need all the adaptability and all the resoluteness of St. Paul. It rests with us to show that a man may be a sincere Christian without in the least cutting himself off from the social and intellectual movement of his time. It rests with us to let our light shine before men, to prove by our life that religion is a living force within us, something that we have made a reality to ourselves by striving after truth to the best of our power. Do not lightly cut yourselves adrift from that great Christian past which you have inherited from those who have gone before you. Even though you have doubts and difficulties, do not give up the practice of prayer. The God of our fathers is still very near us. He is still ready to hear us in our struggles and temptations as He heard His people in the days gone by. We cannot, of course, as Christians all hold exactly the same opinions. Our forms of worship may not be in all cases exactly the same. But we have one common object of worship, the God of our fathers. That is the link which binds all Christians together. Christ is in us and God is in Christ. ‘I in them, and Thou in Me, that they may be made perfect in one.’

—Rev. Dr. H. G. Woods.

Illustration
‘Suppose a Christian of to-day could be transported into the Christianity of the third, or the tenth, or even the sixteenth century, it would often be difficult for him to understand or sympathise with the ideas, the aspirations, the conduct of these Christians of the past. The principles would be the same, there would be a common ground of faith, but the atmosphere would be different. The ideals would not be the same. The character of the religious life would not be altogether the same. There were, no doubt, in those times many examples of beautiful and saintly lives, still in some respects there would certainly be a sense of discord between the past and the present. That is because the Christianity of each age necessarily reflects to some extent the spirit of its age, and so it is true that, within certain limits, what were regarded as heresies in one age have become the commonplaces of later generations.’

Verse 15
RESURRECTION TO LIFE AND TO JUDGMENT
‘There shall be a resurrection of the dead, both of the just and unjust.’

Acts 24:15
These words spoken by St. Paul in presence of Felix, who probably noted reference to ‘unjust.’ He was a bad man, and possibility of retribution made him tremble.

Men nowadays do not tremble when they hear of resurrection of unjust; but there are some who, when on Holy Days like Easter the truth is brought home to them, are conscious of questions rising up in soul.

The Lord leaves us in no doubt; the resurrection of the just will be to life, of unjust not to damnation but to judgment, to a first examination upon which the final decision irreversibly turns.

I. The resurrection of life.—What is it? The unjust make a resurrection of life in a special sense—a resurrection of judgment. How will it be with the righteous? Our Lord’s words are plain: ‘He that heareth My Word … cometh not into judgment:’ and ‘He that beliveth … is not judged.’ Some, therefore, will be so blest that for them, when the Lord comes to judge, there will be no judgment. Is this in accord with tenor of Holy Scripture? Yes, there is undoubtedly proof of a first resurrection, and that they who are worthy of it will reign with Christ during the mystic thousand years. These are they who come not into judgment.

II. What is the spiritual character of those chosen ones? Here Christ has revealed it in passages above quoted—‘He that believeth.’ But if such be the power of faith, what of the lower powers of belief? We must leave it with Him, knowing that even weak faith in Him will never be counted as though it were not.

III. On faith in Jesus Christ—Incarnate, Crucified, Risen—depends all our future, here and hereafter.

—Bishop Ellicott.

Illustration
‘The Resurrection of Christ is no isolated fact. It is not only an answer to the craving the human heart; it is the key to all history, the interpretation of the growing purpose of life.’

Verse 25
RESISTING THE SPIRIT
‘Felix trembled, and answered, Go thy way for this time; when I have a convenient season, I will call for thee.’

Acts 24:25
Felix made two great mistakes. He did not know what constituted ‘a convenient season’; and he presumed he might repent and turn to God whenever he pleased.

I. The folly of trusting to external circumstances.—We are all apt to give too much weight—whether to help or hindrance—to external circumstances. It is a testimony to true religion that almost every one will say, that he hopes and means some day or other, to be, if not very religious, yet certainly more religious than he is now. But, then, all fancy that by and by they will be in a position which will be more favourable to make a beginning They will be holier; or, their anxieties will be fewer; or, their temptations will be less; or, their religious advantages will be greater; or, their associations in life will be more fitting. So their state of mind will be better prepared. They picture a certain future, which wears a sober, and almost a religious, aspect; and then they call that ‘a convenient season.’

II. It is the Holy Spirit Who calls.—It is the felt willingness of God to receive us; it is the ‘still small voice’ consciously heard within—it is the drawings of the secret, constraining power, which is the operation of the Spirit of God upon the conscience and the affections—these make the ‘convenient season.’ Where these are, everything is sure to be ‘convenient’—God will make it ‘convenient’—how unlikely soever it be. Where these are not, there will be an ‘inconvenience’—an utter impossibility. Remember, if the Spirit is now striving, the ‘convenient,’ the most ‘convenient,’ the one ‘convenient,’ perhaps the only ‘convenient season’ of life is come.

III. The danger of procrastination.—It needs no other proof that ‘now’—that emphatic ‘now’ that God has written before your eyes, so awfully and so solemnly—your ‘now’ is here! No man can say that the Spirit will work in him at any given time. Felix might think, ‘I will send for Paul another time.’ But he would not have the wish to send for St. Paul unless the Spirit put it in his heart; and, if even he did send for St. Paul, could he command that the Spirit would come too? And yet, if St. Paul came, and the Spirit did not come, what use is it? We are, most of us, so accustomed to have the good Spirit always acting on our hearts, that it is very difficult for us to imagine a time when He shall not act. No man can say that a year hence, or a day hence, or an hour hence, the Holy Spirit will lead him to God and enable him to repent. All religious procrastination is an insult to the Holy Ghost.

—Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘The Hindoos believe that the waters of the Ganges possess such attributes, that he who drinks of that stream must enjoy eternal life. Two pilgrims who had come from afar reached the river together, and one ran down at once to lap the waters; but the other stood on the bank and said, “I am in no hurry; you go back home to-morrow, hut I am about to build my but here, and shall spend all my life here, and drink whenever I please.” He built his hut, and every day would say to himself, “I shall be here to-morrow, and shall drink then.” He lived there for years, and died without tasting the Ganges, as he always put off till the morrow his opportunity.’
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Verse 11
ST. PAUL’S APPEAL TO CÆSAR
‘I appeal unto Cæsar.’

Acts 25:11
This was St. Paul’s declaration to Festus who had succeeded Felix. More than two years had passed since the Sanhedrin excited the mob against St. Paul, but their hatred of him was still great. As soon as Festus arrived at Jerusalem, the chief priest and elders laid their plans—or part of them—before him (Acts 25:2-3). They stated that they wanted the Apostle brought to Jerusalem to be tried again, but really they had hired some persons ‘to wait in the way to kill him.’ Probably Festus knew nothing of the plot, but his answer to this request showed that he wished to act justly (Acts 25:4-5). He told them that he would be returning to Cæsarea shortly, where St. Paul was imprisoned, and he would hear the case. Some of their body could go down with him and prosecute Paul ‘if there be any wickedness in him.’ At the end of about ten days Festus returned to Cæsarea, and the trial was arranged the day after, the Jewish rulers being present to repeat the charges laid before Felix, ‘which they could not prove’ (Acts 25:7). To the charges Paul gave a simple denial (Acts 25:8). As there was no case, the prisoner should have been acquitted, but here again the desire ‘to do the Jews a pleasure’ prevented Festus from acting justly, as was the case with Felix; and as the Jews seemed to attach importance to the matter, Festus asked Paul if he would go to Jerusalem to be tried by the Sanhedrin if he presided? (Acts 25:9). This was a great crisis in St. Paul’s life. For the third time he took his stand on his rights as a Roman citizen. ‘I appeal unto Cæsar.’

I. The appeal.

(a) He could appeal no higher. Rome was now the mistress of the world, and her Cæsars could spare or sacrifice life as they liked, no one daring to question their right to do so. The Cæsar of Rome, at the time St. Paul made his appeal, was Nero, as impious and cruel a man as ever occupied a throne. It was by his imperial command that the Apostle was ultimately beheaded. Why did he appeal to such a man, knowing his character only too well? Because he felt that immediate destruction awaited him if he accepted the proposal of Festus to go up to Jerusalem to be tried there. There was, then, only one way by which he could save himself from ‘the jaws of the lion’ for at least some while to come, and that was by claiming his high privilege as a Roman citizen. He did not hesitate for a moment. He could but die ultimately, if Nero condemned him; and hence he uttered the four words of the text which changed, in the twinkling of an eye, the whole case.

(b) He asserts his innocence. He said to Festus, ‘To the Jews have I done no wrong, as thou very well knowest.’ As it has been well observed, ‘It is a debt we owe to our good name not only not to bear false witness against ourselves, but maintain our own integrity against those who bear false witness against us.’

(c) He demands justice. ‘If there be,’ he says, ‘none of these things whereof these accuse me, no man may deliver me unto them.’ His meaning is this: ‘If I have done anything wrong, I will make neither resistance nor attempt to escape from justice; but if I am guiltless, as I maintain I am, the persecution of my foes is malicious; and no man can righteously deliver me unto them, not even thou, Festus; for it is thy business as much to protect the guiltless as it is to punish the guilty.’ For these reasons he flies to the last refuge of oppressed innocency, and earnestly says, ‘I appeal unto Cæsar.’ Alas, that ‘a Hebrew of the Hebrews’ should feel that he would be infinitely safer in Rome, among unbaptized heathen, than in Jerusalem, among his own countrymen! ‘A man’s worst foes are they of his own household.’

II The agreement.

(a) The language of Festus was decisive. ‘Hast thou appealed unto Cæsar? unto Cæsar shalt thou go.’ This seems brave enough; but Festus was beginning to be afraid. A mysterious Hand was writing on his heart as it did once on the walls of a palace in Babylon, and a great Spirit was pressing his mind with thoughts that bore him away as the sea-waves bear away whatever is on their bosom. St. Paul was a perfect contrast to Festus: they might well have changed places. Yet in one thing they were one—their agreement respecting Cæsar.

(b) This agreement was providential. Had Festus, who was very ‘willing to do the Jews a pleasure,’ taken St. Paul to Jerusalem, and he had fallen a martyr on the road, then some of those Epistles which now enrich our sacred literature, and have proved an emphatic benediction to thousands of God’s saints, had never been written. But Divine Providence so ordered this circumstance from beginning to end that it turned out for ‘the furtherance of the Gospel.’ He permitted the Apostle to be taken as a prisoner to Rome; but he whom they led to Rome carried the Gospel with him to that imperial city; and he preached it there with the same matchless eloquence and power as he had done in the Hebrew capital; and, strange to tell, though the preacher was incarcerated in a prison, he made converts to the faith of Jesus not only among the soldiers who guarded him, but among courtiers and others in the very palace of Cæsar to whom he had appealed! Surely the wrath of man shall ever praise God!

Illustration
‘The moment St. Paul uttered these words, neither the Jews nor Festus had any further power over him. Amidst all the corruption of Roman law and justice, the rights of the Roman citizen and the power of appeal had been jealously guarded by the emperors on account of the power which it put into their hands; for with the utterance of these words a Roman citizen obtained immediate right of entry into the presence of his emperor, and right of judgment from that emperor’s lips alone. Festus immediately arose from his judgment-seat and withdrew, in order that he might confer with his council. He had driven his prisoner further than he had intended, and had exposed himself almost on the first day of his jurisdiction in Judæa to a refusal to abide by his degree, and an appeal which passed him by and carried the matter to the emperor. But whether he were piqued or not as the result of his timeserving policy, he had no recourse save to reply, “Hast thou appealed unto Cæsar? unto Cæsar shalt thou go.”’
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Verse 8
ST. PAUL AND THE RESURRECTION
‘Why should it be thought a thing incredible with you, that God should raise the dead?’

Acts 26:8
St. Paul’s appeal to Cæsar placed Festus in a difficulty. How could he draw up the indictment? The arrival of King Agrippa II. with his sister Bernice on their congratulatory visit to Festus was opportune. Agrippa would hear the man himself, and in this twenty-sixth chapter of the Acts we have the record of the Apostle’s most impressive address. The question in the text is difficult to answer, for God is omnipotent. King Agrippa could give no answer, nor can we. But we may meditate on the fact.

I. The evidence for the Resurrection.—Jesus of Nazareth was certainly dead; and by the testimony of those who had every opportunity to ascertain the fact He was certainly alive again. Not one of the disciples expected the Saviour to rise again; it was only by the irresistible power of accumulating evidence that they were forced from their incredulity to the conviction of the truth. He was seen by five hundred men and women who could not all have been fools or fanatics. On the basis of belief in the Resurrection a large community speedily sprang up in the world. On this basis still rests the Church of the Redeemer.

II. The practical importance of the Resurrection.

(a) If no Resurrection, we must part with that absolute confidence which we feel in every single statement that the Saviour made.

(b) If no Resurrection, we are deprived of assurance that there is any connection between His death and the forgiveness of our sins.

(c) If no Resurrection, then, to say the least, Christ was mistaken about Himself.

III. If we lose hold of the Resurrection we lose hold of that great foundation-truth that Jesus is the Son of God—the Eternal Son of the Eternal Father.

—Rev. Prebendary Gordon Calthrop.

Illustration
‘On the basis of belief in the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, with all that it involves, a large community speedily sprang up in the world, as you will gather if you read the Epistles to the Romans, Galatians, and Corinthians—these Epistles having been written by St. Paul before any of the Gospels were issued, and only a few years after the crucifixion on Calvary. Relying on the testimony of those who had seen Jesus after He rose again from the dead—men and women, young and old people—many of them of intelligence, and standing, and culture, believed in Jesus, and were baptized into His Name, and formed the nucleus of what we now call the Christian Church.’

Verse 14
THE VOICE FROM HEAVEN
‘I heard a voice speaking unto me, and saying … It is hard for thee to kick against the pricks.’

Acts 26:14
So far as we know, those words were the first with which the silence of the Unseen was broken on earth since the Lord, rising from amidst the Eleven, on the hill-top above Bethany, had given them His blessing as He went. He had been seen once in His exaltation by Stephen, and Stephen had appealed to Him to receive his spirit. But there appears no record of an audible reply. Now, revealed again, Jesus is pleased to speak. He is there, objectively there, there in bodily reality (such, we know, was St. Paul’s absolute and lifelong conviction); and the air vibrated there with the spoken words, ‘It is hard for thee to kick against the pricks.’

Is there not a wonder in that sentence, so spoken, and is there not a message in the wonder? We listen; it is a voice from the excellent glory. It is the speech of the Son of God, incarnate, glorified, supreme. What will be the style of His eloquence? What words almost unspeakable will sound from that height, conveying, surely, rather a sublime bewilderment to mortal ears than anything level to their receiving? Well, this was the sentence as it came: ‘It is hard for thee to kick against the pricks.’

Here is, indeed, a paradox, when we come to look at it; a discord, almost grotesque at the first thought, if the words may be tolerated by reverence—but unspeakably thrilling as we think again. The King of Glory, from this place of light, putting out His autocratic power to change the course of history through that sovereign revolution in a human will of the first order, has occasion to speak; and speaking, He uses just a proverb, a homely proverb of the farm. Present to His mind is the ox that drags along the Galilæan peasant’s plough; the beast is sullen in his ponderous strength; he lashes back against the steel-shod goad; and he suffers for it, and he gives in at last. No throne of grace, or of glory, can modify His accustomed and most majestic simplicity. From the midst of the things unseen and eternal He stoops down to talk about the ox, and the goad, and the useless rebellion of the poor beast—all in the act of new-creating a Saul into a Paul.

And what are the messages to us of this divinely rustic voice from heaven?

I. Has it not something all of its own to tell us about that upper life, and its inhabitants, and above all about its ascended Prince? To me it seems that ‘heart and mind’ may feel a strong uplifting power, as they seek there to ascend and there to dwell, in this proverb out of the glory above. It says to us that the Unseen, ‘where Christ sitteth,’ the Paradise, the Third Heaven, may be indeed the place on due occasion for words unspeakable, which it is not lawful for mere man to utter—but not for them only. It is hospitable also to speak about the humblest works and most laborious days of our mortality. It is no mere sphere of transcendental abstractions, nor even only the palace of Powers and Virtues aloof from time. Heaven keeps a warm and genial continuity of thought with earth, and we need not wonder that its messengers, when their ministry gives occasion, know how to talk familiarly to man about manger and swaddling-clothes, about streaming tears and gazing eyes, about Judæa and Galilee, about girdle and sandals, about Paul and Cæsar, and shipwreck and escape.

II. But above all, this voice from the glory above, as it comes from the lips of our Redeemer, takes us straight back again to His own human heart and faithful sympathy.—He is indeed, in the words of the man whom He converted in that great hour, words written (surprising thought) while scores, while hundreds of people yet lived who could remember His face and His bearing at Nazareth or in Jerusalem—He is exalted far above all heavens, to fill all things. Through Him, and also for Him, as their sublime goal and Head, ‘all things were made,’ and among them ‘the mighty kingdoms angelical’ in all the continents of heaven. But none the less, now as truly as ever, He is the Mother’s Son of a human home, the loving Neighbour of a terrestrial countryside. He is Redeemer, Mediator, King of Glory, God the Son of God. But oh! He is also the Friend, the Companion, the Brother, of our simplest, saddest, happiest, tenderest hour below. No fancied gulf of space isolates Him from us as we are; no limits of our body of humiliation confine us below His vivid sympathies. He Who does not forget the Galilæan farm takes to His heart the least romantic joys and sorrows of an English life.

Bishop H. C. G. Moule.

Illustrations
(1) ‘“Lord Jesus,” writes Joseph Hall, in the last of his quaintly noble Contemplations, “it is not heaven that can keep Thee from me; it is not earth that can keep me from Thee.”’

(2) ‘One hundred and sixty years ago, when a narrow but penetrating scepticism had widely and deeply affected educated English circles, an honest and anxious sceptic, George Lyttleton, afterwards first Baron of the name, discovered in the great Conversion, studied afresh with patient and open thought, good reason for intellectual reassurance and a return to reverent faith. “He found,” says Samuel Johnson, in the last of his Lives of the Poets, “that religion was true; and what he had learned he endeavoured to teach by Observations on the Conversion of St. Paul, a treatise to which infidelity has never been able to fabricate a specious answer.” Those last words may or may not be true to fact. Few arguments are so massive or so subtle as to preclude the production of a specious answer. But it is surely true that Lyttleton’s book (enriched not many years ago with a prefatory essay by that suggestive thinker, Henry Rogers) is still extremely well worth reading; it can still remind us, in a way of its own, of the vastness and depth of the historical as well as spiritual significance of the Conversion.

Verse 19
THE HEAVENLY VISION
‘Whereupon, O king Agrippa, I was not disobedient unto the heavenly vision.’

Acts 26:19
St. Paul was not disobedient to the heavenly vision, and so it grew and expanded before his spiritual eyes until it left nothing outside its range, until it offered to him that unity after which all thinkers are consciously or unconsciously striving, and in the end he was able to conceive it as a whole, to express it, however inadequately, in terms of human language, and to propose it for all time to come as the profoundest and most ennobling philosophy of the life of mankind. Thus we begin to understand what made the great difference between St. Paul and the early writers who told the story of Jesus Christ in the Gospels.

I. The Body of Christ.—It was because he had seen the vision that he could not go back on other men’s recollections. He stood in a manner alone. His gospel was his own—‘my gospel,’ as he calls it. It was pre-eminently the gospel of the exalted Christ, and, may we not say it, the re-embodied Christ. Christ died, Christ rose, Christ ascended, Christ is supreme in the unseen world, and the same Christ is still living and working in the visible world to-day. He is not bodyless; He has feet and hands, eyes and lips; He sees and speaks and comes and helps, in and through His larger and ever growing Body—that body into which His disciples are baptized, within which they are held united by the sacred food which is His Body, through which they realise their relation to one another as parts serving the whole, which is Christ Himself. This, the living, exalted, active, ever enlarged Christ, this was the Pauline message.

II. The heavenly vision.—When once we have grasped the corporate relation of Christ and His disciples, the words are discovered to be profoundly significant. ‘Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou Me?’ He who touches the least member of the body touches the body. If you hurt my little finger I say that you hurt me. So that the words mean no less than this: ‘Thou art persecuting the very limbs of My body. Thou art persecuting Me, for I and they are one.’ Not that he would see it all from the first, but it was implicitly there. Christ and His Church are not two but one. ‘I persecuted the Church of God,’ says St. Paul in after days. ‘I am Jesus Whom thou persecutest,’ was the voice of his first vision.

III. The Pauline mission.—This was the man who was not disobedient to the heavenly vision. Plainly such a man as this was a man to be claimed for a great cause, was a chosen vessel to bear the name of Christ to the Gentiles. He could never allow the possibility of a broken Christianity, which should admit of two churches, Jewish and Gentile. The Gentile was co-heir and concorporate with the Jew or he was nothing at all. He was a member of the body or else he was still an alien, still without hope. There could be no compromise. If at Antioch Jew and Gentile could not eat together, what was become of the Body of Christ? We are one body, as he afterwards said; we are one body because we all partake of the one loaf; the loaf which we break is the fellowship of the body. The unity of Christians, and therefore Christianity itself, was at stake in the controversy, and St. Paul stood actually alone in perceiving it.

IV. True unity.—The body is Christ. It unites all classes and all nationalities. It finds place for every one, keeps every one in his place. It transmutes self-assertion into self-devotion. It counts charity, that is to say the spirit of membership, above all other spiritful gifts. It creates an efficiency and generates a force which transcends all efforts of all individuals, and which in the end will be irresistible. It presents a living Christ to the world, a living and growing Christ, embodied in the Life of His members, gathering up in one all the individuals of humanity into the ultimate unity of God’s One Man. And so it offers a new philosophy of human life, and with it a new human hope, as certain of fulfilment as the purpose of God.

Dean Armitage Robinson.

Illustration
‘“It has been our duty,” once said Prebendary Webb-Peploe, “to look to see whether there was any possible bond of union which might develop at last into real union and co-operation of service; whether we have, with regard to Dissenters, as we call them, or Nonconformists, kept strictly before our spiritual eyes that word ‘all one in Christ Jesus.’ I am one who has been privileged to know for many years the splendour of the power of that utterance at the Keswick Convention and similar gatherings, and I know what it is to be able to absolutely forget mentally whether the brother speaking from the front of the platform was of this denomination or of that, because he preached Christ Jesus the Lord, and we were enabled to realise, as he spoke, that he was in communion with God the Father and with His Son Jesus Christ, and the man’s message came home to us with power for that reason.”’

Verse 22
STEADFASTNESS
‘Having therefore obtained help of God, I continue unto this day.’

Acts 26:22
Continuance—steadfastness—what an important question it is! Let us spend a little time in looking at—

I. Its nature.—What sort of continuance do we want? In what directions have we to continue?

(a) A Christian must continue in the faith. In the faith, viewed objectively.

(b) There must be also continuance in practice. We must be ‘doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving our own selves.’

(c) Christian continuance is continuance in prayer. As writes the Apostle: ‘Continue in prayer, and watch in the same with thanksgiving’ (Colossians 4:2).

(d) Christian continuance is continuance in fellowship. In one sense it is sadly true that we are all solitaries, but in another we must never forget that we are members of a society.

II. Its necessity.—But we go on to ask why this continuance is so necessary. The answer is—

(a) It is necessary for sincerity. It is much to begin well, but can you continue? There is no such proof of strength as endurance.

(b) It is necessary for success.

III. How it is to be secured.—But now we come to the all-important question, How is this continuance to be secured? What is its secret? There are two ways of looking at the question—a Divine side and a human side—and neither of them must be forgotten.

(a) The Divine side. (1) The promises of God; (2) the intercession of Christ; and (3) the indwelling of the Holy Ghost secure continuance.

(b) The human side. How are we to continue? The answer is—

(a) By faith. ‘The just shall live by faith’—that is, shall go on living by faith, by faith, by faith—all our journey through.

(b) The secret of continuance is the Presence of the continuing Christ.

(c) Finally, if we would continue we must look forward as well as upwards. Hope as well as faith has her appropriate sphere in Christian continuance. We look for a city which hath foundations

Rev. E. W. Moore.

Illustrations
(1) ‘“How is it that you get through so much?” said a visitor one day to the great missionary, William Carey. “I do not know,” he answered, “except it is that I keep on doing.”’

(2) ‘Who has not heard of Bernard Palissy, the Huguenot potter, who made firewood of the chairs and tables and rafters of his house—to the consternation of his wife, who regarded him as a visionary dreamer, while his children were wanting bread, but who at last discovered the great secret of enamel ware, which had been lost for centuries, and which has made his name famous while the world goes round? Continuance will ultimately be rewarded. Witness the lives of missionaries like Moffat, Judson, David Livingstone, Alexander Mackay—who waited long before the fruits of their labour were seen, but whose successors have reaped an abundant harvest.’

Verse 28
ALMOST PERSUADED
‘Almost thou persuadest me to be a Christian.’

Acts 26:28
Who and what was the man who used these remarkable words? He was no infidel, no scoffer at religion, no despiser of God’s Word, no inattentive listener to the truths of the Gospel. Far otherwise. He had been brought up in the holiest religion of the day. He was familiar with the Word of God, and believed what the prophets had written. He listened to the most stirring appeals of the ambassador of Christ. Surely these were evidences most remarkable, most satisfactory, most conclusive. And yet he was never truly converted to God.

I. The Agrippas of St. Paul’s day abound on every side.—There are multitudes who, like him, hear the truth, know the truth, believe the truth, and are from time to time subjects of the most serious convictions, but who have, nevertheless, never been truly converted to God. Regular in attendance at the house of God, and on the various means of grace, ready to weep at the recital of Christ’s sufferings, and yet still unsaved.

II. When will you be persuaded?—In your dying hour? When you see the end approaching? Is not this the secret hope you are cherishing? Is this the time? When disease is wasting the frame, when pain is racking the body, and when the throbs and throes of dissolving nature are shaking the earthly tenement to its centre—is this a time to seek the Lord? Is this rational? That a business, the most momentous of life, on which is suspended the destiny of your soul for ever and ever, and compared with which the most important concerns of this world are as nothing, can be crushed within the limits of a dying hour! Yet this is the hope you are secretly cherishing. Thus your life is a mockery of God. God asks you—presses you—for a life devoted to Him; and you are secretly, yet consciously and wilfully, putting Him off.

—Rev. F. Whitfield.

(SECOND OUTLINE)

WHY NOT A CHRISTIAN?
This is one of the few instances in which it is absolutely necessary to correct the Authorised Version. Agrippa did not mean that he was almost persuaded to be a Christian, but just this—‘With but little persuasion thou wouldest fain make me a Christian.’ St. Paul pleaded for Christ persuasively enough, but Agrippa was not open to conviction.

If you pressed for a reason those who still neglect the call of Christ, you would find it would be one of the following five.

I. Some have difficulties about the Bible.—The Bible is not a scientific primer nor a handbook on geology and astronomy. The words ascribed to Galileo are worth quoting: ‘The Scriptures were given to man, not to teach him how the heavens go, but to teach him how to go to Heaven.’ The Bible does not pretend to explain everything; it tells us distinctly that ‘now we know in part.’

II. Others complain of the inconsistent lives of many who profess to be Christians.—Men say they are just as mean and greedy and grasping and selfish as the people of the world. There is no doubt much truth in this. Some people draw us to Christ as the flowers draw us to the garden, others repel us from Him. But then you must judge the Christian faith by Christ Himself.

III. Then another objection is—‘I am not good enough.’—If you say so, then open your New Testament and read how Christ received the worst of sinners. Bishop Andrewes said, ‘I am made of sin.’ So ‘be of good cheer,’ and no longer say, ‘I am not good enough,’ because there is a welcome for all who come.

IV. There are business difficulties.—Extraordinary adulteration is practised in food and medicine. It is very difficult to be always honest and tell the truth. ‘If you don’t do this, somebody else will,’ was said to George Eliot’s hero, Felix Holt. ‘Then somebody else shall. I won’t.’

V. It is a lack of humility that prevents multitudes from coming to Christ.—To renounce their own righteousness and flee to Christ alone with ‘nothing’ in their hands: men will not do this: it is too humbling: so they make the great refusal as Agrippa did. Such persons have never mourned over the evil of their own hearts.

Rev. F. Harper.

Illustration
‘A rich Jew once visited a friend of mine, and said to him: “I have come to you, sir, because I am to be married to a Christian girl, and they tell me it is best for me to become a Christian, and they have recommended me to see you. Tell me, what is Christianity?” And my friend pointed to a crucifix which was lying on his study table, and said to the Jew, “That is it.” The Jew answered: “That? Why, that is a peasant Jew whom we killed in Palestine, nearly two thousand years ago; surely you don’t expect me, an educated Jew, to accept that?” “No,” my friend said, “I do not. You have made a mistake, you have not looked at the thing I pointed at,” and he pointed again. And over the Figure on the Cross was one word, “Others.” And the Jew looked, and rising from his chair he said: “My God, man, I never knew it was that. It is too much. Why, He gave all He had for others, it is too much. Is that your Christianity?” “Yes,” said my friend, “nothing else.” Then said the Jew: “I cannot be a Christian, I am too rich.” And in the hall downstairs, as he was going, he said to my friend, “You will find a cheque for fifty pounds upstairs; spend it for your poor. To-night I dine in the West End, but I shall not drink one glass of champagne the less on account of that money; it will make no difference to me at all, but He gave all—ah, it is too big; I never saw it before. I cannot be a Christian.”’
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Verse 22
GOOD CHEER IN THE STORM
‘And now I exhort you to be of good cheer: for there shall be no loss of any man’s life among you, but of the ship.’

Acts 27:22
Festus delivered his prisoner into the hands of Julius, a centurion of the Augustan band. The Apostle was accompanied by two friends—the beloved Luke and Aristarchus, an old Thessalonian friend and disciple (Acts 19:29). There does not appear to have been any ship in the harbour of Cæsarea going direct to Italy. So they went on board a merchant vessel which was in the harbour, bound for Adramyttium, a seaport of Mysia, where they hoped to find another vessel bound for Italy. And on the voyage the ship was wrecked. Yet it was St. Paul, the prisoner, who gave the word of cheer in the storm as accounted in the text.

What do these words suggest?

I. A trying situation.—How so?
(a) Well-nigh hopeless. ‘When neither sun nor stars,’ etc. (Acts 27:20).

(b) Brought about by no fault of his. St. Paul was in the right path. Greatest trials often when we are in path of duty.

(c) Seemed against fulfilment of God’s decree. It had been divinely ordained that St. Paul should preach at Rome (Acts 23:11). Was this purpose to be defeated?

II. A timely messenger.—There stood by St. Paul ‘the Angel of God.’

(a) God ever watchful of His own (Psalms 121).

(b) God ever ready to interpose in their straits. ‘Man’s extremity is God’s opportunity.’

(c) Only His own He thus favours—those who, like St. Paul, can say, ‘Whose I am.’

III. A tender message.—‘Fear not, Paul.’

(a) Fear not for thyself. ‘Thou must be brought before Cæsar.’ God will bring through present danger.

(b) Fear not for those with thee in the ship. The wicked spared often because of the righteous.

Illustration
‘The description of the storm in this chapter is admitted by those who know what a storm is to be one of the best ever written. It is stated that Lord Nelson read this chapter on the morning of the Battle of Copenhagen, and that the ships at that battle, as well as others in which Nelson had the command, were anchored by the stern (an unusual thing), as was the ship in which St. Paul sailed.’

Verse 23
A GOOD COMPANION
‘Whose I am, and whom I serve.’

Acts 27:23
I. Christian manliness.—Like a true man, St. Paul came to the front in the hour of danger. The ship is drifting to her ruin; the sailors are absolutely hopeless; but it is as if, through a rift in the clouds which covered the heavens, a message of mercy had dropped at their feet, as they gather round this Jewish prisoner, and listen to his word of calm assurance, while he speaks to them in the name of his God, Who rules the earth and sea, and promises that not one of them shall perish.

II. A good confession.—It was not easy for St. Paul, a prisoner, and almost the only Christian on board that great vessel, to confess Christ and speak of Him to the heathen. It was especially difficult, when the storm came on. Those heathen sailors were terribly superstitious, and, as the case of Jonah reminds us, they might have easily taken up the idea that it was against St. Paul the anger of their gods was roused, and that their only safety would be to cast him overboard. And yet he was not ashamed to own his Master. It was a great thing for St. Paul to promise, that not a hair would fall from the head of any one on board. Suppose that, just as he was speaking, the waves had washed some one of the sailors overboard, what attention would have been paid to him or his words thereafter? He had no fear; he knew God and trusted Him. God had certainly spoken to him. It was a great promise He had made; but St. Paul knew it was like his God to promise great things and do them.

III. Ownership and service.—‘Whose I am.’ He expresses it more fully in some of his epistles, when he calls himself ‘the slave of Jesus Christ.’ A Roman slave was the absolute property of his master: he was to have no will of his own; he had to do, say, and suffer whatever his master chose without a thought of appeal or resistance. And this is the word St. Paul uses, once and again, to express his relation to the Lord Jesus. The words which follow present the other side of St. Paul’s relation to Christ: ‘Whom I serve.’ This word ‘serve’ seems to be always used of the service of God, and it seems to indicate joyful, willing service.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Bishop Moule, in his little book on Christian Sanctity, says many beautiful things on this subject. Christ is my despotic Master, he thinks the words mean; He has a right to order me about: let Him do it. Every moment I will remember that I am at His disposal. In the little things of life, I will stand and wait close beside Him. Let others know where to find me, ever at my Master’s side. No corner of my spirit is to be shut against Him; I am bound to think as He thinks, and my piques and my prejudices and my sensitiveness are to be laid at His feet and to lie there all day long.’

(2) ‘It is impossible to estimate the national and civic value of a good man. He is the salt that preserves society from total corruption. If all the good men and women were taken out of the world, then Dante’s Inferno would not be a thing of fancy but of fact. The religious element in English society is its best safeguard.’
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Verse 3
THE VIPER
‘And when Paul had gathered a bundle of sticks, and laid them on the fire, there came a viper out of the heat, and fastened on his hand.’

Acts 28:3
This chapter records the sequel to the wreck. The two hundred and seventy-six souls had escaped from the ship and had all got safely to land. They found themselves upon the island which we now call Malta, but which was then known by the name of Melita. The Maltese had cherished and retained a belief in God as the moral ruler of the universe. God, they believed, punished wrong-doing, and rewarded virtue fully in this world. Human justice often failed in its work; Divine justice never! When, therefore, they saw the viper dart out upon the Apostle’s hand, they at once concluded that the man whom the soldiers watched with vigilance was a murderer. When St. Paul shook off the viper into the fire, and felt no harm, ‘they changed their minds, and said he was a god.’

The incident contains a lesson full of value and importance in the right guidance of all our life—social, religious, business, intellectual, or political. Everywhere in the pursuit of duty we must expect the viper to dart out upon us. Well for us if we are on our guard, and ready instinctively to shake off the attacks, and, God-protected, by Divine grace feel no harm.

I. The viper in business life.—Business is one of the most necessary things in the world. Those engaged in such duties may well seem, like St. Paul, to be energetically and characteristically helping to do something in the rain and cold, easing and ameliorating the condition of human life. But how often do we see the viper dart out of the midst of the work, and fasten on a man’s hand! How often do we see trade or business blunting the higher and nobler faculties of human life, blinding the soul to the spiritual world, exhausting all the natural energies in mere material, earthly interests, and sometimes—alas! too often—undermining the uprightness and honesty of a hitherto spotless character! How often do we see the hand or the heel wounded, while all power to shake off the venomous beast would seem to have deserted the soul!

II. The viper in knowledge.—Or look at knowledge in its many branches. What is more fascinating or delightful? But even here be on your guard! Even here the viper darts out and is ready to fasten on the hand. For there are spheres of truth which reason can only enter hand in hand with faith, and reason is apt to rise in rebellion, and flash scorn on that which is beyond its ken, and glory in its ignorance, or, as it prefers to phrase it, its agnosticism.

III. The viper in the Church.—The serpent has penetrated paradise, and all man’s life is henceforth lived in his presence. The Church is the paradise of God on earth. It is the nearest meeting-place of man with God. It is the Home of Grace. It is the refuge of penitent sinners. It is the resting-place of God’s revelation. It is the soul’s best and truest home. It is here that you can do the greatest works for God. It is here that you can lead others to know the happiness that you have found. It is here that you may be ‘the light of the world,’ and ‘the salt of the earth.’ It is here that you may be God’s band of labourers, ‘fellow-workers with God.’ Yet here, too, beware of the dart of the serpent. Here he fastens upon and wounds the hand, Here sometimes narrowness, bitterness, obstinacy and self-will. proud contemptuousness, prejudice, jealousy, and littleness of spirit may mar and spoil what God has intended.

IV. To shake off the viper.—St. Paul shook off the venomous beast into the fire, and felt no harm, because he did it instinctively the moment the dart was made, and because he was God-protected by the last promise of our Lord to His disciples. It is only by the religion of Jesus Christ that we can cast off the serpent. No profession of morality, no trusting in one’s own strength, no force of character, no amount of self-respect will do it. No; nothing but the indwelling guidance and strength of the Divine Spirit, perpetually cherished, perpetually invoked, perpetually obeyed—nothing but this will help us to shake off the power of evil, and to take no harm.

—Rev. P. M. Chamney.

Verse 15
THE PAST AND THE FUTURE
‘Whom when Paul saw, he thanked God and took courage.’

Acts 28:15
After many perils and long delays, St. Paul had set his foot on the Italian shore, and was journeying towards Rome along the Appian Way. His heart was oppressed with sadness, and his spirit darkened by the shadow which seemed to overhang the future. But God provided for him a glad surprise, which, acting on his sensitive nature, had the effect of cheering him up, and sending him forward with new energy. When he reached Appii Forum, he was met by a company of Roman believers who had come all these forty-three miles to salute and encourage him; and at the next stage, ten miles nearer the city, another band was found waiting to bring him on his way. It was to St. Paul as if Jesus Himself had again appeared to him. The friendship of the disciples, pleasant in itself, was doubly prized as assuring him of the presence and the help of the Master.

I. The Christian attitude toward the past.—‘He thanked God.’ The Apostle had been in many tribulations; he had suffered much; he was at this very moment a prisoner; yet ‘he thanked God.’ God had been with him, sustaining and delivering him. The very perils through which he had been brought had been turned by his Master into means of usefulness. The shipwreck had secured for him the friendship of the Roman centurion under whose care he had been placed, and furnished an opportunity of preaching the Gospel both to his fellow-passengers and to the inhabitants of Malta. His bearing under danger prepared a way for his reception and usefulness at Rome. So, he thanks God for trial as well as blessing—for blessing in trial and blessing as the consequence of trial. Looking back upon the past, is there not much to impel our gratitude?

II. The Christian attitude toward the future.—‘He took courage.’ St. Paul did not know all that was before him; yet he was stronger for anything that might come, because the unexpected kindness of Christian friends had reminded him anew of the favour and protection of Jesus. Now, similarly, the recollection of past blessings encourages us to exercise stronger confidence in God for the future. Of the future much is hid from us. We do not know what may be in store for us, whether severe trial, or difficult duty, or painful afflictions, or temporal calamity. In mercy to us God has kept all these things from us. They are known to Him, but they are uncertain to us. In regard to future events, the past, brightened to us as it is by the evidence of God’s faithfulness, bids us take courage. Is there severe trial before us? Then we have already proved that if we be only anchored within the veil we may safely outride every hurricane of temptation. Are we called to advance upon arduous duty? Then the past declares to us that difficulties lessen as we approach them, while God is near to help us in emergency. Must we pass through painful affliction? Then we know from experience that His grace will be sufficient for us, and that as our day our strength shall be. Is temporal ruin coming upon us? Then we have God’s past care over us, saying to us, ‘The Lord is able to give thee much more than this.’ Thus the past, rightly interpreted, takes away all anxiety regarding the future, and enables men to go forward into it without dismay. When we sing, ‘The Lord hath been mindful of us,’ the strain is incomplete if we do not add, ‘and He will bless us’; and when raising a stone of remembrance we inscribe upon the one side: ‘Ebenezer, hitherto the Lord hath helped us,’ our gratitude is of none effect unless we can engrave upon the other, ‘Jehovah Jireh, the Lord will provide.’

Illustration
‘Many a man fails in a good but difficult effort because he is met with criticism when he deserves encouragement. A fireman was trying to reach from the top of a ladder a poor woman who was imploring help at the window of a burning house. A voice in the crowd below cried, “You can’t do it; come down!” Already burnt, and almost choked with smoke, he began to descend, leaving the woman to her fate, when a man exclaimed, “Give him a cheer!” The vast crowd made the air ring with their shouts, when the fireman stopped, again ascended, and brought the woman safely to the ground.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

COURAGE
We find that our Heavenly Father, when His servant St. Paul was on his way to Rome, showed tenderness, kindness, and consideration for him. He put it into the heart of the brethren that were in Rome to go out to the Appii Forum and the Three Taverns, which was half-way on the road that St. Paul was to come—to go out there and meet him. And St. Paul knew that this was done by God to encourage him.

I. Rome was the centre of the world, the seat of the world’s government. It was also the centre from which the great roads of trade went out in different directions. Ships were always coming to Rome, bringing merchandise from all parts of the world. The merchants had their houses and their agents in Rome. And people were living in Rome agents for this business, and that business, and the other, who had friends and relations in every part of the world. And, of course, in this great city there were always the contrasts of great wealth and great poverty. There were the marble palaces of the rich, and the wretched lodgings of the very poor. And there was always plenty of excitement in Rome; processions, amusements, exhibitions of every kind. There were wonderful specimens of art and statues, some of which have come down to our own day. And now for this great city St. Paul was bound.

II. And what was it that now led him thither?—Was it one of those motives that so often take people to visit great cities? Was it to obtain some advantage for himself, or to better himself in the world? Was it love of pleasure, or curiosity to see this great city? No! it was not any of these causes. Well! we remember St. Paul was a bishop, and bishops then, as now, had to go to this place and that to confirm those who had not yet received confirmation. And St. Paul himself wrote in his Epistle to the Romans, that he wished to go to Rome for that very purpose. ‘I long to see you, in order that I may impart unto you some spiritual gift; and in order that you may be established,’ or confirmed. And yet it was not for this reason only that St. Paul was going, but simply and solely because it was the will of God. The will of God had called him to witness for him in several other places, and made him shape his course for Rome.

III. But we have to remember how St. Paul was going.—Not the way he might have wished for himself, at the head of a band of missionaries going there to preach the Gospel. No! he was to go as a prisoner. He had to stand his trial before the most cruel and unjust man that ever lived. And as if that were not enough, he had just been shipwrecked, and gone through all kinds of hardships on the sea. Starving, wet, cold, and all those other human hardships might have been enough to damp down the spirit of St. Paul. Well might he be dejected and cast down with all that he had lately gone through, with this doubt and uncertainty of what might happen to him! But as he plods his way towards the city, just by the roadside he sees a company of people standing to meet him: a company of brethren divinely sent out to meet him. And as he sees them, he thanks God, and takes courage. God is gracious to him. He feels that One Who has taken care of him in all perils and dangers through which he had gone beforetime will not desert him, and that even in this great city he has friends. He shall not be alone even there; not without sympathy and support and service. And St. Paul, seeing the brethren, ‘thanked God, and took courage.’

Life is full of temptations. And alas! our natures are so sinful that sometimes we are inclined to meet temptations half-way, inclined and ready to plunge into sin if it were not for the grace of God, which uses, as one of the means to keep us from sin, the example and the desire to obtain the good opinion of our own companions and friends. Is it not something that each one here should know that he is not alone, that if he does anything to disgrace himself, even here there will be those that sorrow for his fall; that it will be something for him to lose here these warm hands that now greet him, the brotherly help, the sisterly encouragement, which he will forfeit through wrong-doing? Will not this be something to assist him in keeping from temptation?

Bishop Watkin Williams.

Illustration
‘There is a stirring story of Sir Colin Campbell when taking his Highland brigade into the battle of the Alma. He had a lot of men who had never seen a battle, and, of course, he did not know how they would behave. There might possibly be a few cowards among them; and he spoke to his men before they went under fire. “Now, lads, remember this! if one of you, not wounded, falls out of the ranks, and goes not on with the others; whatever excuse he may give, I will send his name home to be put up in his own parish church. His own neighbours and fellow-townsmen, the people of his own village, shall know him as a coward.” And whether there were fearful ones among them or not, certain it is that such a threat was worse than being shot a thousand times. And there was not one who did not do his duty manfully.’

Verse 24
PAUL IN ROME
‘And some believed the things which were spoken, and some believed not.’

Acts 28:24
It was in the spring of a.d. 61 that St. Paul reached Rome. The aim of his life was fulfilled. The prisoners were handed over to the captain of the guard, but St. Paul was separated from the other prisoners, and ‘suffered to dwell by himself, with a soldier that kept him.’ After ‘three days’ he called the chief of the Jews together,’ explained the circumstances under which he had come to Rome, and again stated his ‘hope of Israel.’ He discussed these questions with all who came to ‘his lodging’ from morning till evening. ‘Some believed the things which were spoken, and some disbelieved.’

I. The Gospel itself prepares us for its own disappointment.—It is at least a remarkable thing that a religion which speaks so authoritatively, which claims so confidently for itself a heavenly and a Divine origin, should yet declare itself to be come into the world, not for triumph, but for division; should inscribe on its pages the admission that of the earliest witnesses of the Resurrection some doubted; should give directions for the treatment of refusers as well as of acceptors of the message; should state this as the effect of a long and detailed argument in its behalf on the part of its most earnest and persuasive advocate, that some believed the things which were spoken, and some believed not. We say of such a religion that at least it has taken the sting, by anticipation, out of the argument from failure, and uttered a true prediction as to the degree and measure of its own success. Here, as elsewhere, we recognise that transparent truthfulness about itself, which is one of the distinctive badges of the pure original Gospel.

II. On the other hand, it cannot be said that Christianity regards with indifference this various, this chequered result.—But the Gospel, if it speaks truthfully—much more, if it speaks truly—does predict wrath, as well as promise mercy; it misleads, ignorantly or else intentionally, if there be not as really an eternal punishment as a life eternal. The Gospel is not in-different, though it be distinctly prescient, as to this believing and believing not.

III. When we strive to look below the surface, and to discover why one believes and another believes not; why that proof which is equal for all should convince one and fail with another; why it is that God’s rain and God’s sunshine fertilise this spot and leave that barren; why reason and conscience, mind and soul, equal (in two instances) in vigour and capacity, should view with different eyes the selfsame disclosure; we are in the midst, at once, of those indeed secret things which belong wholly to the Lord our God. And we must be willing, unless we should make shipwreck at once of faith and charity, to leave all judgment in His hands, Who, being the Lord of all, will assuredly do right.

IV. In the face of these unaccountable differences between man and man; some believing, and others (with advantages at least equal) believing not; we come, more and more as life advances, to rest, simply and trustingly, upon the declaration of Scripture, that faith itself is God’s gift, the work of His Spirit, and commonly the direct answer to persevering prayer. We presume not, we believe it to be at present impossible, to state or define to ourselves the logical coherence of the two fundamental doctrines of grace and responsibility.

V. It must be plain to every one that, even among professed Christians, there are still believing men and unbelieving.—Therefore, it is still with us, as it was in the first days of the Gospel, an anxious, a fearful inquiry, Do we yet believe? If we do, we cannot sleep in indifference, we cannot rest in the world, we cannot live in sin. To believe is to see ourselves lost by nature and redeemed by the blood of Christ. To believe is to live no longer to ourselves, but to Him Who died for us and rose again. To believe is to declare plainly, by our whole spirit and conduct, that we are strangers and pilgrims on this earth, seeking a better country, that is, an heavenly. To believe is to have our affection set on things above, our very life hidden with Christ in God.

Dean C. J. Vaughan.

Verse 28
THE MISSION TO THE GENTILES
‘Be it known therefore unto you, that the salvation of God is sent unto the Gentiles, and that they will bear it.’

Acts 28:28
The Jews had exhausted St. Paul’s patience. He had reasoned with them; he had pleaded with them; but all to no purpose. They refused to accept the message he brought, and henceforth he turned to the Gentiles. The Jews had lost their opportunity; ‘the salvation of God’ was ‘sent unto the Gentiles.’ ‘They will hear it,’ said St. Paul. And we have heard it. The great question is, Have we accepted it?

I. The mission to the Gentiles.—We have become inheritors of the promises of God. Unto us has the message of salvation been sent. St. Paul, as the Apostle of the Gentiles, was the instrument in God’s hands of the conversion of thousands. His forecast was right. The Gentiles heard the Gospel; they accepted it; and the Church which, in his day, was but a small company, has now spread over the whole earth.

II. Our privileges are neither few nor small. With nineteen centuries of Christian effort behind us the Church ought to be a great power. And it would become such if every baptized Christian realised how great and glorious is his position in Christ. This is our day of opportunity, not only in relation to spreading the Gospel in the vast unevangelised fields abroad, but also in regard to our own attitude towards the Christian faith and life. How few of us can say that we are living up to our Christian privileges. Is it not the fact, indeed, that some of us reject the Gospel as really and truly as did the Jews of old? We make profession, no doubt, of our belief in Christianity, but so far as our daily life is concerned it has no power or effect at all. ‘This people honoureth Me with their lips, but their heart is far from Me,’ are words which express the actual condition of some of us; and they seal our condemnation.

III. Our responsibility.—The day of privilege will not always last. ‘He came unto His own, and His own received Him not.’ What was the result? ‘The salvation of God is sent to the Gentiles.’ If we, in our sin or our indifference, reject Him, who can say how soon our day of visitation shall pass away?

IV. There is yet another point of view from which this question of privilege and responsibility may be considered. It is important to observe the influence of long-continued and exclusive privileges on the opinions and the doctrinal belief of those enjoying them. It is melancholy to observe with what facility advantages possessed by a few for the good of many may come to be regarded as prerogatives belonging to the few to the entire exclusion of the many. If the Jews, with an unfinished revelation and a heavy ceremonial yoke upon their necks, could dream of an exclusive right to God’s compassions, what may not we, without preventing grace, infer from our unclouded light and our unshackled freedom? And if this error had a tendency to vitiate their whole view of Divine truth, what security have we that an analogous effect may not be realised in our experience? If we are conscious of inadequate exertions in the great cause of missions, let us think of Israel and remember that if we do not value Christianity enough to share it with the heathen, they may yet become possessed of it at our expense.

Illustration
‘St. Paul remained in his hired house for two whole years of imprisonment, receiving all who came to him. The record suddenly ends here, and the account of his trial, as also of the after story, can only be gathered from the Epistles.’

