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STANDING ON THE PROMISES
(Acts 22:30-23:11)

TEXT:  Hebrews 13:5-6
SUBJECT:  God’s promises.
F.C.F:  Ho can I appropriate God’s promises for myself?
PROPOSITION:  Since God’s promises are marvelous, we must cling to them.
INTRODUCTION:

A.  Christmas was last Friday, and New Year’s Day is this coming Friday.  Question:  how often do Christmas and New Year’s Day fall on the same day of the week in the same year? The answer is “never.”  That’s because the New Year’s Day that follows Christmas is in a new year.  


So this is a unique Lord’s Day, because we stand between two holidays, the celebration of Christ’s birth and the celebration of a new year.  And this is an interesting place to be.  Christmas is a time of unbridled joy, but New Years, for all its partying and staying up late and blowing horns and tossing confetti, is often an emotional time of mixed feelings.  We take stock of the year past, and cannot help but notice the Lord’s favor and blessings, but we also recall some hard times, disappointments, and personal failings.  And all of this cannot help but create some apprehensions about the year to come.  How long will this economic downturn last? What great changes and upheavals will occur, both generally and personally?  In what ways will I continue to fail? And, as we have just celebrated Christ’s coming into the world, will I live more faithfully for him in the year to come?

B.  In Scripture, God’s people are no strangers to these mixed feelings.  As we look to Paul’s situation in Acts, we find him having not exactly his best day.  He faithfully came to Jerusalem despite warnings that trouble awaited him there.  And then the storm struck.  Due to a misunderstanding, he was arrested.  And when he tried to set the record straight (and faithfully witnessed for Christ), he was almost lynched.  

The next day he was granted a more formal and controlled hearing before his accusers. As he again tried to speak on his behalf, the high priest Ananias ordered that he be struck on the mouth.  By this time the office of high priest was more of a political prize than a sincere religious position, and this Ananias was one of the worst.  Paul knew that this blow to his mouth was an illegal action.  But when he protested he did not recognize that he was insulting the high priest.  He had to apologize to this despicable man.  As I said, this was not his best day.  


C.  And then, when Paul perceived that things were not going well, he used a brilliant tactic in his defense.  Paul was a Pharisee, a member of one of the predominant religious and political parties of the day.  The court or Sanhedrin was about equally composed of Pharisees and Sadducees, two groups who barely tolerated each other.  The Sadducees were of the old school religion and did not believe in a resurrection or future judgment, or in visions or angels.  The Pharisees did believe in the resurrection and the judgment to come and did believe in angels and visions.  In his defense the day before Paul had proclaimed that Jesus had risen from the dead and that he had spoken to him in a vision from heaven, which the Sadducees would have rejected, and the Pharisees might have accepted.  


Since Paul could see that that Sadducees, represented by the high priest Ananias, were soundly against him, he sought to divide the house.  “6 Now when Paul perceived that one part were Sadducees and the other Pharisees, he cried out in the council, “Brothers, I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees. It is with respect to the hope and the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial.” 7 And when he had said this, a dissension arose between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the assembly was divided. 8 For the Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, nor angel, nor spirit, but the Pharisees acknowledge them all. 9  Then a great clamor arose, and some of the scribes of the Pharisees’ party stood up and contended sharply, “We find nothing wrong in this man. What if a spirit or an angel spoke to him?” 10  And when the dissension became violent, the tribune, afraid that Paul would be torn to pieces by them, commanded the soldiers to go down and take him away from among them by force and bring him into the barracks.”  As I said, it was not his best day.

Let’s see, Paul had already played the “I am a Roman citizen” card.  Now he had played the “I am a Pharisee” card.  He was running out of options. What now of all his plans to take the gospel westward, even to Spain as he wrote in Romans 15? And it was at this point that the Lord spoke to him and gave him great encouragement:  “11 The following night the Lord stood by him and said, “Take courage, for as you have testified to the facts about me in Jerusalem, so you must testify also in Rome.”  This word from the Lord, this strong and solemn promise carried Paul through the next four years of imprisonment, two years in Palestine and (at least) two in Rome.  


D.  Where do we find such encouragement? From what source do we draw strength for what awaits us in the coming year? We find our confidence in the general promises of God’s Word as they are specifically applied to us.  By faith, when we see a promise that is offered to God’s people, we need to immediately apply it to ourselves and draw from it all of the comfort and strength that it affords.  Paul heard the Lord’s promise to him, “you must testify also in Rome.”  Of course, this is not a general promise to all believers that we too will someday testify for Christ in Rome.  Most of us will probably never travel to Rome.  But there are general promises that are lavishly offered to all believers, and by faith, we must lay hold of them and stand firmly upon them.  We must say, “This promise is for all believers, not just for others, but for me as well.”  Let me give you just two promises.  


The first:  God says,  

I. I WILL NEVER LEAVE YOU.


A.  These promises are offered in Hebrews 13.  The main concern in Hebrews is that Christians were being mistreated for their faith in Jesus.  Some of them were being tempted to revert back into Judaism where they would find some legal protection against that persecution.  And the writer of Hebrews explained that if they did, they would forfeit salvation:  Christ would be of no help to them.  So then in chapter 13, he calls them to stand firm in their duties of Christian service and holiness:  hospitality to those who had been turned out of their homes, helping those who had been cast into prison for Christ, and avoiding of sexual purity and greed (as though wealth could protect you, trusting in riches).  


The author offers an alternative.  “5  Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what you have, for he has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”  There’s the promise:  “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”  The writer of Hebrews is taking this Old Testament promise and applying it to New Testament believers.  He is saying, “Here is God’s lavish pledge to you, but you must appropriate it for yourself.  This is not just for others, but it is for you, so lay hold of it for yourself and take in all the comfort and help it provides.”  


B.  We should note that his promise was first given to Joshua.  Joshua was Moses’ successor, called to lead God’s people in their conquest and settlement of the Promised Land, a daunting task.  So God strengthened him at the outset in Joshua 1:5:  “No man shall be able to stand before you all the days of your life. Just as I was with Moses, so I will be with you. I will not leave you or forsake you.”  John Calvin suggests that this promise was always much broader than this specific word to Joshua:  “it is a sentence drawn from the common doctrine of Scripture, as though he had said, ‘The Lord everywhere promises that he will never be wanting to us.’”


“I will never leave you.”  Do you belong to him? Have you put your trust in Jesus Christ to save you? Then you need to lay hold of this promise as well:  he will never leave you.  And all good things come in him.  

C.  Actually there is more to this promise:  “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”  To leave is one thing, to forsake is quite another.  He will not leave us when times are uneventful and our need for him may seem less.  But especially in those times of great crisis and lack, he will not forsake us.  We will not be forsaken in our time of need.  There is a graphic portrayal of this kind of forsakenness in Scripture.  King David had committed adultery with Bathsheba, the beautiful wife of one of his leading soldiers, Uriah.  When it was found that she was pregnant, and that Uriah who had been away at battle could not possibly have been the father, David ordered that Uriah be killed in battle.  General Joab was to see to it that he be placed in the front line, and then, when the fighting became intense, all of his back-up soldiers were to withdraw, leaving him alone in the hands of the enemy, forsaken.  And that’s exactly what happened to him.  He went forward trusting that his comrades had his back, and when he turned to look, in a moment of dread he found that he had been betrayed, forsaken, and he died alone.  Can’t you just see him there, surrounded by the enemy, confused, fighting to the last, receiving blow upon blow, until finally he falls and the enemy is upon him?  

And don’t we secretly fear the same? “If I step up and fully trust the Lord, if I surrender looking out for my own happiness, if I refuse to cut corners, if I set as my utmost goal to be faithful to Christ and to proclaim him at every opportunity, I will not be happy, I will lose my place in the group, I will be ridiculed by others, and I will be left alone, miserable and alone.”


D.  And that’s why it is so crucial that we appropriate this promise for ourselves.  It is not just for others, but for me, too!  “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”  John Gill shows how all-encompassing this promise is for us:  “God will not leave them to themselves, to their own corruptions, which would overpower them; nor to their own strength, which is but weakness; nor to their own wisdom, which is folly; nor to Satan, and his temptations, who is an over match for them; nor to the world, the frowns and flatteries of it, by which they might be drawn aside; nor will he leave them destitute of his presence; for though he sometimes hides his face, and withdraws himself, yet not wholly, nor finally; nor will he forsake the work of his own hands, in them, but will perform it until the day of Christ; he will not leave or forsake them, so as that they shall perish; he will not forsake them in life, nor at death, nor at judgment.”  For the believer there will never come that dreadful moment when we find in time of great trial that he has forsaken us—that he has left us to our own weakness.  “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”

And the second promise only adds to our hope:
II. I WILL HELP YOU.

A.  Let’s read this promise in its fullness (Hebrews 13:6):  “So we can confidently say, ‘The Lord is my helper;  I will not fear;  what can man do to me?’”  Here again is another Old Testament promise, uttered by a particular saint in Psalm 118, yet applied to all of God’s people.  “5 Out of my distress I called on the LORD; the LORD answered me and set me free. 6 The LORD is on my side; I will not fear.  What can man do to me? 7 The LORD is on my side as my helper; I shall look in triumph on those who hate me.”  

B.  It is often fear that prompts us to faithless actions.  Fear is frequently the root of greed:  trusting in wealth to protect us or to bring us happiness.  Fear silences many believers so that they never speak a word of witness for Christ.  They pass their whole life and face God in the judgment having never once shared Christ with an unbeliever.  They fear men more than they fear the Lord.  And is the Lord’s promise of help that is the great antidote to fear.  John Calvin notes:  “Here indeed he plucks up the evil by the very roots, as it is necessary when we seek to free from it the minds of men. It is certain that the source of covetousness is mistrust; for whosoever has this fixed in his heart, that he will never be forsaken by the Lord, will not be immoderately solicitous about present things, because he will depend on God’s providence. When therefore the Apostle is seeking to cure us of the disease of covetousness, he wisely calls our attention to God’s promises, in which he testifies that he will ever be present with us. He hence infers afterwards that as long as we have such a helper there is no cause to fear. For in this way it can be that no depraved desires will importune us; for faith alone is that which can quiet the minds of men, whose disquietude without it is too well known.”

C.  Ananias, the high priest Paul faced that day, was a wicked, unbelieving man who came to his position only through political appointment.  He used his authority to amass great wealth for himself, and his wealth did shield him for a time.  Even after he had been replaced his fortune was a force to be reckoned with.  He was able to buy his way out of many troubles.  And yet in the Jewish rebellion against Rome in A.D. 66, he was seized by a mob and put to death, and then faced God’s judgment.  So his wealth did him no good in the end.  Paul was standing in a more solid confidence:  ‘The Lord is my helper; I will not fear; what can man do to me?’  And we must appropriate this promise for ourselves.  This is God’s pledge to all believers.  If you are a believer, then it is to you.  Now rest in it!  And stand your ground upon it!  And go forth with it!   
CONCLUSION


The strength of promises made largely rests on the history of promises kept.  Christmas and Good Friday and Easter all testify that God keeps and will keep his promises.  All of the great events of Christ’s coming had long been foretold, and people were yearning for these promises of deliverance to come true.  And then they did!  Christ came, more wonderfully than they had imagined.  God always keeps his promises, more than we could hope for.  So believe him!  And rest upon him!  And stand firm in his word of grace!
(
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