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Acts 17:1-15




5th Sunday of Easter ~ Series A ~ April 24, 2005

No Innocent Bystanders


The text for today is our first lesson, Acts 17:1-15, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


It’s a scene that’s been repeated over and over during this current world war on terrorism from Tokyo to Tikrit, from Barcelona to Baghdad, from London to Lebanon, from Madrid to Mosul.  A busy street corner, a crowded bus, even a packed shopping mall.  People going about their business—hurrying to work, returning home to families, going out to pick up school clothes for their children.  Then suddenly, a flash, an explosion, steel and glass flying in all directions, people dead, and loved ones wailing or in mute shock.  

A suicide bomber has struck again.  No military target, no tactical advantage gained for his side.  Victims, many of them the terrorist’s own people, killed simply because they happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.


One wonders what such a person could be thinking!  How could he justify in his own mind destroying the lives of innocent men, women, and children?  Can it be some twisted thinking that holds them guilty by association—that they’re going along quietly with an unwanted regime, because they haven’t committed their lives and their blood to whatever might be “the holy cause”?  Because they’re not seen as innocent bystanders but as worthless fence-sitters?


Nothing either in our senses or in God’s Word can tolerate such wicked logic.  But for totally different kinds of reactions and for a completely different kind of commitment, God’s Word also will tolerate no fence-sitters.  When confronted with God’s Word, everyone is either in or out.  

In our text this morning, St. Paul preaches the Gospel of Christ Jesus in the Greek cities of Thessalonica and Berea, and when the Scriptures are preached, no one is able to remain an innocent bystander, either.  In fact, the Scriptures allow no innocent bystanders.  You’re either in or you’re out.

That’s right!  The Scriptures allow no innocent bystanders.  For once we’ve been confronted with the Scriptures, we must take a stand.

Our text is part of Paul’s second missionary journey.  Crossing the northern part of present-day Greece on the Egnatian Way, Paul, Silas, and Timothy reach Thessalonica an important seaport along the coast of the Aegean Sea.  At the time, Thessalonica was a major Roman city, the capital of Macedonia, with a population of more than 200,000, including a sizeable colony of Jews.  

The missionaries follow their usual plan, going first to the local synagogue of the Jews.  For three Sabbaths they lead them through the Old Testament Scriptures, looking at one prophecy after another.  They show that the suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus, foretold by Moses, David, and Isaiah proves that Jesus is the Christ.

The result is that some believe, but others become violently opposed.  The Word always brings that kind of result.  There can be no fence-sitters.  When clearly confronted with the Scriptures, one must take a stand.

Christ has won salvation for all—Jews and Greeks, men and women, slave and free man.  Jesus died for all sins.  By Jesus’ death and resurrection every sin of everyone is forgiven.  As St. Peter points out in our Epistle lesson, the Scriptures prove it, even the Old Testament.  Jesus is “a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in Him will never be put to shame” (1 Peter 2:6).

But Jesus is also the point of division between believers and unbelievers.  He is “the stone the builders rejected”… “a stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall”… “because they disobey the message”  (1 Peter 2:7-8). 

When the Word of Christ is declared, everyone either believes or rejects.  There’s no middle ground, no innocent bystander anymore.  That is to say, of course, that there can be no innocent bystanders here today, either.  All of us have heard the Word—many of us many times.  Therefore, Jesus either is our Savior or we are His enemies.  Having heard the Scriptures, we either stand with Him or against Him.  Furthermore, the Scriptures allow no innocent bystanders.  For those who have believed the Scriptures are no longer innocent, nor can we simply be bystanders.  We must become involved in the mission as well.

Our sensibilities all say that those victims of terrorism—the pedestrians, the commuters, the shoppers, particularly the children—are innocent.  Their only guilt is by association, being part of the target peoples.  And yet, even in our own country, we’re becoming more and more aware that we all could be targets, held responsible by enemies who hate everything we stand for.

In our text, Jason and his friends seem to be just innocent bystanders, too (vv. 5-7).  The mob comes seeking Paul and Silas, not Jason.  Jason was only hosting the missionaries in his house.  But when Paul and Silas weren’t there, the Jewish mob vented their frustrations on anyone they could find.  Jason simply seemed to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

The fact is, Jason wasn’t innocent at all.  Jason was guilty—guilty of association with Christ.  The mob grabbed Jason because they hated Paul.  They hated Paul because they hated Christ.  Jason was guilty of association with Jesus because he welcomed Paul and Silas and they were authorized ambassadors of Christ.

Faith in Christ means we all stand “guilty” with Him as the objects of the world’s hatred.  The world hates Jesus because He is so contrary to the ways of the world.  While the world is filled with hatred and strife among nations and individuals, and at war with God; Christ loved perfectly both God and His fellow man.  Where man is, by nature, self-centered and self-promoting, Jesus humbled Himself to become one of us, setting aside all His glory that He might serve His heavenly Father and mankind.  While man, ever since the days of Adam, has been defiant and rebellious, Christ willingly submitted Himself to His heavenly Father and lived a perfect, obedient life in our place.

Now by believing the words the Scriptures speak of Christ, we also become guilty of this.  We begin to love, serve, and obey Him.  We begin to set aside our prejudices and grudges to love our neighbor as ourselves and to love God with all of our heart, soul, and mind.  We begin to serve others selflessly, not seeking our own glory or looking for the places of honor, but humbly accepting whatever tasks may be given us to do, realizing that even as we serve the least of those here on earth we are serving Christ Himself.  Rather than balk and make excuses, we obediently and boldly follow God will and Word of truth, even when it runs against the tide of current thought in society.

For that, the world will hate us too.  And when that happens, we can’t claim to be innocent.  We are guilty—guilty of association with Christ.  But we do stand forgiven—and that’s even better than being an innocent bystander!

Let’s admit it: in the past we’ve all tried to blend in with the world, avoid being too public about our stand for Christ.  We have failed to speak out when the Christian faith is challenged by our friends, neighbors, or co-workers.  We’ve failed to respond when the media has mocked and maligned the teachings of our faith because we don’t want people to think that we’re some kind of religious nut.  We’ve failed to witness to others about our faith for fear of feeling foolish or that we might say the wrong thing, or that we might offend someone in some way.  

When we’ve done that, we’ve become guilty in a different way, much worse—guilty before God rather than before the world.  Our reason for being in this world, in any particular place, at any particular time, is to share the Gospel.  

St. Peter writes:  “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of Him who called you out of the darkness into His wonderful light.”  

We’ve not always lived up to that billing, have we?  We’ve not looked so royal or holy.  We’ve not always declared the praises of Him who called us out of the darkness into His wonderful light.  But Jesus died for those sins, too, so that now our only “guilt” is that of association with Him.  And that means being associated with Him for eternity.  God’s Word has power.  It accomplishes what He says.  Because God calls us “a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God,” that is who we are.  And by His grace, as the Holy Spirit works in our lives, that is who we are becoming, more and more each day. 

The third and final portion of our text reminds us that the Scriptures allow no innocent bystanders.  We, who have the Scriptures, are to study them actively, not stand idly by and neglect them (vv. 10-12).

The Bereans weren’t innocent bystanders either.  Paul takes the same approach as he did in Thessalonica, but in Berea they receive it eagerly.  Then look at what they did!  They “examined the Scriptures every day” (v. 11).  They went home and checked what Paul was saying against the Word of God.  They didn’t stand idly by.  They were not innocent bystanders.  They eagerly received Paul’s message and then checked it against the Scriptures!

What moved them to do that?  What moved them to so eagerly hear the Word of God?  What moved them to be so carefully about examining the Scriptures and checking out Paul’s teaching?  (Pause)  They knew what was at stake—eternal life and death.  They knew what they could find there—certain truth, assurance for everyday living.  They knew whom they would find there—their promised Messiah, their Savior.  What a beautiful encouragement for us—not to stand by when the Word is so near, but to be active students, daily in the Word.

This, too, we probably have to admit—too often the Holy Word sits around our lives collecting dust.  We’re not here every week.  When we are here, we are easily distracted or it may be our only exposure to Scripture that whole week.  And many will be out the door as quickly after the service as possible, even though another hour of Bible study is available and there are numerous other opportunities to learn how to study the Scriptures throughout the week.

If any of these are true of us, how will we, like the Bereans, ever judge whether the teachings and practice of our Synod, of our church, of our pastor, in our own lives, are true and right?  (Pause)  How will we know that we are not being led astray by false shepherds, false prophets, thieves and robbers who come to steal and kill and destroy?  (Pause) For neglect of the Scriptures and failing to make their study a priority in our lives, too, we must beg forgiveness.  We must repent and change our ways!  We’re bystanders, but we’re certainly not innocent.

But the Scriptures are, above all else, the Word of absolution.  Even one single sentence, heard only once, cleanses us of a whole lifetime of neglect of the Word and every other sin and motivates us to change our priorities and ways.  One single sentence, heard only once, heard right now: “For the sake of Jesus’ death and resurrection, you are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Amen.

For Christ’s sake, you are now innocent, but not an innocent bystander.  Receive this message with eagerness and examine the Scriptures daily to see it is true.  Go and share this Good News of salvation, forgiveness, and eternal life in Jesus Christ with everyone you meet.  Declare the praises of Him who called you out of the darkness into His wonderful light.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.
