Look: Christ at Work! (Baptismal Service, 16/11/08; Acts 16)
Introduction

Sometimes when you are driving on the road you’ll sometimes see a sign: Warning - Men at Work. I usually think it’s bad news! I prepare to be delayed. I don’t want to stop and see what they are doing. I just want to get on with my journey.

This morning we have seen another sign: Look! Christ at work! Six people have testified to the fact that he has changed them. They are all very different people, from different countries. But there’s something common about their stories: they have all come to faith in Jesus Christ, and he has saved and changed them. He’s given them a new life, as their baptism illustrates. This is something wonderful.

But this is not something new. Jesus Christ has been doing this kind of thing over the centuries. Come back with me to the C1st AD, to the city of Philippi, and let’s meet three very different people. The Apostle Paul and his friends meet them and Jesus Christ gets to work in them in amazing ways. These were the first people in mainland Europe to believe in Jesus. 

What we see Jesus doing then he continues to do today. What he does for them he can do for you. What exactly does he do? 

 1) Lydia: Christ Opens the Heart (v13-15)

Paul and his friends are looking to find a place to pray (there’s no synagogue in Philippi). By the river they meet a group of women. Lydia is among them. She’s a business woman – a dealer in purple cloth (v14) – from Thyatira. She has her own home and household in Philippi, so she’s wealthy. She’s also a worshipper of God. That must mean that she isn’t a pagan; she believes in one God and is aware of him, but doesn’t know him personally. Paul begins to speak of Jesus Christ to them; that Jesus is God’s Son, the promised Messiah, who was crucified as part of God’s plan, but God raised him from the dead. The good news is that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you. Through him, everyone who believes is justified before God (13:38-39). As Lydia listens, Jesus works: the Lord opened Lydia’s heart to respond to Paul’s message (v14). She doesn’t think that her wealth or religion can save her. She believes in Christ, is baptised and opens her home, because Jesus opened her heart!

I’m reminded of the fable about the sun and the wind. They see a man walking along a path and hold a competition to see who could take his coat off. The wind blows violently, but the man just about hangs on to his coat, even though he’s blown over himself! Then the sun shines warmly upon the man, and eventually he removes his coat! Violent battering couldn’t succeed, but warm shining could!

Jesus Christ works like the sun. He sends his Spirit with the good news, and opens people’s hearts to receive and believe in him. By nature we are all like the man towards the wind: we fight and struggle and refuse to submit to God. We want to protect and rule ourselves. Our hearts are hard towards him. We’re full of pride and self-righteousness. But Jesus comes with the warmth of his love and grace. “Stop fighting against me!” Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls (Mt 11:28-29). Whenever a person becomes a Christian it’s a miracle. The Lord opens our hearts, so that we embrace him as our Lord and Saviour! Has this happened to you?
2) Slave Girl: Christ Delivers from Evil (v16-18)

Here’s this slave-girl, possessed by a spirit who enables her to predict the future. She earns money for her owners by fortune telling. For many days she follows Paul and the others, shouting: These men are servants of the most high God…(v17). You might think that Paul would be pleased with the publicity. Instead he is troubled (v18). No doubt he’s troubled for the girl, and also for the cause of Christ – which needs no help from the devil! So one day he turns around and says to the spirit: In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her! At that moment, she is delivered. The words are Paul’s; the power is Christ’s. Her owners are angry; the girl’s glad (surely?). Jesus was working through Paul in people to turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God (Acts 26:18). The same thing happens today, as the good news of Jesus Christ is proclaimed. 
There’s a small town in France where you see something surprising In the main square a large sign says, “Remember Australia!” Many of the streets are named after Australian cities or places. What’s going on? It refers back to the First Word War, when Australian soldiers fought and delivered the town from German control. It was  a day of rejoicing, and the mayor determined that they would never forget it. They were too weak to deliver themselves, but the Australian army overthrown the enemy and set them free. They would never forget.

The bible explains that we are all in spiritual slavery. There are people like this slave girl, where it is obvious that evil spirits are at work. If that’s your case, Jesus Christ is greater; he can set you free. For others, spiritual slavery is more subtle. It appears that you are free to do what you want, to live as you like. But go a little deeper and you’ll discover that you’re held captive – slaves to pride, to self-sufficiency, to hatred and lusts. Jesus made this point to some religious people, claiming that he could set them free. They said: We Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free? (John 8:33). That’s the most frightening slavery of all. Jesus has the power to deliver you: If the Son shall set you free, you shall be free indeed (John 8:36).
3) Jailer: Christ Saves from Danger (v25-34)

Paul and Silas end up in prison. The jailer locks them in the stocks. He must have thought it strange to hear their praying and singing at midnight. Were they crazy? I imagine this guy to be a tough character). Then comes the earthquake – doors flying open and chains becoming loose. The jailer is about to kill himself, because he thinks all the prisoners have escaped. We’re all here! Paul shouts. Suddenly the jailer who was afraid of the authorities, is now more afraid of God. Who ever heard of prisoners refusing to escape? Who else could have done such a thing? It must have been the God Paul and Silas were praying to! That’s why he asks: what must I do to be saved? He knows he’s in danger from God! Notice Paul’s immediate answer: Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you shall be saved! It wasn’t just a message for him; it was for all his household. They hear the word of the Lord, believe and are saved.
What must I do to be saved? Have you ever asked that question? You asked a question like that when you realise you’re in danger. In the American Civil War there was a General Sedgwick. His men came under fire from the enemy, about 1 mile away. ‘They couldn’t hit an elephant at this distance!’ he said as he saw one of his men duck down. The next minute General Sedgwick was shot dead. He hadn’t realsied the danger he was in. The enemy were using a sniper rifle with telescopic sight (Davis, 2 Kings p339). 
The message of the bible contains a warning. You and I are in danger of the wrath of God. We’re all heading for Judgement Day. God has had his telescopic sight focused on you and me throughout our lives. He has seen every word, thought and action. He’s seen every failure to love, honour and thank him. Some laugh at such ideas, like the General, but they don’t realise the danger they’re in. You and I need to be saved from the white hot justice of God. What must you do to be saved? You cannot try harder; you can’t erase the past. The message is for you: Believe on the Lord Jesus. It means to embrace him, trust him, love him. Jesus faced God’s judgement instead of sinners, at Calvary. That’s how he saves people. You shall be saved!

Conclusion

So this is Jesus Christ at work – he opens the heart, he delivers from evil and he saves from danger. Jesus Christ does this for all kinds of people – the Lydias, slave girls and jailers of this world. What about you?

I want to end with that little phrase we read about the jailer: he was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God (v34).  That’s what Jesus offers: the joy of knowing the living God. It’s the joy than enables Paul and Silas to sing in a prison. It’s the joy that’s still available today. 
I read recently of a man called Chris. He had no desire to know anything about Jesus. But Dave, a neighbour, kept inviting him along to his church. It was the strangest experience I have ever had: it seemed as if there was only the preacher and me in the church…I felt as if there wa something that I wanted to reach out and touch, but didn’t know how to. He listened to another sermon, about Peter saying to Jesus, “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man (Luke 5:8). I will never forget those words…In the morning I woke up and said, ‘If you’re there, Lord, come into my life’…Over the following weeks my whole life changed…It was the most wonderful thing that has ever happened to me – for three months I felt as though I could have taken on the world. That’s the joy and life that Jesus Christ gives. People might say, “Ah, but it’s just a phase; it doesn’t last.” Well, Chris has faced rejection from some of his family and terrible health problems: However, through all of this, the grace that God has given me, and continues to give me, has been amazing. God’s grace has kept him for over 20 years, and is keeping him still (EMW Magazine Nov 2008, p24).
If you’re there, Lord, come into my life. Such simple words! Are you ready to pray a prayer like that? This is God’s promise: Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved (Romans 10:13). This is the Lord you must call upon – the one who opens hearts, delivers from evil and saves from danger. 

