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“Halfway Christians”

Acts 19:1-7

January 8, 2006


My sermon title for today is “Halfway Christians”, but actually I don’t think there is such a person as a halfway Christian, you either are a Christian or you are not. You are either saved by the grace of God through Jesus Christ or you’re not. But, on the other hand, I know I have met too many people who claim to be Christian, actually believe they are Christian, but show very little evidence of Jesus’ lordship in their lives. By “evidence” I’m not referring to the more obvious traits of a Christian like regular worship or Bible study or prayer, but to lives that seem to be lived without any Godly power in them.

The Bible promises us that when we accept Jesus as the Lord of our lives God sends the powerful Holy Spirit to live in us. When he comes he brings to us his holy wisdom and grace, his comfort and one or more spiritual gifts. These spiritual gifts are a sign, an evidence of the Holy Spirit’s presence and these gifts help us to live out our Christian lives. In this story from Acts, when Paul baptized these disciples in Ephesus, laying his hands upon them, they began to speak in tongues and prophesy. These are two of many possible spiritual gifts and evidence of the presence of the Holy Spirit.

Now we all know that we don’t always listen to the Holy Spirit’s leading. And we know from experience that we can easily stray from the Holy Spirit’s influence and even live as if we never heard of Jesus. But the Holy Spirit doesn’t ever leave us, even when we try to make him leave us. Anymore than God will leave us when we displease him. We can mute his voice. We can completely ignore his warnings suffering the consequences, but he won’t go away. Thank God, because I know that I have disappointed him many, many times.

You know, it seems to me that this life is hard even when we have all of the kinds of resources, conveniences and freedoms that you and I have. (Those things might even make it harder.) We need God’s hand in our lives! I can’t imagine anything sadder than thinking I am a Christian but having to go through this life without the Christian blessing of the Holy Spirit. (Not to mention no hope of heaven.) But evidently that is exactly what was happening to this group of “disciples” that Paul met when he came back to Ephesus. They thought they were Christians but they were not.

Something gave Paul a clue that these disciples were not completely there; they knew about Jesus but they didn’t know Jesus. We are not told what caused him to question them, but we could make some guesses.

The church was in an infant stage, almost everyone was a new convert. Some were Jewish Christians with a lifelong history in the Jewish faith and traditions. Some were Gentile Christians with no former religious experience or very questionable pagan histories. Jew or Gentile, they all needed very careful Christian training and there weren’t many qualified teachers around, especially outside of Israel. We know from his letters that Paul was spending a great deal of his missionary time with new Christians correcting their theology.

When Apollos - the Bible says “a learned man with a thorough knowledge of scriptures” - came to Ephesus he taught accurately about Jesus but evidently incompletely because Priscilla and Aquila invited him to their home where they privately “explained to him the way of God more adequately”. Apollos was teaching an incomplete Christian doctrine. That is easy to do and I am afraid that many Christians today may be getting incomplete discipleship.

It could be that Paul sensed a void in these disciples’ lives. He wasn’t seeing any evidence of the presence of the Holy Spirit. Or maybe just the opposite is the case, he was seeing evidence of a lack of God’s love in their lives. (When people spend time with you what do they see, experience? Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness & self-control? Those are fruit of the Holy Spirit, evidence of his presence.)

Or maybe Paul had run into so many Christians with incomplete knowledge of the Lord that he had adopted the habit of quizzing all disciples about their salvation experience. (It is interesting, but the first thing we do when a person begins Evangelism Explosion training is to ask them to write a brief description of their own salvation experience and how Jesus has made a difference in their life. Could you do that? If Paul were here today he would probably ask you.)

The disciples in Acts 19 thought they were complete Christians. They didn’t know they were missing the mark and that is scary. Salvation is much too important to get wrong. To spend your whole life thinking your are a Christian and then die unsaved is a terrible thing, and so unnecessary. The disciples in Acts 19 had taken the first step toward salvation, they had recognized their own sinfulness, repented from that sinfulness, and been baptized by John the Baptizer as an outward sign of their repentance. But sorrow for sin and repentance is only the first step toward salvation. The critical final step is accepting Jesus Christ as Lord of your life.

Have you taken that critical step? If you have there will be clear evidence of that. The Holy Spirit will have entered your life and it will show. He may not have given you “tongues speaking” ability but he does give every one of us the ability to prophesy. That word prophesy doesn’t mean what you think. Prophesy is two Greek words, the word “to go before”, and the word “to cause to shine”. People will know you are Christian because the light of Christ will shine in you. The word has the same root as “profess” and “professor” and means to teach or share. Christians who have the Holy Spirit will want to share what they have.

This story from Acts 19 demands that we consider how we have responded to God. This story makes us ask ourselves if we have come to understand that we are at heart sinners and cannot do a thing to change that - except apologize to God and try to do better. That is what repentance is. Repentance is good but being sorry and wanting to do better is only part of the solution, it has no lasting effect. Repentance is like the resin in epoxy glue – worthless without the hardener.

That is why step two is so critical. We can’t save ourselves by trying to be good, only God’s Son can put the finishing touches on repentance. And the only way Jesus will make your salvation solid is if you are willing to make him absolute Lord over your life. He won’t take Sunday Lordship and let you have the rest of the week. There is no such animal as a halfway Christian.

I pray that you have taken both steps, and if not that you will take them right now, while they are hot on your heart. You don’t have to do it during this closing hymn but the longer you wait the less likely you are to move. And the clock of life is ticking. Amen.

