The Book of Acts: Verse-by-Verse

Acts 13:28-33

As we finished last time, we noted Paul’s statement, “...
In condemning him they fulfiled the words of the
prophets that are read every Sabbath.”

| suggested that the religious leaders didn't miss Jesus
because of some predestination clause that was In
effect. Instead, they missed Jesus because their hearts
had become numbed by repetition. They had heard the
prophets repeatedly, but it had been centuries since
they listened to them.

God didn’t speak a fresh revelation to his chosen people
for 400 years between the last prophecy of Malachi and
the events surrounding Jesus’ Incarnation!

As we continue with Paul’s sermon, he says:

“And though they found no ground for a death
sentence, they asked Pilate to have Him executed.
29When they had carried out all that was written about
Him, they took Him down from the free and laid Hm in @
tomb. 30But God raised Him from the dead, 31and for
many days He was seen by those who had
accompanied Him from Galilee to Jerusalem. They are
now His withesses to our people.”

Paul emphasizes the fact that the Jewish and Roman
rulers had no real grounds on which 1o execute Jesus. If
you recall, when Pilate examined Jesus he told the
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Jewish rulers, "l find no fault in him”, meaning, “There is
no crime here for which he should be crucified.”

The Jewish rulers wouldn't be deterred by that. Neither
would the crowd that had been moved against Jesus.
But this was all prophesied in the Old Testament. Get this
— Jesus, who knew the prophecies — certainly knew they
would be fulfilled.

If you look at John 15:25, Jesus quotes one of them. He
says, “This is coming to pass that the Word might be
fulfilled that is written in their law, ‘They hated me without
a cause.’”

God knew all along that the Jewish leaders would reject
Jesus. He knew they would crucifty Him. Without causing
them to execute Jesus, the Father put the circumstances
In motion that would lead to it.

The fact that the Jewish leaders participated in Jesus’
death is further proof that, although, as Paul points out,
they had heard the Messianic prophecies repeatedly,
they were still ignorant of their frue meaning.

Failing to recognize Jesus as the Messiah, they passed
judgment on him - and unknowingly fulfiled the
prophecies which foretold how he not only would, but
must, suffer and die. In spite of Jesus’ innocence, they
asked Pilate to sentence him to death, and the
sentence was carried out by crucifixion.

| want us to notice a repetition from Peter’'s sermons on
the Crucifixion. In verse 29, Paul tells his Jewish and
Gentile audience, “When they had carried out all that
was written about Him, they took Him down from the tree
and laid Him in a tomb.”



In Acts 5:30 we read, “The God of our fathers raised
Jesus, whom you killed by hanging him on a tree.”

In Acts 10:39 we find, YAnd we are witnesses of all things
that He did, both in the region of the Jews and in
Jerusalem, whom they also put to death, having
hanged Him on a tree.”

Nofice the repetition of the phrase, “hanged him on @
tree”. Peter and Paul use this phrase intentionally. As
Messianic Jews they are pointing back to the Old
Testament rules concerning the execution of Jewish
persons — but more than that — the ignominy afttfached
to such executions.

Deuteronomy 21 gave these instructions:

“If someone has committed a crime worthy of death
and is executed and hung on a free, the body must nof
remain hanging from the tree overnight. You must bury
the body that same day, for anyone who is hungis
cursed in the sight of God. In this way, you will prevent
the defilement of the land the LORD your God is giving
you as your special possession.” - Deuteronomy 21:22-23

It's inferesting that the Douay-Rheims Bible translates
verse 22 this way: “When a man hath committed a crime
for which he is to be punished with death, and being
condemned to die is hanged on a gibbet ..."

We have other Old Testament references to gibbetfs:
Joshua 8:29 records, “He hung the body of the king of Al

on a gibbet until the evening and the going down of the
sun.”
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Esther 7:9 records, “"Harbona, one of the eunuchs that
stood waiting on the king, said: Behold the gibbet which
he hath prepared for Mordechai, who spoke for the
king, stands in Aman's house ..."

In the Old Testament a gibbet was basically some type
of pole on which the bodies of executed persons were
hung as a warning to others as well as for public viewing.

The gibbet was constructed from wood beams and
often took the shape of a pole with a horizontal beam.
They looked like crosses without the vertical pole
extending above the horizontal beam.

The arms of the executed persons would be extended
and tied to the horizontal beam, suspending the body
from the structure.

In non-Jewish cultures, Gibbeting took other formes.
Criminals were sometimes tied to the gibbets while alive.
In later fimes, criminals were locked in cages which were
hung from the gibbet. These were placed in public areas
as a warning to others.

In the case of live gibbeting, this gallows-style public
execution killed its victims over the course of severadl
days, usually by exposure, dehydration, and starvation.

So why do Peter and Paul emphasize Jesus' death on @
tree or a gibbete The Jewish law made it clear that
persons executed and hung on a free were under God’s
curse for their sins.

So often, we miss this.
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At the Cross, the sins of the world were laid upon Christ.
In that process, God's full judgment fell upon Him. This is
Important for us to understand: There was no way to
transfer the sins of the world without simultaneously
transferring the penalties of those sins.

Picture this Old Testament scene with me, as it is
described in Leviticus 16:20-21

"When Aaron has finished making atonement for the
Most Holy Place, the Tent of Meeting and the altar, he
shall bring forward the live goat.

He is to lay both hands on the head of the live goat and
confess over it all the wickedness and rebellion of the
Israelites--all their sins--and put them on the goat's head.
He shall send the goat away into the desert in the care
of a man appointed for the task.” — Leviticus 16:20-21

Do you see the act of fransfer in that passagee Aaron
places both hands on the head of the goat and
confesses all of Israel’s sins for the past year. That goat is
then released into the wilderness — symbolizing it carrying
Israel’s sins away. But it also symbolizes two kinds of
separation —one from God’s people and the other from
God himself.

Now think of Jesus. Both our sins and their punishment
were transferred from us to Him. On the cross Christ was
making propitiation, and propitiation is solely towards
God. As much as some liberal theologians hate the term,
It is still correct. Propitiation is about appeasing the wrath
of God — and that is what Jesus does on the Cross.

As many others have explained, it was an issue of
meeting the claims of God’s holiness; it was a matter of
satisfying the demands of His justice. That is why
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Ephesians 5:2 puts it this way: “He gave himself up for us,
a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God." - Ephesians 5:2.

That is what was symbolized by the first Passover Night in
Egypt. The lamb’s blood was smeared on the lintels and
doorposts of each lIsraelite’s home. God declared,
"When | see the blood, | will pass over you!"

Now we come to Paul’'s main point about the Cross. He
makes it clear that the death of Christ on the Cross
carried with it the penalty of the curse. In Galatians 3:13
he writes, "Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the
law, being made a curse for us: for it is written, Cursed is
every one that hangs on a free." - Galatians 3:13

Let’'s better define the word, “curse”. It represents
complete separation, an alienation from God. In
Matthew 25 Jesus declares that one day an entire mass
of people will be told, "Depart from me, you cursed.” -
Matthew 25:41.

The curse, then, is exile from the presence and glory of
God.

Numerous Old Testament types makes this clear. For
example, on the Day of Atonement, a bull was
sacrificed. When its blood had been sprinkled on and
before the mercy-seat, its carcass was removed to a
place outside the Camp" and completely burned. -
Leviticus 16:27

Another example was banishment. Since the
Tabernacle was geographically cenftfered among
Israel’s tribal areas, when someone was banished, they
were sent outside the camp - symbolizing their
separation from God and from God's covenant people.



The same image is observable in the case of lepers.
Leviticus 13 states, "All the days that the plague shall be
IN him he shall be defiled; he is unclean: he shall dwell
alone; without the camp shall his habitation be". -
Leviticus 13:46 This is the reason that leprosy was often
associated with sin. The leper was banished from God'’s
presence in Israel.

Let me give you one additional Old Testament example.
At one point, when Israel had again rebelled, poisonous
snakes began biting them. When Moses prayed for
God'’s intervention, God told him to put a brass snake on
a pole. Whoever had been bitten, if they looked at the
brass snake, they would be spared from dying.

We know Jesus’ words in John 3:14: YAnd as Moses lifted
up the bronze snake on a pole in the wilderness, so the
Son of Man must be liffed up, so that everyone who
believes in him will have eternal life.”

The snake of the pole represented God's curse upon
Israel for their rebellion. Somehow, as the lsraelites
beheld that serpent, it forced them acknowledge their
sins — and God adllowed them 1o live.

As we look to Jesus on His Cross, we are acknowledging
our sins — and recognizing that God made him a curse
for us —so that we might have eternal life.

As one person put it, On the Cross Christ was ‘outside the
camp’- separated from the presence of God. He was as
the "leper' - made sin for us. He was as the "brazen
serpent” - made a curse for us.
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As we come back to verse 29, we read, “When they had
carried out all that was written about him, they took him
down from the free and laid him in a fomb. 30 But God
raised him from the dead, 31 and for many days he was
seen by those who had traveled with him from Galilee to
Jerusalem. They are now his withesses to our people.”

Paul tells his audience that once Jesus' death on the
Cross took place, his body was taken down and laid in
a tomb. It might seem self-explanatory, but Paul
specifically mentions the tomb as a way of emphasizing
the fact that Christ was indeed dead.

This was important to Paul’s audience in three ways:

1. It emphasized Christ’'s death. This was notf, as some
would later suggest, a “swooning” or “near death”
experience. It was an actual death.

2. It emphasized the theme of the curse of the Cross. As
we saw earlier, Deuteronomy 21:23 insisted that anyone
who had been executed and hung on a gibbet, be
buried the same day. Paul may be stressing that
everything was carried out in accordance with scripture.

3. By emphasizing Christ's death, the reality of his
resurrection is also underscored.

There is a strong undercurrent in all these verses that
those who condemned Christ without adequate reasons
and had him crucified, were carrying out God's plans
without realizing it. As Peter put it on the Day of
Pentecost:

“God publicly endorsed Jesus the Nazarene by doing
powerful miracles, wonders, and signs through him, as
you well know. But God knew what would happen, and
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his prearranged plan was carried out when Jesus was
betrayed. With the help of lawless Gentiles, you nailed
him to a cross and killed him.” — Acts 2:22-23

Paul put it this way in | Corinthians 2:8: *None of the rulers
of this world understood God's wise plan. If they had
understood, they would not have killed Jesus on @
Cross.”

Everything that was done at Calvary and Joseph of
Arimathea’s Tomb was according to God'’s “wise plan”.
Without realizing it, human authorities were carrying out
what was written about Christ in the Old Testament
prophecies. This included his body being transferred
from the place of the divine curse to the tomb.

After explaining all the negative parts of Jesus' story,
Paul now characteristically switches to the positive
results of the Cross. Beginning at verse 30, he tells the
synagogue attendees, “But God raised him from the
dead, and for many days he was seen by those who had
traveled with him from Galilee to Jerusalem. They are
now his withesses to our people.”

We cannot miss the first two words of v. 30: “But God".
Paul has outlined the roles humans played in Christ’
paAssion.

e They had no real grounds, but they condemned Him.
e They had carried out all that was written about Him.
e They took him down from the tree.

e They laid him in a tomb.

And then he transitions with those words, “But God.” As
F.F. Bruce puts it, “But God reversed the judgment of
men: here the constant note of triumph which made the
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apostolic preaching so joyful a message is struck again.”
— F.F. Bruce

Repeatedly, the message of God raising Jesus from the
dead s preached in every kerygma message in the New
Testament. But more than that, Jesus' post-resurrection
appearances are related by one apostle after another.

Near the beginning of Luke’'s second book he will tell
Theophilus, "After his suffering, he presented himself to
them and gave many convincing proofs that he was
alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days
and spoke about the kingdom of God.” — Acts 1:3

Paul will emphasize this in | Corinthians 15, when he tells
his readers,

“... That he was buried, that he was raised on the third
day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared
to Cephas, and then to the Twelve. After that, he
appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers
and sisters at the same time, most of whom are still living,
though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to
James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he
appeared to me also ... | Corinthians 15:4-8

For Luke and Paul, these withesses were what John Stott
calls the “primary guarantors of the gospel story.” These
are not second-hand accounts, but primary testimonies.
As such, the weight falls on them. This is very reason that
when it came fime to replace Judas Peter insisted,

“Therefore it Is necessary to choose one of the men who
have been with us the whole time the Lord Jesus was
iving among us, beginning from John's baptism to the
time when Jesus was taken up from us. For one of these
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Mmust become a withess with us of his resurrection.” — Acts
1:21-22

One final note, here. Nofice, that in referring to Jesus’
inner circle of apostles (how including Matthias), Paul
says, “They are now his withesses to our people.” Notice,
Paul does not, at that point, say, “We are now his
withesses to our people.”

Why? There is some thought that Paul excludes himself
from the original 12 because he was not present — as
Peter required of Judas’ replacement — Ysomeone who
has been with us the whole time the Lord Jesus was living
among us.” (Acts 1:21)

Paul could certainly speak to Jesus’ resurrection, since
the laftter appeared to him on the road to Damascus,
but he was not with the 12 throughout Jesus' Galilean
ministry. As such, he excludes himself from the group and
says, “They are now his withesses to our people.”

In verse 32 —33, which we will explore in depth next time,
Paul stays with the theme of Jesus’ resurrection as he
says, “We tell you the good news: What God promised
our fathers he has fulfilled for us, their children, by raising
up Jesus.”

We will see how Paul pursues this line of preaching and
the synagogue attendees’ reaction to his message.



