TEXT: Acts 17:10-15PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: The Berean Spirit


This is an excerpt from Paul's second missionary journey.  It began in Antioch and made its way west through Asia Minor.  In Troas he received "The Macedonian Call", and sailed for the Balkan Peninsula.  There he visited five principal cities: Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea, Corinth, and Athens.  In the first two, he was met with violent opposition; the last two dismissed him with contempt.  But in the middle city, Berea, he met a different kind of people; a people prepared by God.  Their example is worthy of our notice and our imitation.  May God so bless it to us, for Christ's sake.  Amen. 


Who are the Bereans?  


In v.10, we learn where Paul preached--"in the synagogue of the Jews".  The Bereans, therefore, were Jews, Proselytes, and "God-fearing men".  The Proselytes were Gentiles who converted to Judaism.  The "God-fearing men" were Gentiles who were not yet converted, but who showed an interest in the Hebrew Religion.  The Bereans, therefore, were deeply religious men; men who claimed to revere the Sacred Scriptures.


In addition to being devout, the Bereans were "more fair-minded than those in Thessalonica" says v.11.  The word "fair-minded" literally means "well-born" or "noble".  Just as a nobleman is separated from the masses, so a noble mind is detached from the benighted thinking of most others.  The Bereans were an unprejudiced and clear-minded people.


The Inspired Narrator clearly admires their nobility of mind.  He treats no other synagogue with the respect he pays the one in Berea.  And properly so; the others were centers of persecution; the Berean, a model for enlightened thought. 


How did the Bereans display their nobility of mind?

Luke leaves us in no doubt.  In vv.11-12, he provides three pieces of evidence.  


In the first place, the Bereans were willing to listen to Paul's message.  "They received the Word with all readiness..."  The word "receive" means "to welcome or to show hospitality".  Paul was not treated with suspicion, fear, and doubt.  His message was afforded a fair and friendly hearing.  


The synagogue format was more informal than most church meetings.  Discussion was encouraged.  Questions could be asked; objections could be made.  It's likely that Paul stirred plenty of both.  The Gospel was something they hadn't heard before.  It was worth discussing.  They discussed it in a spirit free from bitterness, rancor, and division.  


Their behavior stood in sharp contrast to the Thessalonian Synagogue.  The Gospel was preached there too.  But its Rabbis were unwilling to hear it; and more, they incited a riot to keep Paul from being heard.  Not only was Paul in a fix with them, so were his friends.  Jason, it seems, was a long time member of the Synagogue.  But when he gave ear to Paul, the Rabbis hauled him in front of a Roman magistrate!  The Thessalonian Synagogue was prejudiced, narrow-minded, and fanatical.  Quite the opposite of the noble-minded men of Berea.  


In the second place, the Bereans were willing to compare Paul's message with the Bible.  "They searched the Scriptures daily to find out whether these things were so".  


What the Bereans did not do is nearly as instructive as what they did.  They did not consult their Rabbis.  Nor did they turn to their Commentaries.  They made a bee-line to the Bible.  The Rabbis were learned; the Commentaries were helpful.  But neither was infallible!  Only Scripture is true in every detail.   Not the traditions of men--be they ever so anciently given or universally received.  


The Bereans didn't just read the Bible; they "searched the Scriptures".  Elsewhere Luke uses the word to mean "interrogate" or "cross-examine".  They studied the Bible with a meticulous care.  The stakes were too high to decide them by a casual reading.


The Bereans "searched the Scriptures daily..."  Paul's message wasn't evaluated by an hour or two of intense study.  Days or weeks were spent in the most painstaking analysis.  


In this way the Bereans were quite different than the men of Athens who heard Paul.  The latter were not narrow-minded bigots, but skeptics.  They didn't believe in "truth"; therefore, they were willing to hear anybody speak on anything.  The most preposterous ideas were received if they were well-presented.  Thus, no persecution occurred in Athens.  Paul received something much worse there: mockery and indifference.  The reason they laughed and shrugged is because they weren't serious about the truth.    


In the third place, the Bereans were willing to act upon Paul's message.  "Therefore, many of them believed..."  Paul wasn't preaching for money or for reputation.  He was preaching for conversions!   The careful listening and thoughtful reflection on Paul's message led "many of the [Jews] and not a few of the prominent Greeks to believe". 


The Bereans, therefore, were a "fair-minded" and "noble" people.  They proved it by listening to the message of Paul, by analyzing it in light of Scripture, and by submitting to its truth no matter what the cost.  


What can we learn from the Bereans?  In a word: everything. 


Most Christians, however, have not learned much from them.  Most are either Thessalonians or Athenians.  Narrow-minded bigots who won't listen to anything new or empty-headed fools eager to receive anything new for no other reason than it is new.   A teaching, however, must not be evaluated by "whether you've heard it before".  It can only be assessed in light of a careful and patient study of Scipture under the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit.  


Why is the Berean Spirit so rare?  I can think of three reasons:


1.
Pride.  If you adopt a new idea, you will have to drop an old idea.  And if you drop this old idea, you'll have to admit you were wrong.  Admitting you're wrong is a humbling experience.  If you're unwilling to do that (to make a fool of yourself if necessary), you'll never have the Berean Spirit.  


2.
Fear.  If you adopt a new idea, some people will be disappointed.  Their disappointment with you may lead to the loss of their friendship or worse.  If losing their approval is more important that believing the truth, it is fear that keeps you from a Berean Spirit.  


3.
The Worship of Men.  Some men are remarkably insightful.  They should be "highly esteemed in love".  The "esteem", however, must not be permitted to become worship.  When it is, you lose the Berean Spirit.   


How to get and keep a Berean Spirit.


1.
Remember that Jesus Christ is the only infallible teacher of His Church.  Therefore, teachers are only to be followed insofar as they follow Christ.  To disagree with a pastor is no sin; it doesn't require you leaving the church or repudiating his ministry.  "You have one teacher, Christ".  


2.
Don't fear what others think of you.  You should care what others think, but not fear their opinion.   


3.
Stay in the Scripture, looking to the Holy Spirit for enlightenment.  


4.
Don't allow your independence of thought to become arrogance or to produce a feeling of personal infallibility.  


5.
Let us all contribute to the Berean Spirit of others.  How?  By receiving others because they belong to Christ--not because they're right about everything.  By helping others see their errors in a kind and patient way.  By not taking every difference of opinion as a personal insult. By talking to each other about spiritual and theological issues.  And by recalling that we're wrong on some issues too. 


May the Lord give us the Berean Spirit, for Christ's sake.  Amen.  









 

