Sunday, July 16, 2006 – Discussion Sunday*
Straighten the crooked ways or make crooked the straight ways. Which?
Acts 12:19 13:12

10 “You are a child of the devil and an enemy of everything that is right! You are full of all kinds of deceit and trickery. Will you never stop perverting the right ways of the Lord?
Acts 13:10
--------------
Consider with me how is it we can overlook things that are right before our very eyes? We can be looking right at the item and fail to see it. Why is that? Why do we not see lots of things that we are looking at? 
May I suggest that it has a whole lot to do with our expectations and what we are looking for.
We could all step outdoors right now out onto our quad area and each make a list of the first 5 things that come to our mind as we stand there in the quad. The first 5 things we see. And I can guarantee that we would have a very wide ranging list were we to combine them.
Some of you who just spent yesterday mowing your own lawn would probably notice the freshly mown lawn in the quad. Others who have been hoping for clear skies after a week of clouds probably would notice the cloudless sky. Those who have an interest in houses may take note of the surrounding homes, particularly the new ones to the south. Those with an eye for earthmoving equipment might take note of the big scoop and dozer next door. Some would notice the large amount of clover in our grass. Others would see weeds. Most would see that the grass is mostly green and growing. The list could go on and on. But what you contribute to the list would have much to do with your expectations, what you are looking for or what you have a sensitivity to see, maybe even what you have trained your eyes to see.

When it comes to looking at life, what are we expecting to see and where we will see it? Are we seeing the important things? . . . things that are especially helpful and things that are particularly dangerous? Spiritually, it takes training to actively look for these important things in life.
Hebrews 5:12-14 (NIV)

12 In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God’s word all over again. You need milk, not solid food! 13 Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness. 14 But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil. 

Hebrews 12:10-13 (NIV)

10 Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. 11 No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it. 

12 Therefore, strengthen your feeble arms and weak knees. 13 “Make level paths for your feet,” so that the lame may not be disabled, but rather healed. 

Ironically, our spiritual enemy knows what he’s looking for. He knows what will hinder his work. He knows what will get in his way and prevent him for reaching his objective. Its men and women who are answering the call of God to take the gospel with them into their sphere’s of influence and graciously let their lights shine in those places. That means that we are targeted by our spiritual enemy as hindrances to his plans. It should not surprise us, therefore, when we encounter his roadblocks.
The first set of eyes I would like us to use in looking at our text are the eyes of our enemy. What does Satan see as Paul and Barnabas begin their ministry on the island of Cyprus, in the capital city of Paphos?
This is a strategic question. If we know what our opposition sees and does or doesn’t like, we can be prepared to counter his attacks. We’ll be more effective. We won’t be caught by surprise.

So, what does Satan see as Paul and Barnabas begin their ministry on the island of Cyprus? Now, hold that question as we review the context for the story in our text for today.

Acts 12:19-24 (NIV)

Then Herod went from Judea to Caesarea and stayed there a while. 20 He had been quarreling with the people of Tyre and Sidon; they now joined together and sought an audience with him. Having secured the support of Blastus, a trusted personal servant of the king, they asked for peace, because they depended on the king’s country for their food supply. 

21 On the appointed day Herod, wearing his royal robes, sat on his throne and delivered a public address to the people. 22 They shouted, “This is the voice of a god, not of a man.” 23 Immediately, because Herod did not give praise to God, an angel of the Lord struck him down, and he was eaten by worms and died. 

24 But the word of God continued to increase and spread. 

Chapter 12 begins with Herod setting out to persecute the Christian church by arresting some who belonged to the church and putting to death the apostle James. When Herod saw that it pleased the Jews to execute James, he determined to do the same to the apostle Peter.
Chapter 12 ends with the death of Herod and the growth of the church, rather than its demise. Now the reason for Herod’s death was not what I was expecting. I was expecting that God caused him to die because of his violent, murderous persecution of Christ’s followers. That’s why I found it most interesting to note, instead, that Herod’s death was an act of God for Herod’s willingness to receive praise as a god rather than giving praise to the one and only true God. It’s a serious matter to take credit for what belongs to God.
Herod’s plan backfired on him. Instead of hindering God’s work, Luke records in verse 24 . . .

24 But the word of God continued to increase and spread. 

25 When Barnabas and Saul had finished their mission, they returned from Jerusalem, taking with them John, also called Mark. 

13 In the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: Barnabas, Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen (who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul. 2 While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” 3 So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off. 

Barnabas and Saul had been sent to Jerusalem to bring a contribution to help the believers with famine relief. Now they have returned from that mission and five prophets and teachers in the church at Antioch met together to worship, fast and pray. Their names and the information about them in the text indicate the cosmopolitan character of the church at Antioch. 
Barnabas: a Jew from Cyprus (4:36). 
Simeon: a Jew of dark complexion who moved in Roman circles. 
Lucius: from Cyrene in North Africa (cf. Acts 11:20). 
Manaen: reared with Herod the tetrarch who beheaded John the Baptist and who treated the Lord so shamefully at His trial. 
Saul: a Jew trained as a rabbi.
 
The net result of their worship was receiving from the Holy Spirit confidence that Barnabas and Saul had been set apart for a special missionary ministry.
Now, it’s not surprising to me that the Holy Spirit led them to this affirmation of a missionary endeavor.
Keep in mind that the center of Christianity has shifted from Jerusalem to Antioch, at least in the context of missionary endeavors. Antioch had become the headquarters for world missions. Missionaries are birthed in an environment of missionary zeal. That was the climate of Antioch.
What is also interesting is a key player in making Antioch a missionary sending church is a man from Cyprus, the first stop on Paul’s first missionary journey. Who was that key player?
Acts 4:36-37 (NIV)

36 Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the apostles called Barnabas (which means Son of Encouragement), 37 sold a field he owned and brought the money and put it at the apostles’ feet. 

Acts 11:19-26 (NIV)

19 Now those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, telling the message only to Jews. 20 Some of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began to speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus. 21 The Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord. 

22 News of this reached the ears of the church at Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. 23 When he arrived and saw the evidence of the grace of God, he was glad and encouraged them all to remain true to the Lord with all their hearts. 24 He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a great number of people were brought to the Lord. 

25 Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, 26 and when he found him, he brought him to Antioch. So for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught great numbers of people. The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch. 
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We most often assign Barnabas with the title, encourager. But, we must not miss his missionary heart. For Antioch to become as missions minded as it did, much credit must be given to Barnabas. He was himself a missionary and he trained Paul to be the world’s greatest missionary. 
There’s a bit of irony here in that Antioch as a Christian headquarters for world missions got its start by Christians from Cyprus. So, does it surprise you that Cyprus is the first stop on this missionary journey of Barnabas and Paul? It’s actually a very logical first choice for a variety of reasons. First, Cyprus was the home of Barnabas. Second, several other Christians from Cyprus had done evangelistic work in Antioch and wanted to return the favor to their homeland. Third, Cyprus was likely the first stop over for ships sailing east on the Mediterranean Sea.
3 So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off. 

The laying on of hands we read about in verse 3 was an indication of the Christians in Antioch that they were in a partnership with Paul and Barnabas in getting out the Word of God. They are sending these men out as their representatives. 

Now, I’m ready for us to ask the question, what does Satan see as Paul and Barnabas begin their ministry on the island of Cyprus?
1. Satan sees those who are sent by God. 

3 So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off. 

4 The two of them, sent on their way by the Holy Spirit, went down to Seleucia and sailed from there to Cyprus.
There is a partnership in the sending. The team of believers in Antioch partner with the Holy Spirit in sending Barnabas and Paul. They also partner directly with Barnabas and Paul by the support and encouragement.
This commissioning and sending was not done in secret or isolation; it was done for all to see, including Satan. He knew who was being sent to bring a message of release from captivity to sin. Thus, it comes as no surprise that having taken note of who was sent that Satan applies the pressure.
When one considers the adversity Paul endured throughout his ministry it is clear that Satan had taken notice. One of several examples is Paul’s thorn in the flesh (II Corinthians 12:7) which is referred to as a messenger of Satan that was intended to hinder him. 
Now, while Satan and his minions see those who are sent, strategically, he is probably more concerned about those who actually are carrying out their assignment to go and preach. Which is precisely what Barnabas and Paul did.
What else does Satan see when Barnabas and Paul minister in Cyprus?

5 When they arrived at Salamis, they proclaimed the word of God in the Jewish synagogues. John was with them as their helper. 

6 They traveled through the whole island until they came to Paphos. There they met a Jewish sorcerer and false prophet named Bar-Jesus, 7 who was an attendant of the proconsul, Sergius Paulus. The proconsul, an intelligent man, sent for Barnabas and Saul because he wanted to hear the word of God.
The story clearly demonstrates that Satan was aware of the Sergius Paulus’ interest in the word of God. In Satan’s mind, that was a hunger that needed to be satisfied with something else. Therefore, he must have been delighted to have one of his followers there on the scene to do his bidding, the false prophet, Bar-Jesus, otherwise known as Elymas. You see . . .
2. Satan sees those who are seeking after God. 
What a delight it was to God’s ears and to the ears of His missionaries to receive a request to hear the word of God. Sergius Paulus, the governor or proconsul of the province of Cyprus, was an intelligent man and he invited Paul and Barnabas to his office so that he could hear the word of God. What a request! What an opportunity for the Paul and Barnabas!

But, it was also something that clearly caught the attention of Satan. 

Now, I don’t believe that Satan is omnipresent or that he can read our minds. But, he can hear our spoken words and, I believe he heard or heard of the request by Sergius Paulus that he had sent for Barnabas and Saul so he could hear the word of God. 

This news hit Satan’s radar screen. You can bet he called a meeting to identify who could run interference for him there in Paphos, Cyprus. Plainly, Satan doesn’t want those who are seeking God to hear the word of God. If he can prevent this from happening, he will use whatever means is available to him. 
What Satan also saw was the potential influence Sergius Paulus could have on the whole province of Cyprus were he to become a follower of Jesus Christ rather than a follower of the phony “Son of Jesus,” for that is what Bar-Jesus means. At this point, we are at war. 

Now, may I suggest it is better to know you are at war than not to know you are at war. It is even better that you know who your opposition is and better still to know his objective. In this case, our enemy is knowable and, thankfully, he’s beatable!

So, we’ve seen that Satan sees those who are sent by God.

He sees those who are seeking after God.

What else does Satan see when Barnabas and Paul minister in Cyprus? My third observation is that . . .
3. Satan sees those who will stand in his way. 

8 But Elymas the sorcerer (for that is what his name means) opposed them and tried to turn the proconsul from the faith. 9 Then Saul, who was also called Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, looked straight at Elymas and said, 10 “You are a child of the devil and an enemy of everything that is right! You are full of all kinds of deceit and trickery. Will you never stop perverting the right ways of the Lord? 11 Now the hand of the Lord is against you. You are going to be blind, and for a time you will be unable to see the light of the sun.” 

Immediately mist and darkness came over him, and he groped about, seeking someone to lead him by the hand. 12 When the proconsul saw what had happened, he believed, for he was amazed at the teaching about the Lord. 

This was not a happy moment for Satan. He had a strategically placed follower working on a prominent government official who was faced down by Holy Spirit led Paul. O, how Satan wished that Paul had not been there! Elymas was so completely his. He was making all the right moves to keep Sergius Paulus from listening to the word of God. But then, Paul shows up and foils Satan’s plans.
Elymas tried to be a look-a-like prophet. But he had no credibility. He had no substance, just magic and slight of hand. Elymas could offer no real help to anyone. Elymas, or Bar-Jesus, was a shyster! A con-man! A deceiver!
Here’s what Elymas was like:

Years ago in a small Midwestern town, one man’s hobby was to watch the railroad crossing. When a train would approach the crossing at night, he was to wave a lantern to warn those driving on the narrow road that a train was approaching and to stop until it passed by.

One particular night the train was coming down the tracks as usual and the man took his place to warn any oncoming cars. He could see a car in the distance approaching the railroad tracks so he began to wave his lantern in the moonlit sky. The car continued to come so the man waved the lantern even more briskly. The train was only seconds away from the crossing. The car was not even slowing down. The man couldn’t believe it so he waved the lantern even harder. Still the car came. The car was almost to the track and the train was about to pass. The man couldn’t stand in the middle of the road any longer. Again, he frantically waved his lantern and the car continued to come at full speed. Finally, he jumped out of the way as the car sped by and was hit by the train. 
At the investigation, the grief-stricken man explained to the authorities how he tried to warn the oncoming vehicle but it would not stop. At the end of the investigation, the officer in charge said to the man at the crossing, “Sir, you waved your lantern – but you forgot to light it.”

That’s what Elymas was like. An empty lantern. An unlit lamp. He had no light to help anyone. But, that is Satan’s plan. Enslave people to their sinfulness. Keep them from getting on the path that leads to life. That’s the plan Satan is orchestrating. 

But, all the while that Satan is seeing those being sent out with the word of God to those who are seeking to hear the word of God and seeing those who are strengthened by the Holy Spirit to stand in his way in opposition to his destructive plans, there is another set of eyes viewing this story.
God sees. God sees those who respond to His call. He sees those who have a hunger for His word. And He most definitely sees those whose ears are open to His voice and are willing to stand boldly against the enemy of their souls and the souls of all others.

God speaking through His prophet Ezekiel shows us that though God has eyes to see those who will stand up against the enemy, those men and women are not always to be found.
Ezekiel 22:30 (NIV)

30 “I looked for a man among them who would build up the wall and stand before me in the gap on behalf of the land so I would not have to destroy it, but I found none. 

Had it not been for the intervention of Paul, I wonder what would have been the outcome of the battle between Elymas and Sergius Paulus. O, we can say, God would have made it happen somehow, but I don’t want you to miss something here that has an important personal application for all of us.

There are those who are in the midst of spiritual battle right now. Without intervention from someone spiritual and godly, the enemy may win the battle. You or I may be the one to whom God is saying, “Join in the battle with your friend. Without you, he is in trouble.” 

We have a choice in how we live our lives. We can either straighten crooked paths or make crooked straight paths.

The way we can straighten crooked paths is to help our friends engage in the word of God, to feed their hunger for truth, to point them to Jesus. Paul and Barnabas show us how to do that.

The way we make crooked the straight paths of the Lord is to get in the way of people coming to faith. Elymas shows us how to do that.
John Piper puts it this way:
God sees a Sergius Paulus in Paphos, Cyprus. He means to seek him and save him. 275 miles away He sees prophets and teachers worshipping and fasting, seeking the mind of God (in Antioch). 
God orchestrates the meeting of the seeker with the sent. And He gives boldness and courage to the sent ones to stand up to the opposition to His plans. This is how we make straight the crooked paths of life. We follow our Savior.
The great news in this story is that God used the evil intentions of Satan to accomplish His plan. It was the display of God’s power over a phony like Elymas that convinced Sergius Paulus of the truth of God’s word. It was the boldness and courage of Paul to stand up to the deception of Elymas that revealed the power of the Holy Spirit to change lives. 
Thankfully, Paul and Barnabas, with the strength of the Holy Spirit, rose to the challenge and countered the enemy and the reward was the salvation of Sergius Paulus.
May we join the ranks of Paul and Barnabas and the senders of Antioch to boldly proclaim the word of God to our generation. May we become a threat to the plans of our enemy. May we know the joy and power of partnership with the Holy Spirit in the ministry He has for us to fulfill in this community.
Amen.
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