Sunday, April 19, 2015 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden

Highlights in Acts: Sharing the gospel is not a safe activity!

Acts 20:1-12
Acts 20:2-3 (NIV84) 2 He traveled through that area, speaking many words of encouragement to the people, and finally arrived in Greece, 3 where he stayed three months. Because the Jews made a plot against him just as he was about to sail for Syria, he decided to go back through Macedonia.
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As a warm-up for our sermon for today, we need to do some studying of the map. If the next time Ron has a business trip to Izmir in western Turkey, let’s all plan to meet him there on his day off so he can be our tour guide to the ancient city of Ephesus. My guess is that we would be flying into Izmir, Turkey, the ancient city of Smyrna, and riding a bus south to Selcuk, maybe about 75 miles, to headquarter there as we tour the ancient city of Ephesus, now called Efes. 
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Then, were we to follow Paul’s travel route north maybe 250 miles to Troas, otherwise known as Alexandria Troas, we’d be heading north from Izmir to the district of Dalyan, southeast of the Island of Bozcaada. We’d then catch a ship heading to the modern day coastal city of Kavala, Greece, about 120 miles by sea and then northwest about 8 miles to Philippi, Macedonia. We’d then travel 100 miles west to Thessaloniki, Greece, and before heading south, we’d make a stop after going 40 miles in Veria, Greece, ancient Berea. Then Corinth, Greece, about 300 miles by road, would be our most southerly destination before retracing our tracks back to Alexandria Troas, Turkey. The trip from Ephesus to Corinth by land and sea would have been roughly 800 miles, a distance from Seattle to Billings, Montana. The return trip to Troas would roughly be about 560 miles, with about 120 of that by sea.
So, the journey of Paul we will follow today covers approximately 1360 miles of travel, about 1100 of those miles would have been by foot or horseback. Are you ready to travel?
From where we have been with Paul, he has almost always been at the center of some squabble, argument or fight. In his defense, however, any liberator is going to face the hostile retaliation from the slave master. And quite frankly, the greatest slave master of them all, Satan, has been the constant ingredient in the provocation of hostility against Paul.

Being on the receiving end of hostility is the price we pay when our mission is to bring release to the captive. Those doing the imprisoning will most assuredly fight back and attack the liberators. So we should not be surprised then that Paul is the focus of hostile retaliation when he sets people free through the gospel of Jesus Christ. Thus, the title for my message this morning, “Sharing the gospel is not a safe activity.”
In our previous sermon, Paul completed a 2 ½ year or longer ministry in Ephesus. Before he could take leave of the city in a peaceful manner, he needed the help of the town clerk to stop a potentially murderous riot from turning uglier and damaging to the reputation of the city of Ephesus. I presume that a significant amount of credit for the calming of this riot goes to Paul for having established a friendly relationship with many of the city officials and leaders, including the city clerk or mayor. Here are the comments from the town clerk after he quieted the mob:

Acts 19:38-41 (NIV84) 38 “If, then, Demetrius and his fellow craftsmen have a grievance against anybody, [Paul was certainly the “anybody.”] the courts are open and there are proconsuls. They can press charges. 39 If there is anything further you want to bring up, it must be settled in a legal assembly. 40 As it is, we are in danger of being charged with rioting because of today’s events. In that case we would not be able to account for this commotion, since there is no reason for it.” 41 After he had said this, he dismissed the assembly. 
The peace that settled on Ephesus for that moment, allowed Paul to gather the disciples, encourage them and then continue his missionary travels where he was hoping to get to Jerusalem for the celebration of Pentecost.

Acts 20:1 (NIV84) 1 When the uproar had ended, Paul sent for the disciples and, after encouraging them, said good-by and set out for Macedonia.

As tough and rugged a man Paul was, he was yet strong on giving encouragement to those wanting to follow Jesus Christ. We often see him bring words of encouragement to the disciples.
Though some may have betrayed their friendship with Paul and recanted of their faith in Christ, I surmise that those numbers were relatively small. Certainly any betrayal is sad news. But, we simply cannot allow the defection of a few to push us off the road to life.

So, I’m encouraged to read that there still were many disciples left in Ephesus after Satan’s attempts to undermine their faith through fake imitation and through intimidation by false religionists and profiteers. And in his final days with them, Paul encouraged them. As a warrior for the faith, as an embattled soldier, Paul also had a ministry of encouragement.

It is true that Barnabas was known as the son of encouragement. But Barnabas did not have a monopoly on encouragement. Paul may have been a bit less tender in manner, but he was, nevertheless, a powerful encourager of believers. His testimony, his example, and his lifestyle, combined to make him a strong encouragement to all who would follow Christ.

Now Paul carries that ministry of encouragement with him as he returns to previous places of ministry and to places that had been positively impacted by his ministry.

Acts 20:2-3 (NIV84) 2 He traveled through that area, speaking many words of encouragement to the people, and finally arrived in Greece, 3 where he stayed three months. Because the Jews made a plot against him just as he was about to sail for Syria, he decided to go back through Macedonia.

Paul had already sent Timothy and Erastus to Macedonia to prepare the way for his return visit there. So, leaving Ephesus, Paul takes primarily a land route around the Aegean Sea to Macedonia. That would likely include visits to Philippi, Thessalonica and Berea. From there he continues on, as planned, to Achaia, which is southern Greece where Athens and Corinth are located. The previous chapter mentioned Paul’s plan.

Now, were I to tell you about our vacation last fall and the people and places we visited as we traveled by car from Minnesota to Iowa to Nebraska to Indiana and Tennessee and back to Minnesota, you can be assured that there had been a lot of preparations for each of the stops we made over those three weeks of travel. Several e-mails were sent and phone calls made to prepare for the not so coincidental intersection of our lives with the people we hoped to see when we arrived in their home towns. 

So, it doesn’t surprise me that Paul was doing correspondence with the believers in Corinth prior to his setting out to return to that city for another visit. During his 2 ½ year ministry in Ephesus, Paul wrote a pretty strongly worded letter to the church in Corinth. And, he had sent Titus to Corinth to see how the church had responded to his firm instructions and encouragements. “Paul evidently wanted to hear Titus report back to him about “how it went” before proceeding himself to Corinth.” 
 It was most likely in Philippi where Paul intercepted Titus and received his report about the good response of the Corinthians to his first letter (2 Corinthians 2:12-13). Thus, it’s likely that Paul wrote his second letter to the Corinthians while in Philippi and sent it on ahead of him so the church could read it before his arrival in Corinth.
Here’s a line from his second letter where he speaks about his first letter. 2 Corinthians 2:3–4 (NIV84) 3 I wrote as I did so that when I came I should not be distressed by those who ought to make me rejoice. I had confidence in all of you, that you would all share my joy. 4 For I wrote you out of great distress and anguish of heart and with many tears, not to grieve you but to let you know the depth of my love for you. 

So, Paul made it to Corinth, staying there about 3 months. From there he hoped to travel by sea to Syria in order to get back home to Jerusalem for Pentecost. But, as we read in verse 3, a plot by hostile Jews in Corinth made him rethink his plan and he decided to head north back through Macedonia and meet up with his team of disciples in Troas.

As has been the case for Paul when facing disruptions to his plans, he nevertheless keeps his focus on his mission. His location may change. He may not end up where he had originally planned, but Paul refuses to be diverted from his mission. His purpose in living remained steadfast. He had learned long before this that sharing the gospel is not a safe activity, but it must be done.

So, as he travels from Greece north to Macedonia, he is accompanied by a team of seven men from various cities where Paul had preached the gospel. 

Acts 20:4-6 (NIV84) 4 He was accompanied by Sopater son of Pyrrhus from Berea, Aristarchus and Secundus from Thessalonica, Gaius from Derbe, Timothy also, and Tychicus and Trophimus from the province of Asia. 5 These men went on ahead and waited for us at Troas. 6 But we sailed from Philippi after the Feast of Unleavened Bread, and five days later joined the others at Troas, where we stayed seven days. 

When we take note of these men who accompanied Paul, we also see that they come from places where Paul engaged in ministry. It appears that from each ministry location a delegate was sent to join Paul on his journey to Jerusalem. These delegates represented their churches with the financial gift they were sending to Jerusalem. Those delegates made their way to Troas where they waited for Paul to join them there.

Sopater came from Berea in Macedonia. Aristarchus and Secundus came from Thessalonica in Macedonia. Gaius represented Derbe in the Galatian region of Asia Minor. Timothy represented Lystra, also in the Galatian regions of Asia Minor. Tychicus and Trophimus most likely represented Ephesus on the west coast of Asia Minor. These men could also have been along to secure the substantial gift of money they had with them.
Now, what do we know about this collection? We read about it in 1 Corinthians 16:1-9 (NIV84) 1 Now about the collection for God’s people: Do what I told the Galatian churches to do. 2 On the first day of every week, each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income, saving it up, so that when I come no collections will have to be made. 3 Then, when I arrive, I will give letters of introduction to the men you approve and send them with your gift to Jerusalem. 4 If it seems advisable for me to go also, they will accompany me. 

5 After I go through Macedonia, I will come to you—for I will be going through Macedonia. 6 Perhaps I will stay with you awhile, or even spend the winter, so that you can help me on my journey, wherever I go. 7 I do not want to see you now and make only a passing visit; I hope to spend some time with you, if the Lord permits. 8 But I will stay on at Ephesus until Pentecost, 9 because a great door for effective work has opened to me, and there are many who oppose me. 
So, I have to conclude that as a result of Paul’s teaching in these churches, the members of these churches developed a concern for Christians in need wherever they may be. They see themselves as part of the larger body of Christ. Thus the collection of money for the church in Jerusalem being collected from churches in Macedonia, Asia and Galatia. 

Paul also taught these churches to invest in delegates to accompany their gifts. These delegates were approved by their home churches, implying some kind of process of identification, selection and affirmation. Certainly, they were affirmed for their trustworthiness as they would be handling a sizeable amount of money.

Further, I see that these churches had developed the ability to release people from their congregations to engage in ministries beyond their local outreach. Within this list of seven delegates, there are names that have and will appear elsewhere. This is not the first time these men, at least most of them, had been released by their churches to be part of Paul’s ministry team.

The question I pose is this: Does the story of these seven men have implications for our own church?
First, I believe these men represent the fruit of Paul’s teaching ministry in partnership with believing parents. They represent an outcome of what is supposed to happen when Christians submit to the teaching of God’s Word.

Consider Christ’s two great commandments, to love God and to love others. These seven men are the fruit of both parental guidance and church discipleship. Yes, there’s an “and” in that statement. I believe that for many of these men there was a partnership established between the Christian parents and the members of the churches these young men came out of. It was a partnership that shared the common goal to see future generations love God and love others for the honor of Christ even more than the present generation. And, in order for that to happen, there had to be a coming together in agreement to that objective.

Timothy illustrates my point. In Paul’s second letter to Timothy, he tells of the important role Timothy’s grandmother and mother had in his spiritual development. 2 Timothy 1:5 (NIV84) 5 I have been reminded of your sincere faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am persuaded, now lives in you also. 

And to demonstrate the partnership of the Christian parents with the church, notice how Paul addresses Timothy in his first letter to him. 1 Timothy 1:2 (NIV84) 2 To Timothy my true son in the faith: 
And notice the servant to Christ Timothy had become as observed in Paul’s opening in his first letter to Timothy. Take note of the geography Paul mentions, Macedonia and Ephesus. 1 Timothy 1:3–5 (NIV84) 3 As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may command certain men not to teach false doctrines any longer 4 nor to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies. These promote controversies rather than God’s work—which is by faith. 5 The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. 

We know that Timothy became the pastor of the church in Ephesus after Paul left. Paul’s letter is an extension of his mentorship of Timothy so he could lead well the church there.

One thing I know about the role of parenting and pasturing, the window of opportunity is not always open. It is true that in the course of our lives we have had many windows of opportunity opened for us and we may rightly believe that there will be many more windows of opportunity coming our way. But many of those windows have been different opportunities that never return or are never opened again.

But there’s also something I’ve experienced as parent and pastor. A closed door may create new and even better opportunities to advance the gospel. We see that vividly in our next story. But we have to go back to verses 2 and 3 to be reminded of the closed door and the new and better opportunity that it created.

Acts 20:2-3 (NIV84) 2 He traveled through that (Western Asia and Macedonian) area, speaking many words of encouragement to the people, and finally arrived in (Corinth,) Greece, 3 where he stayed three months. Because the Jews made a plot against him just as he was about to sail for Syria, he decided to go back through Macedonia.

So, let’s move on in our text to this rather unique story. I’m sure Paul is anxious to get on with things and get to Jerusalem by Pentecost. But, he also knows his priorities. Build relationships, teach the Scriptures, and worship together. Paul had built these disciplines into his life. And it’s no accident what we read about in verse 7 that took place while Paul’s delegation visited in Troas. We’ll jump in at verse 5. 
Acts 20:5-7 (NIV84) 5 These men went on ahead and waited for us at Troas. 6 But we sailed from Philippi after the Feast of Unleavened Bread, and five days later joined the others at Troas, where we stayed seven days. 7 On the first day of the week we came together to break bread. 

Note the day of the week. It was Sunday. Was that coincidence or by intention? I believe strongly that it was intentional. And, notice the phrase, “we came together.” This, too, was very intentional and I believe part of Paul’s teaching and practice. The coming together of believers is vitally important. And, if you recall, Paul is traveling and he makes time to gather with the believers in Troas. Such action reflects his understanding that the body of Christ is world wide. We have brothers and sisters all across the world. 

Then, notice the purpose of their coming together: it was to break bread. I understand there to be three meanings to that phrase. First, to share a meal together. Second, to share the Lord’s Supper or Communion together. Third, to study the Scriptures together or give attention to the preaching of the Word. 

It is likely that all three expressions took place when they got together on this Sunday in Troas. They not only spent the day together, they did an all nighter together. Certainly they shared a common meal together, if not a couple of them. And, the second half of verse 7 makes it clear that teaching was part of “breaking bread” together as it is the first activity that follows after Luke says we came together to break bread.
Acts 20:7-8 (NIV84) Paul spoke to the people and, because he intended to leave the next day, kept on talking until midnight. 8 There were many lamps in the upstairs room where we were meeting.

What should we make of verse 8? This is the kind of verse that drama directors love, because it gives clues as to the ambiance of the setting. In the darkness of the night, the meeting place was filled with light, both literally and figuratively. But, it may also give a clue that it wasn’t just Paul’s long windedness that put his audience to sleep. Maybe those oil lamps had something to do with it.

Acts 20:9-12 (NIV84) 9 Seated in a window was a young man named Eutychus, who was sinking into a deep sleep as Paul talked on and on. When he was sound asleep, he fell to the ground from the third story and was picked up dead. 10 Paul went down, threw himself on the young man and put his arms around him. “Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “He’s alive!” 11 Then he went upstairs again and broke bread and ate. After talking until daylight, he left. 12 The people took the young man home alive and were greatly comforted. 
Now, some of you will use this story as an excuse to fall asleep during sermons. And, you may have a point. But, I need to let you know, in case you don’t already know it, I have no claim on the same powers of resuscitation as Paul does. So, if you die from falling asleep while I preach, you just may stay dead. So, I would encourage you not to follow the example of Eutychus or at least to not use him as an excuse. Just a thought.

As I asked our home fellowship this past Wednesday evening, I ask you. Luke doesn’t downplay the fact that Paul preached on and on until midnight. It was around that time that Eutychus fell out of the third story window and died. Through Paul’s intervention, Eutychus came back to life again and after breaking bread and eating together, Paul resumed preaching until daylight. Would any of you care to speculate during which half of Paul’s preaching were the people most attentive to Paul? The first half when Luke says he talked on and on. Or, the second half, after witnessing Paul raise the young man back to life?
I’m inclined to say Paul’s audience was more attentive during the second half because the event of Eutychus dying and coming back to life at the hands of Paul reminded them that God was especially working through this man and it would be a very good idea to pay close attention to his words. When people see that you are speaking God’s word and when your lifestyle matches your words, the Holy Spirit has a freedom to do a work in those people that may not otherwise happen if one of those ingredients are missing.
This amazing event was just one of several that took place that would not have happened had Paul not faced a closed door at Corinth to sail directly to Syria and Jerusalem.
So, among other highlights that these first twelve verses of Acts 20 give us are two point about opportunities. Because of Paul’s great concern for those whom he had preached to that they would not turn aside from Christ or give in to the pressures to conform to worldly ways, Paul sought to make the most of the opportunities he had to go back and bring words of encouragement to these believers.
But we also see him adapt to closed doors to his strongly desired plans to get back to Jerusalem with the substantial offering for the believers there. And in creating an alternative to his original plan, be brought even more encouragement to the Macedonia and Asian churches on both sides of the Aegean Sea. And while making the most of those opportunities, Paul was mentoring men and women to serve in Christ’s church around the world.
Lord, would You raise up men and women within New Heights like those delegates from the churches in Berea and Thessalonica, from Ephesus and Derbe and Lystra? Would You help us shape our children into men and women of faith who know You and Your glorious attributes and Your infinite glory? Would You guide us to train faithful followers of Christ who love the Bible, affirm its infallible worth and grow in their abilities to understand, express and defend its teachings? Would You make us models to our children who worship You with our heads and our hands, who fill our lives with prayer as we grow in faith and win the lost to You?

Lord, would You kindle within us a fresh fire for our mission to seek, win, grow and send people in Jesus’ name so that we would influence individuals and communities to begin, sustain and grow a personal and corporate relationship with You by developing a worshipping, supportive, and evangelistic fellowship? Lord, our desire is that You answer our prayer and thus be honored by us Your servants and by every creature You have made. 

Amen.







Izmir
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