Sermon by Peter Farquhar: Stowe Church: 6 July 2008-07-25

Paul’s Planting of the Early Christian Churches: Antioch & Philippi

Acts 16: v. 1-15. 

We continue in our series considering how the early Christian church developed through the missionary ministry of Paul.

All Paul’s journeys, with the exception of the last one which finished up in Rome, started in ANTIOCH (in the Roman province of Syria: not to be confused with Pisidian Antioch, further north). Antioch was a very large city by the standards of Ancient Times. It was the third biggest city in the Roman Empire (after Rome itself and Alexandria), with half a million people, the same size as a large modern city today, like, say, Bristol or Belfast. It was the principal commercial and administrative centre for the two most eastern provinces of the Roman Empire: Cilicia & Syria. The latter included Judea at its southernmost boundary, some 300 miles to the south of Antioch, which itself was approximately 1500 miles S.E. of Rome. This second missionary journey of Paul, the start of which we are looking at today, was to take him to his home town of Tarsus, to Derbe, Lystra and Iconium in Galatia, through Asia to the port of Troas, then by sea to Philippi in N.E. Macedonia, down to Athens and Corinth and, still by sea, across to Ephesus in the province of Asia, then the long voyage back to Caesarea, on to Jerusalem and back up to Antioch, a journey of nearly 2500 miles, slow on land and hazardous by sea. 
Antioch was a strategic place for Paul to begin his great missionary enterprise. It was a cosmopolitan centre where people of different ethnic and religious backgrounds mixed and exchanged ideas. From that point of view, it was strikingly similar to a modern English conurbation: London, Birmingham or Manchester. Antioch, primarily Gentile and pagan, was nevertheless the city where the followers of Jesus first became known as ‘Christians’ and it, rather than Jerusalem, was arguably the launching pad for the early church. This didn’t begin with the big names.  We hear in Acts 11 that the first Christians to arrive in Antioch were anonymous Diaspora resulting from the persecution which followed the martyrdom of Stephen. They, we hear, turned to whoever they first found in Antioch. These happened to be Greeks, Gentiles. When these Christians declared the Gospel, we read in Acts 11 v. 21 that’ the Lord’s hand was with them and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord.’ When they heard of this movement, the Church in Jerusalem sent Barnabus who, we read in Acts 11 v.24, ‘was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a great number of people were brought to the Lord.’ Barnabus, in turn, fetched Paul down from Tarsus and we read that ‘for a whole year Barnabus and Paul met with the church and taught great numbers of people.’ 
From that base, Paul was to set off and evangelise the eastern Empire, establishing the Christian Church which, some 300 years later, was, under the Emperor Constantine, to become the official religion of the Roman Empire. 

When you think about it, it was quite a feat: to found the Christian Church in a huge, pagan, multi-cultural, multi-ethnic city and then to establish it across an Empire initially hostile, where the Emperor declared his absolute authority by assuming the name of God for himself. The Jews, moreover, saw the Christians as a blaspheming cult, prematurely anticipating the promised Messiah and all sorts of other pagan and polytheistic cults saw their authority, livelihood and existence threatened. 
So, perhaps when we despair under the engulfing tide of contemporary secularism and the dark and gathering threat of militant Islam, we should remind ourselves of what happened in these first decades after Christ: the scale of the challenge, the faithfulness of the believers and the power of the Holy Spirit. 

How did it happen? When we read the remarkable account of the expansion of the early Church, perhaps we are struck by two things:  firstly, that Paul selected important centres for his ministry: big cities, regional capitals, important junctions on trading routes, major Mediterranean ports. On this second missionary journey, he spends more time than anywhere else in this mighty city of Antioch and takes the Gospel through the central towns of Galatia (Derbe, Lystra and Iconium), spending time then in the important cities of Philippi, Athens, Corinth and Ephesus. 
If the church of today is to survive, it must do so in the great cities of the world. The world is rapidly becoming a predominantly urban population. This may have an immediate local impact for us here. As the church contracts in this country, it is going to be the country churches which will fold.  It will inevitably be the larger churches in the towns that will carry the torch. In Buckingham, the young people of the area go to Well Street and it is important that they should be encouraged to unite in fellowship because they are the Church of the future. There is a stark contrast between the age profile of the average village church with its dwindling congregation and the dynamic, evangelistic outreach of a lively urban church where the congregation is expanding and a real impact is made on the people around. This is most likely to happen from young people to young people. More conversions to Christianity are made when people are in their teens or at university than later in life when attitudes are settled and hardened.
This might sound depressing. Where does it leave Stowe Church? I’m not certain. But we do, I think, provide a faithful witness to the Gospel of Christ. We do welcome outsiders. Perhaps most importantly for us, in this church, we serve each other  as Christians as we grow older, recognising and supporting each other’s needs, because we all  have  those,  however experienced in the faith we may be.  Nevertheless, country churches that can’t manage even those things might close in the present climate. They are not where the focus of spiritual movement currently is. It is in the towns and cities, with the rising generation, and we should be encouraged to recognise that.  

 But the expansion of the early Church was not just because of the strategic vision and courage of Paul , Peter, Stephen, Philip, Barnabus, Silas, Timothy and the others. We are repeatedly reminded in the Acts of the Apostles of the intervening power of the Holy Spirit. Without that, the whole thing obviously lacks meaning and power. 

Perhaps we could just look at a little of the detail in the way Paul managed things in Acts C.16. We read that in the city of Lystra in Galatia, Paul looked up young Timothy. Timothy was a young man who was much praised by the congregation in his own town and also by that in the neighbouring town, Iconium.  Timothy is a very interesting choice, a further indication of the very modern quality of this narrative. Timothy was of mixed race. His mother was Jewish and a Christian. His father was Greek (a Gentile therefore), and, inferring from the narrative, presumably not a believer. How many mixed marriages, ethnically and culturally, do we have in this country nowadays? Is God going to shut the door on this? Or is He going to encourage us to open it wide for Him? Barack Obama is of mixed race. His father was an African Moslem, his mother a white American. He and his family attend a Christian church in Chicago. 
 Anyway, Paul is tactful. He sees to it that Timothy is circumcised to assuage the tender consciences of the Jewish believers, even though it has already been made clear that circumcision is not necessary to enjoy the salvation of Christ. Perhaps, in the Established Church, some of our restrictive practices are a hindrance rather than a help and miss the point, the central point, that, however we practise the liturgy, or whatever version of the Bible or the BCP we use, the one thing essential is repentance for sin and an acknowledgement of Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour.  On the other hand, there is no need to be iconoclastic and carelessly upset the tender consciences of those who, for example, value a traditional liturgy. 
Anyway, we read in Acts 16 v.4 that Paul and Timothy now ‘travel from town to town, delivering the decisions reached by the Apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey.’ So, there is in the early Church structure, authority and defined doctrine and that is immediately linked to what happens in v. 5: ‘So’ (because of that) ‘the churches were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers.’ 

We hear that Paul, with his companions, Timothy and Silas, travels N.W. through the various imperial provinces but then we read in v.6 that they ‘were kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the word in the province of Asia.’ And then, when ‘they try to enter Bithynia, the spirit of Jesus would not allow them to’ and so they board a ship at Troas and continue their ministry at Philippi, significantly described as ‘the leading city in that district of Macedonia’.

What does it mean when it says that Paul is prevented in two instances from going into large imperial provinces which he could easily have expected to be on his projected route? How does the Holy Spirit say ‘NO’ to us? We may pray for something and even anticipate that it is right for us but then find that the door is shut in our face. We may be mystified or disappointed by this but there is a hint in this passage as to a possible explanation. Paul was called to Philippi in a vision, in a dream, and, ahead of him, there was to be a great ministry and a famous miracle in that city. Sometimes we can look back and see why God closed a door in the light of subsequent events. There seems to be something in our western consciousness which inhibits God from speaking to us through dreams very much. However, as described by Brother Andrew in his recent book, ‘Secret Believers’, this is how Jesus has reached many Moslems in Arab lands. More often, in our case, it is vital that we pray for God’s guidance and this, in my experience, is quite likely to take the form of doors being closed. When we take a prayerful decision about something important in our lives or Christian service, we should ask God to close the door if the decision which we provisionally adopt is wrong in His sight. 
When Paul, Timothy and Silas reach Philippi, in the absence of a synagogue they go out of the city gate to find a quiet place to pray. I find it interesting that the first thing the inominate Christians do when they arrive in Antioch is evangelise. The first thing Paul and his companions do in Philippi is seek to pray. What do we do when we first arrive in a strange city? Compare the local restaurants to find the nicest one to eat in? Try to work out the metro system? Ensure that the ‘ensuite’ in our room is satisfactory? (That word is, of course, a ridiculous affection; the French never use it!). There is something wonderfully fresh about these early Christians as they immediately settle their priorities: prayer and evangelism. Indeed, when Paul and his companions arrive at the riverside, intending to pray, they meet a group of women and tell them the Gospel. One of them, Lydia, accepts Christ into her life and immediately serves God by offering Paul and the missionaries hospitality and lodging. Paul, of all men, a strict Jew, is now openly and informally preaching the Gospel to a group of women in the 1st Century A.D. Perhaps, today, the churches need to be more open to groups condemned to be socially or spiritually inferior than is sometimes the case. 
We must always heed the Word of God but allow the Holy Spirit to help us as we interpret it within the context of our own society and its culture. And this, I humbly suggest, would be a good principle for the newly convened General Synod of the 

C of E  to take on board, as well as the bishops present (and absent) at the forthcoming Lambeth Conference. This is surely a message not just for liberal Christians. Conservative Christians too need to remind themselves of the innovative love amply and repeatedly demonstrated across cultural and social boundaries by Jesus and the early church.                                 Peter Farquhar: July 2008: Stowe .
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