Stowe Common Worship – Sunday, 27th July, 2008
Series: Paul and Church Planting

Theme: Case study 2 Problems – Ephesus

Readings: Acts 19:1-20, John 16:1-16

Introduction

This is the last in the series in which you have been following the apostle Paul and church planting as we find it recorded in the book of Acts. On the face of it, it may appear a strange subject for an Anglican church to study since we have a centuries-old system where the country is already divided into parishes each with its church building and minister, or at least a minister in charge. So why think about church planting? Surely it’s evangelism we need to think about and how we can encourage those who are already Christians and members of a parish church.
What are we hoping to learn from this series which we can’t find elsewhere in the Scriptures? After all, the gospels are a record of Jesus’ earthly ministry, they tell us what he taught, what he claimed for himself and the miracles he performed which confirmed his authority as the Son of God, Emmanuel, God with us.  They give us eyewitness accounts of his excruciating death and his triumphant resurrection. They are accounts based on historical fact.
And if we turn to the rest of the New Testament, we find apostolic teaching, inspired by the Holy Spirit, packed with teaching to guide us in our Christian lives. They are, as Paul wrote to Timothy, “useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” So what does a study of Paul and church planting add to what we can’t already find in other New Testament writings?
Well, I’m sure you would have some ready answers to that question, not least that Luke’s book is a carefully researched, authentic record of the birth of the Christian church. That it is a vivid account of how the Lord Jesus’ prophesy in Acts 1:8 begins to be fulfilled that his disciples “will be his witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and” – and this is where we come in – “to the ends of the earth.” It’s also a great read!

Teaching

The book is mainly narrative and full of action but it’s here that Luke’s record has so much to teach us. It’s here that we can learn so much from the way that the apostles went about the task of spreading the good news of Jesus Christ and planting churches. What were their priorities, their commitment and their love of the newly-converted Christians? And what were their injunctions to the young, vulnerable churches as the apostles left them and moved on to other places?
In other words, what did the apostles, particularly Paul, consider absolutely essential for young churches – or any church, for that matter – to survive and flourish? For the Gentile converts, the new churches were incredibly fragile. The Jewish converts had their knowledge of what we call “The Old Testament” and, as Paul taught them, the Old Testament began to make sense and they could see that the Messiah talked of there was, indeed, Jesus Christ. They also had the tradition of meeting together for worship in the synagogue. But the newly-converted Gentiles had nothing like that. No knowledge of Scripture, no established practise of meeting together for worship, so how were they to be taught in the faith, kept from error and become established churches, especially after the departure of the apostle? Well, the fact is that they did survive and it’s important that we find out the reason for it.
The question isn’t academic to us living two thousand years later. We’re living in troubled times with such opposing views within the church that there is a very real danger of schism. So it behoves us to go back to our roots, as it were, back to the early church and see what the apostles saw as vital to plant and maintain the Church of Christ, what they taught and practised which are timeless and should be unaffected by “the spirit of the age.” 
It’s self-evident that we need to be aware of the culture in which we live and we need to adapt to the ways in which we make the gospel known, to show that even in this modern, technological, scientific age which is considered so advanced and sophisticated, that our deepest needs can still only be met by Jesus Christ. Culture may have changed but human nature manifestly has not and nor has the message of the Christian gospel. And we need to be clear about what is essentially and uniquely “Christian” and not just humanism with a Christian label. In other words, as Jude put it in his letter, “to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.” (Jude v3)
Paul’s journeys
And so to Paul and his missionary journeys and church planting. When we read Luke’s accounts of Paul’s missionary journeys, we might be tempted to think that he was nothing but trouble! Wherever he went, there was trouble. Again and again, we read of him entering the synagogue of the town and preaching the good news of Jesus. Invariably, some believed but others rejected him and either threw him out or even plotted to kill him, such was the vehemence of their hostility. But this is exactly what the Lord Jesus had predicted would happen – as we heard in the gospel reading (John 16:1-4) – that wherever the gospel is preached there would be hostility and it remains the case to-day. Thousands of Christians in other countries are being cruelly persecuted simply because they are Christians and we’re even beginning to see discrimination in this country for the same reason.
Yet the hostility actually was counter-productive because as Paul was hounded out of one place so he moved to another and proclaimed the gospel. In each place some believed and a new church was planted. Sometimes, in spite of the opposition, he stayed longer and saw that the new-born church was well-established before he moved on and that was the case in Corinth where he stayed for eighteen months on which Ron preached last time. But now Paul moves on to the city and port of Ephesus where he’s about to cause an almighty stir.
Ephesus

Ephesus was the most important city in the Roman province of Asia, on the west coast of what we now know as Asiatic Turkey. It was a major port – no longer so – for exporting goods and also a natural landing point from Rome. It was an extremely important centre for international trade but it was also famous for its practise of magic and its worship of the Greek goddess Artemis. There were an awful lot of magicians, sorcerers, in the city and they had developed a highly lucrative trade by selling their wares headed up by a silversmith called Demetrius who manufactured silver shrines.
On his arrival, Paul followed his usual practice of going first to the synagogue and, as Luke puts it, “arguing persuasively about the kingdom of God.” (19:8) When he was opposed, he moved to a lecture hall and continued to teach there for about two years. The impact of this ministry went far beyond Ephesus and we’re told that “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord.” (19:11)
But this was not just a cerebral ministry. God had empowered Paul to perform extraordinary miracles in which sick people were healed and evil spirits were cast out of people who were possessed. Incidentally, don’t be sceptical about accounts like these, I was talking to a Swedish minister a few weeks ago who had recently been to northern India and witnessed similar, extraordinary happenings there.
Some Jews tried to appropriate the name of Jesus to cast out evil spirits but they had a rude awakening when one such spirit didn’t recognise their authority, turned on them and through the possessed man beat them up. The effect of this was profound, when word got round people were seized with fear and, Luke tells us, “the name of the Lord Jesus was held in high honour.”(19:17)
But more than that – and this is where the trouble really started – a number of the sorcerers were converted and together publicly burned their books on magic, their scrolls. Luke makes it clear that this was no light matter, the total value of the scrolls amounted to 50,000 drachmas, silver coins each worth about a day’s wages.

Riot!

It was inevitable that Paul’s ministry would be on a collision course with the magic industry of the city and the whole thing blew open when Demetrius, the silversmith enjoying a pretty good living out of manufacturing shrines, called his associates together to take action. When they realised that their very livelihoods were under threat they were furious and stirred up the entire city by accusing Paul of discrediting their beloved goddess, Artemis. 
Just picture the scene for a moment – absolute pandemonium! The frightening thing about a mob is its totally irrational behaviour. Luke tells us that “Some were shouting one thing, some another. Most of the people did not even know why they were there.” (19:32) When Alexander, a Christian, tried to defend Paul and the mob realised he was a Jew, “they all shouted in unison for about two hours: “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!” Two hours! It’s hard enough to shout for ninety minutes at the Emirates and that’s with a half-time thrown in. It was a clever ploy on the part of Demetrius and co because the issue became not the truth of the gospel but the honour of the city and the people, they were affronted, insulted.
In a sense, of course, they were right, their future livelihoods were under threat but, as the city clerk (a person rather more important than what we know as a city clerk) said, they had gone about their protest in the wrong way and should go through the courts if they had a grievance. 
Effect 1
But what Paul’s whole experience in Ephesus marks up is the very real conflict between light and darkness, between God’s gracious love in the Lord Jesus and the hostility of man against Him. Paul’s ministry in Ephesus had a two-fold effect. He had stirred up a frightening outburst of anger and fury because his message of the gospel had challenged a settled, comfortable way of life which yielded an income, it touched them where it hurt most. Vested interests were at stake.
Whatever we think about the ethics of trading on people’s superstitions – and we still see it to-day – the greatest tragedy for Demetrius and co was their unwillingness to come out of their darkness into God’s marvellous light. In material terms it would have cost them to believe the good news of Jesus, just as it had for their former colleagues, but the reward was beyond compare with what they were settling for. “What good will it be for a man,” asked Jesus, “if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?” (Matthew 16:26)
And surely, that is a challenge to us also, to-day. What can be more important for us than a life-giving relationship with our Creator? What can be more important than to accept His gracious offer to be reconciled to Him through His Son? And when we are reconciled to Him through trusting Jesus as our Lord and Saviour, what can be more important than making our walk with Him our highest priority, before all else in our lives? It’s so easy to compromise our faith with half-hearted commitment. We’re happy to be obedient in some areas of our Christian life but not in others. We have other priorities we hold onto even if they are in conflict with the Lord’s plain teaching. Like the sorcerers in Ephesus, our allegiance to other things, other organisations, other people, takes precedence over our allegiance to Him. We so easily forget, or fail to trust, that He loves us, wants only the best for us and it is only He who is able to give us the best.

Effect 2

But there was another outcome to Paul’s courageous ministry. In spite of the huge reaction against his preaching of the gospel - which clearly affected the whole city - a new, young, fledgling church was planted. A church which was later to receive a letter from Paul which was to become part of the canon of Scripture. A letter which contains so much priceless teaching for us about God’s purpose that He is working out. It is priceless because it is from the apostle Paul written with all his apostolic authority, inspired by God’s Holy Spirit.
And through it all, Paul’s irrepressible commitment remains. “After the uproar had ended,” Luke records, (an uproar that would have unnerved most of us, I suspect) “Paul sent for the disciples” – those who had come to faith under his preaching – “and, after encouraging them, said goodbye and set out for Macedonia.” (20:1) Even now, Paul is concerned with this young, vulnerable church, prey to so many threats around them. Even now, it is his pastor’s heart which rules his thoughts and actions.
Conclusion
As we look at the Ephesus experience, which in many ways exemplifies the experience of all the churches planted by Paul, we cannot fail to be struck by the fragility, the vulnerability, of these young fellowships. Without the leadership and teaching of the apostle, how would they survive and remain true to the faith? The short answer, I suppose, would be by the work and influence of the Holy Spirit and, of course, that has to be the case. Underlying the whole account of the apostles’ ministries in the book of Acts is the constant presence of the Holy Spirit and Luke is careful to acknowledge that:
· In chapter 16:4 it is “The Lord” who opened Lydia’s heart

· In 18:9, “The Lord” spoke to Paul in a vision

· And in chapter 19:11, “God did extraordinary miracles through Paul.”

In our gospel reading we heard how the Lord Jesus was going to send the Holy Spirit and it was He who would convict us of our need of salvation – I summarise – and would guide the disciples “into all truth.” (John 16:13) There is absolutely no doubt that without the sovereign work of God’s Holy Spirit, you and I would not be sitting here this morning. Without Him the endeavours of the early church and our endeavours to-day, would be as nothing.
But we have a responsibility also, particularly the leaders of the churches, and it is in Paul’s farewell instructions to the elders of the church at Ephesus, recorded in chapter 20:17-38, that we gain an insight into Paul’s apostolic mind, his absolute priorities, under God, which will protect the Church of Christ and cause it to grow in spiritual maturity. They are instructions which apply to us as much as they applied to the elders of that young church in Ephesus. 
Paul’s farewell
On Paul’s return journey, heading for Jerusalem, he decided to bypass Ephesus (20:16) but stopped at the port of Miletus, a few miles from Ephesus. He sent for the elders at Ephesus and they met for what was to be the final meeting with them. It was a tearful, emotional meeting in which Paul reminded them of the time he had been with them and “served the Lord with great humility and tears.” (20:19) He had not hesitated to preach anything which would be helpful to them and he had been utterly faithful to the Lord in proclaiming to both Jews and Greeks their need to “turn to God in repentance and to have faith in our Lord Jesus.” (20:21) He had, he said, “not hesitated to proclaim to [them] the whole will of God.” (20:27)
Leaders’ responsibility
But now he turns to the elders and issues a solemn command and warning. “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock OF WHICH THE HOLY SPIRIT HAS MADE YOU OVERSEERS. Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood.” (20:28) There are going to be, he says, “savage wolves” who will seek to draw the faithful away from the flock, the church - by definition, enemies of the truth. 

This is an awesome command. A church leader is answerable to the Holy Spirit for keeping watch over both himself – that he does not stray from the truth - and over the people entrusted to him. And the people entrusted to him are precious to God because they have been “bought with [God’s] own blood,” that is, the sacrifice that Jesus made upon the cross at Calvary. 
But how is the church leader to do this? Well, Paul’s example is clear: by not hesitating “to proclaim… the whole will of God.” And where is the leader to find this? Well, the answer to that question is to be found in verse 32 where Luke records Paul’s words:

“Now I commit you to God and the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified.”

In other words, Paul is committing them to God and God’s Word, the Scriptures. At the time, that meant the Old Testament but it also meant the teaching of the apostles who had been given by God a special, unique authority, teaching which we now have in the New Testament. This was always the pattern of the early church. Paul stayed in Corinth for eighteen months, “teaching them the word of God.” (18:11) When Apollos went to Achaia he was a great help to the disciples there because he “refuted the Jews in public debate, proving from the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ.” (18:28) Throughout his two-year stay in Ephesus Paul taught the “word of the Lord” (19:10)

Well, dear friends, I mustn’t go on, but I trust that the message is clear from the apostle Paul’s example. For a church, young or old, newly planted or long established, it must be  the Scriptures, the word of his grace, which guide us in all things, and in these troubled times it is our responsibility to go to the Scriptures in order to test “the spirit of the age.” To test whether there are movements in society which are influencing the Christian Church and may not be in accordance with the Holy Spirit’s teaching through the Bible. Because it is only God’s voice, spoken through his word of grace, which can build us up and establish us both as individuals and as a fellowship. May it be so in this fellowship of Stowe Church.

Amen
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