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Transtorming lives for the glory of God
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Sermon Title: Church isn’t always super spiritual
Bible Reference: Acts 15:35-16:10

A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Church isn’t always super spiritual - Acts 15:35-16:10
1. Church leaders aren’t always super spiritual! - 15:36-39 

Paul suggests a follow up pastoral visit to the churches they’d planted in what we now call Turkey. He was aware that the Judaizers would be seeking to persuade these new believers to undergo circumcision and to keep the Law of Moses and he wanted to deliver the letter from the Jerusalem leaders and to minister to these saints. 
But it led to this very sad and public split with between P & B. Cause? Young John Mark – P’s attitude was ‘once bitten twice shy’, but Barn thinks he should be given a second chance (it’s his nephew after all). The two cannot agree and sadly end up arguing and going their separate way. 
Paul was notoriously dogmatic and said it as it was. Barn was the archetypal encourager. Disappointing that Paul was so unforgiving, and sad to see Barn sail off back to Cyprus with Mark before his work was fully done. But what a friend he was! He was one of the truly great men of the New Testament and it’s such a shame that he simply disappeared of the page of the story after this. I wander what hurt and pain Paul inflicted on him.
This division is extra sad given that it comes so soon after the church in Jer had agreed unanimously, on a matter of far greater importance and significance, that it wasn’t worth offending and falling out about! They had gone to great lengths to be conciliatory.  Now here’re the two main men falling out about who a young man who’s let them down! Paul seems unreasonable and Barnabas – well it seems as though he may have put his flesh and blood over the needs for the rest of the church and so no one it seems comes out of this with much credit.
These events were not glorifying to God nor edifying to me; however you spin it this was not good. Paul comes across as hard and unforgiving; maybe too project/program focused to be aware of the pain his actions caused to others. Barn, for all his gentle, encouraging thoughtfulness, walked away and was surely a great loss to the wider church. He had been a key player in so much of the story until now, a respected leader, great encourager and crucial in getting Paul involved in the church. Without him the church would have been much the poorer – but now he walks away into the sunset before the mission was complete. 

Conclusions:
· A reminder that even our greatest heroes are flawed men and women and we should not put them on too high a pedestal. Moses, David, Solomon, Peter, Barnabas, or Paul were all flawed men. Let’s follow Jesus, not a man or mission or campaign.

· We’re reminded of God grace and mercy – he does actually use flawed people! 

· And thankfully God overrules in the mistakes of flawed men. ‘In all things God works for good’, and that includes our own faults and failings, which is what we see in Ch16. 

2. Church organisation isn’t always super spiritual! 16:1-5
Paul had a mission to fulfil and he didn’t seem to waste time mourning the departure of Barn. He simply looked for another partner – someone he could trust, work with and would fit the needs of a mission worker. He chose Silas – v40, one of the men that had returned with him from Jerusalem.
Why Silas? Well respected in Jerusalem church; gifting in prophecy/teaching; Roman citizen – no back thing as they pushed the borders further than before. The right man for the job!
P&S go north and then west, until they reach Lystra (remember Lystra, where he was stoned to an inch of his life!). There they added Timothy to the team. He was probs converted during Paul’s first. He’s young, but already well respected in the local group of churches – which says something about him. It was hard to be a follower of Jesus in Lystra, yet Tim shone as a beacon. That said he was by nature quite shy by disposition, not a natural born leader – but through his mother he was thoroughly versed in the Jewish scriptures. In addition, through his Gk father he received a wide, Gk influenced education – the best of the day. 
That was a great mix for the work Paul was doing – no wonder he saw potential in this young man. If, as seems likely, Paul saw him as a replacement for John Mark who had deserted Paul then he seems a good choice! Here was a young man, educated in Jewish ways, well versed in gk culture and who on top of that who had a reputation of keeping going when the going got tough. 
· Application: In looking for guidance for work, etc, no harm in asking – will I fit? Is my character and upbringing  and experience suited for this role or position? Educationally and socially Tim was perfect, though his character was something that hampered him somewhat, but not to the extent that it made him ineffective. Very few have all the gifts, most have a weakness here and there! (Paul was black and white, Barn was maybe too soft, and Tim was too hesitant – but all used)
The other thing of note in bringing Timothy into the team was that Paul had him circumcised. This is striking bearing in mind that the letter he carried in his back pocket from Jerusalem expressly said that this wasn’t necessary! So why do it? He did it for a very simple reason – it meant that Tim would be able to be fully involved, wherever Paul went in the mission – no exclusion when he was talking to Jews (to gentiles it wouldn’t make any difference either way!). Furthermore, it would take away any risk of a stumbling block to the Jews hearing the gospel. This was simply a pragmatic decision, made for the sake of the Kingdom. So this wasn’t super spiritual, but it was for a very spiritual reason! In 1 Cor 9:19-23 Paul wrote – ‘For since I am free from all I can make myself a slave to all, in order to gain even more people. To the Jews I became like a Jew to gain the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law) to gain those under the law. To those free from the law I became like one free from the law (though I am not free from God’s law but under the law of Christ) to gain those free from the law. To the weak I became weak in order to gain the weak. I have become all things to all people, so that by all means I may save some. I do all these things because of the gospel, so that I can be a participant in it. 
Great example for us! It’s not being ‘super spiritual’, but simply letting Jesus and his priorities govern our choices and decisions, etc. Sometimes we say ‘Why should I?’ Maybe the answer is ‘for the sake of the church, for Jesus sake and the sake of his kingdom?’ This isn’t the spirituality that gets headlines but it’s real and down to earth, common sense stuff. It’s simply doing what we should do - putting Jesus and his priorities first. 

3. Knowing God’s will isn’t always super spiritual! – 16:6-10
Having finished the first part of the trip – going round the churches to encourage and strengthen they wanted to break new ground, plant more churches in virgin territory. And as a result they ended up in Troas on the Aegean coast (Map)
How they ended up there is instructive to us – it was by virtue of the closed door! Closed door guidance we might call it! No great detail of how this happened apart from v6 and v7 where the H/S is said to have ‘kept by the H/S from preaching in Asia’ or ‘would not allow them to enter Bithynia’. Everything he tried didn’t happen, hemmed in north and south, so instead of stopping he moved on what he thought was the next opportunity, but that door was closed as well. Clearly has no sense of specific understanding in this process so he just tries what seems to be sense to him. 

Isn’t that liberating! It’s through this that God takes him into the cul-de-sac of Troas, and there he calls him over to Mainland Europe for the first time. Reminds me of what God did with Moses and the Is when they came out of Egypt and took them to the shores of the Red Sea! 
There at Troas finally God makes it clear what he has in mind – but even then, it wasn’t as clear and spiritual as we might have expected or wanted. Paul has a vision and shared it with the others. Look what Luke says - v10 ‘they concluded that God was calling them’. They put 2 & 2 together and now it all made sense. The door was open, now it all became clear.

Practical help for guidance: 

· We don’t have to have a specific word in order to be in the will of the Lord. These men lived in submission to God and then just got with living and serving according to their calling. We should not and need not expect supernatural guidance for every decision. Check your motives and see the general will of God – and then get on and do it! Ask, is this sensible, is it good, does it break any spiritual rules or will it hinder my walk with God? What are my motives? If all clear – then do it! If something is that important God will give you something extra to help you. 
I do not think it’s helpful or spiritual to imagine that God has got one path mapped out for you and anything other than that will be out of his will! In my experience that induces guilt and fear and hinders more than helps. If you’re living and walking with the Lord, reading his word and humble before the H/S what you do will be his will because ‘Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart’. His word, his normal way of speaking to you, will be shaping your thoughts and desires, so in normal circumstances you really don’t need a lot more than this. Don’t waste your time seeking a word from the Lord or asking him what to do – read his word and then do it! 

So to recap:
· Church leaders aren’t always super spiritual - God uses flawed people!
· Church organisation isn’t always super spiritual – use common sense

· Guidance is usually not supernatural
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