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Transtorming lives for the glory of God




Date: 30th April 2017
Series name: Acts
Sermon # in series:
Sermon Title: How to encourage
Bible Reference: Acts 18
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.


   
Acts 18 – Corinth
Comes to Corinth on the back of a series of highs and lows – success yet frequent life threatening opposition; chased from pillar to post, in constant danger of his life. Arrives from Athens, that city of intellect, art and culture which one would think would suit the great intellectual Paul down to the ground, but he was alone and saw little spiritual fruit, despite a lot of surface interest. There were a few that trusted Jesus, but by and large the response was pretty apathetic and he didn’t stay there long before he left for the next great city - Corinth.
And what a contrast Corinth was! If Athens was the city of learning, Corinth was the city of sin! It was the most debouched and debased city in that world of that day. I need to give you some background because it will help make sense of the letters Paul later wrote to the church God started there through his ministry.
Look at the map: It was called The Bridge of Greece, not only because of its north-south traffic, but because of its east-west traffic. Many ships wanting to go from west to east of Greece would not sail clear around. Time (200mile short cut) and danger (The seas round the tip of Greece were notoriously dangerous) dictated this. They would shortcut it through here – unloading the cargo and hauling it and the ship overland!(Today there is a canal)
Largely because of its location it was a centre of trade and travel, with tradesmen, merchants & sailors from all over the world passing through it all the time. Around this all sorts of ‘service’ industry grew up – entertainment and trade in just about everything a man of the world could ever want. It was basically a focal point immoral and lustful activity of any kind. 
Added to this was another feature of the city. High on the hill overlooking the city was this place - the Acropolis. It was a fortress, but it was also a temple to the goddess Aphrodite, the goddess of sexual activity. ‘Ministering’ in Aphrodite's temple were 1000 priestesses, and their particular ministry was the ‘ministry of prostitution’. Every evening these ‘priestesses’ would come down from the temple, go into the city to ply their trade. 

Remember this when you read Pauls letters to the Church in the city a few years later and they’ll make a lot more sense! But that’s all in the future. When Paul arrives there is no church, no support, no encouragement – just a city given over to immorality and the usual hostile rejection from the Jewish community. 
And he was in no great place himself when he arrived there. He was later to recall this when he wrote to them - ‘I was with you in weakness and fear and much trembling’ [1 Cor 2:3]. Those are not the words of a man full of confidence and optimism! It’s not like Paul at all. Another insight into how he was feeling is found in his letter to the Thessalonians which he wrote whilst in Corinth - ‘We have been greatly encouraged in the midst of our troubles and suffering because you have remained strong in the faith’ [1 Thess 2:3]. Together these snippets tell us he was clearly feeling vulnerable, tired, uncertain, weak. However you look at it this was not a great time for Paul.
Of course, none of us ever get to that place do we, where we think about giving up – not necessarily on our faith, but in a ministry. We all do at times if we’re honest! Circumstances, health, people and we just feel ‘meh’!
But God is a God of encouragement and that’s exactly what we see in this passage. Just when Paul seems to have needed it most God gives him a number of things to encourage him to keep going. And he gives the same things to us - Companionship, Conflict, ? & confirmation.
1. Friends: 18:1-5
So when Paul arrives in Corinth he’s alone in a totally alien and hostile environment and he’s feeling his weakness, feeling vulnerable and uncertain. What’s the first thing that happens?  ‘There he met a Jew named Aquila ….’ v2-3. It’s like God brought two friends into his life, people who shared both his faith and his trade; kindred spirits. 
Little note of detail – truth of Bible is borne out in the detail about the expulsion of Jews from Rome by Claudius. It’s a documented historical fact.

He moves in with them and they had their own little cooperative during the week whilst on Saturday he’d go to the synagogue. This couple were to become some of Paul's most loved friends, and in time their house became the base of the first church in Corinth. 
Then sometime later two old friends, Silas and Timothy, finally catch up with him (remember that he’d left them in Berea). At long last! How he needed them and the word they bring about the churches up north in Macedonia (like Thessalonica). An added bonus is that they bring a gift with them – enough to enable him to go full time into telling others about Jesus, which was the thing he most loved to do. 
Friendship, support, thoughtfulness might not seem very glamorous, but it’s a great ministry. Sometimes a little gift, a little thoughtfulness or simply just being there and standing with someone as a companion so they are not alone. 

Let’s not forget to thank God for our friends. And as we do we do, remember to be a friend to others for it might be that God wants you to be the answer to another person’s need for companionship and company! (Good Samaritan – who is my neighbour’ no go and do likewise – in other words, be a neighbour yourself). The ministry of friendship – don’t ever undervalue that!
2. Fights – v6!

Your can be sure of two things when confrontation comes from your walk and witness with the Lord – you’re either doing something wrong or you’re doing something right! Take a look to see if opposition and difficulty is really as a result of your love and commitment to Jesus or if it’s just because you’re being a bit objectionable. Peter talked about this in his first letter – 1 Peter 4:15-16 ‘If you suffer, however, it must not be for murder, stealing, making trouble, or prying into other people’s affairs. But it is no shame to suffer for being a Christian. Praise God for the privilege of being called by his name!’ I sometimes hear people complaining that they are being ridiculed/mocked for their faith or unfairly treated and I have to admit that I’m not surprised! I’m thinking ‘well if you talk like that then what do you expect!’ Some seem to have no sense about how they talk to others! Our offence must only be the offence of the cross; if we must offend at least let us not be objectionable. So we should check the way we talk, our attitudes, tone of voice, etc.
But the flipside of this is that when we’re doing it right then we can expect some kind of kickback from our spiritual enemy because we’re invading his territory and he’ll not like that! He’ll let a sleeping dog lie, but get up and get active and you can expect trouble and temptation. 

This isn’t just about physical territory as in evangelism but equally when we seek to let him have more of our lives, when we seek to grow in Christlikeness, opening the door for him to come into a new room of our lives can be a dangerous thing – Satan will not like it. 

So, conversely, opposition, confrontation can be an encouraging sign that you’re doing something right.
3. Fruit – v7-8
The opposition led Paul to leave the synagogue and go next door to the home of Titius Justus where the anointing of God is immediately obvious as Crispus and his entire household we converted to Jesus, followed by many more who heard and believed and were baptised. Here was fruit for Paul to see and delight in. His task wasn’t hopeless after all
There’s nothing quite like seeing spiritual fruit is there! For a preacher/pastor/teacher it’s when people get saved, or show real evidence of growing and grasping things or being encouraged through the word. 
For you it might be having a friend accept coffee and a chat, having opportunity to talk about Jesus, to share a word of testimony, seeing a prayer for someone answered; seeing someone pull through a difficult period because of your friendship; or it could be that you see evidence of patience and long suffering growing, or self control or peace in your own life which shows that despite the struggles God is actually at work, you are changing.
4. ConFirmation – v9-10 

In addition to these things perhaps the greatest of all was this specific word of confirmation direct from the Lord that he was in the right place, that he was with him and that he had many to save through him. 
Does God still speak today? You bet he does! Does he still speak in this direct way? Yes he does, the H/S lives in each and one of his jobs is to speak and guide and reassure. But, and I know I say this many times, it is now chiefly through the Bible that God speaks to us. 

I think we all know this don’t we – yet I am alarmed at how many times I encounter discouraged and struggling believers say things like ‘I can’t come to church but I’m praying every day for the Lord to speak to me and show me what to do’; or something like ‘I’m taking time out to seek the Lord, I want to listen to what he has to say to me’. 

Understandable sentiments, but when discouraged the last thing for any believer is to stay away from church where their best spiritual friends are, and where God is most likely to speak to them from his word. Understandable, but wrong! I know I’m speaking to the converted tonight – you’re here aren’t you! But I need your help! I want to ask you to join me in constantly and intentionally encouraging people to be in church regularly so they will hear God speak. I want to ask you to join me in exhorting the wavering to stay with it, stay with church believing this is the best place to be. This cannot just be my job! Heb 10 calls on us all to ‘think of ways to motivate one another, not to neglect meeting together and encourage one another.   The word motivate is ‘exhort’ which means to stimulate and prod! Note this isn’t addressed just to the leaders but to all. Tell people the truth, be honest with them – explain to them that they miss out, and we miss out when they are not here. ‘Think of ways to motivate one another’ – maybe phone or text them, tell them you’ll save them a seat or even pick them up; maybe offer to baby sit for a young mum, or whatever seems to be the most helpful way. Don’t worry if it’s a bit uncomfortable – that’s what friends are for (Janet Warren letter) – and as we said, friends to help and encourage and motivate us are one of Gods gifts to us. 
So, having now basically had 3 messages on encouragement and not giving up either there’s a few of us here in danger, or the Lord is equipping and enabling you to encourage others who are struggling. Don’t just leave it, don’t just pray for them – be a friend to them, send them a card, call on them.
Prayer:
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