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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.


   
The Easy way isn’t necessarily the Right way! - Acts 21
Paul spent over 3 years in Ephesus – longest he stayed anywhere. Great success but ended with a riot started by those infuriated by the success of the gospel and the potential damage it would do to their silver working industry and the reputation of the cities Goddess Artimus.

As a result Paul leaves the city and heads north and over into Macedonia, (Show map) then down into Greece, visiting the churches God started during his last mission trip. From Corinth he planned to sail back to Jerusalem but changed plans when he got wind of a plot to kill him (20:30). He decided instead to take the long land route back and eventually he arrives at Miletus, a port a few miles south of Ephesus. Here he sends word to his friends from Ephesus to come and see him one more time. What follows is a very emotional farewell (20:37) as he made it quite clear that he didn’t expect to live to see them again.
On leaving they get the slow boat, the one that called at every port, but Paul is in a hurry to get to Jerusalem so he swaps boats to the intercity model which takes him the 5 day, 400ml voyage to Tyre on the Med coast (21:3). Whilst it takes on new supplies Paul goes into the town to look for Xians. Stayed there 7 days and is warned that if he went to Jerusalem he’d be in trouble and is urged not to go. 
He wouldn’t listen, and a few days later he arrives at Caesarea, the nearest port to Jerusalem. In Caesarea Paul and his companions lodge with Philip the evangelist, which must have been an interesting stay because Philip had been friends with Stephen, who’s killing was overseen by a young man called Saul!

Whilst at Philips house an old friend comes to visit – Agabus, with whom Paul had shared the ministry in Jerusalem many years before – 11:28. As well as being a friend he had the gift of prophecy and he too had received word from the Lord that if Paul went to Jerusalem he would certainly end up bound hand and foot – 21:11. Those who heard the message, perhaps understandably, concluded that it really wouldn’t be a good idea for him to go, and pleaded with him not to. 
So for a 2nd time in a few days this message of impending danger in Jerusalem had been passed on to Paul – first in Tyre and now in Caesarea. Both times it was said to come from the H/S. But both times Paul took no notice – he carried on! 

What was going on, something doesn’t seem to add up here – the H/S apparently gave a message which, it appears, Paul disregarded! Was Paul so pigheaded in his desire to do what he wanted that he disobeyed the Lord? A cursory reading might suggest that, but read carefully and you see it was really nothing of the sort! The message was right and true, and so was Paul’s response. The message was simply ‘you’ll face trouble if you go to Jerusalem’ - but Paul already knew that! Back in Ephesus he’d told the folks there that ‘in every city the H/S warns me that prison and hardships are facing me’! So problem wasn’t with the message, or with Paul's response – it was with the interpretation and application made by the believers! Message was that trouble lay ahead – they interpreted this to mean that therefore shouldn’t go! Surely God wouldn’t want him to do something that hurt! 
And isn’t that a mistake that is still made today by Xians over and over again? Somehow there is this deeply ingrained thing, which is either a lie from Satan or just the impact of our society, that if something hurts then it cannot be God’s will. If it’s costly, if it’s painful then it is to be avoided.
But where in the Bible do we see this teaching? If anything it’s the exact opposite. The path Paul trod was the path Jesus trod – both felt a H/S compulsion to go to Jerusalem where they both knew they faced arrest. And Jesus warned that to follow him would bring trouble! 
· One of the things that has struck me over and over again as we’ve worked our way through Acts is that where the good news was shared there was always opposition. I can’t think of anywhere on Paul's travels where proclamation of the truth didn’t provoke opposition. Wherever the death and resurrection of Jesus was proclaimed there were always people who vociferously didn’t like it.
Now I’m not for a moment saying that we should seek opposition, but given that the good news of Jesus is directly against the kingdom of darkness, given that it calls out sin, given that it exposes the work of Satan, then should we not expect some sort of reaction? The fact that things are getting harder for the church is nothing at all to be alarmed at or scared of. Reports of the churches impending death in the UK are greatly exaggerated. History shows that when opposition is fiercest the good news of Jesus has most effect. And vice versa – where the church is growing there is most opposition.
In fact there’s more to worry about when everyone likes us than when everyone is against us! 
· But there’s a personal aspect to this as well: It’s about the way we apply the word of God to our lives. The believers in Paul's day said ‘It’s going to hurt – so God can’t be saying this’ But he was! God’s will isn’t always the easy way, it’s isn’t always rescue from danger and discomfort. Sometimes, as with Jesus and as we’ll see with Paul, God’s will can only be accomplished through pain (physical, emotional, mental). But one thing is for sure – if the path leads that way then we can be sure that God will be with us. 3 men in the furnace
On with the story: Paul goes into Jerusalem (21:17) and all is good to start with. Warmly welcomed and much rejoicing in the reports of the work of God through Paul. But then he is warned that not everyone in the church is happy with him (21v20)! Although many 1000’s of Jews have believed in Jesus in the area the rumour was widely believed among them that he had been encouraging converted Jews in other places to abandon their Jewish roots and practices - not to circumcise children and to ignore the old customs, etc. 
To show Paul was not against the old Jewish traditions the leaders came up with a plan. He would openly and visibly take part in a Jewish vow and support others to do the same, even paying the costs involved. 21:24. 
All goes well until some Jews in town from Ephesus recognised one of Paul's companions as a gentile from their city (Trophimus 21:29), and wrongly, though conveniently, assumed that Paul had taken him into the forbidden area in the temple courts! This was enough to fan into flames all the fears and lies against Paul - it was the spark that lit the touch paper and in no time the situation escalates out of control as Paul is dragged out of the temple by what is now a lynch mob. Thankfully Roman soldiers, garrisoned on the corner of the Temple, arrive on the scene in the nick of time to rescue him. 

What strikes me in all this is Paul's willingness to accommodate the different expressions of the church. He completely got that those old ways and customs added nothing to the faith, but he saw no reason to stand against them – in fact he used his liberty to actually join them if it helped. 
What we see here in these earliest days of the church that it had many expressions, churches had different flavours and traditions – some firmly and vigorously held to. As long as it didn’t compromise his utter and total belief that salvation is by faith alone in Christ alone then he was willing to put up with it and, for the sake of the gospel, work with it. 
That’s an important principle for us to bear in mind too! I love that we as a church have a long tradition of accepting various ways and traditions and that we don’t get hung up over secondary issues. Long may it continue! 
And in our church here – let us continue to seek to hold ages and cultures and church backgrounds together. Not always easy and means plenty of talking, means relationship – which so many of you are so good at! The more we know each other the less likely we are to misunderstand each other. So keep loving, talking and looking for the best and bearing with the worst!

It’s what Jesus did for us and as take bread and the cup now let’s strengthen our love and resolve to him and each other.

Pass bread round from one to another. 
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