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“Tower of London?”      Text – Acts 13:1-12       OT Reading – Psalm 18:20-50

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
A few weeks ago I attended a preaching class addressed by a visiting American, seminary professor named Darrel Bock.  He is a Bible scholar who has written extensively about the books of Luke and Acts.  
And I have already shared this with a few of you, but one of his opening remarks was astonishment that during his time in Australia and NZ, most preachers he had spoken to were not used to preaching through books of the Bible.  
In fact, at our meeting, one person present asked him this question: If I was to preach on just Luke for a whole year, wouldn’t my congregation die of boredom?  
Most churches, it seems, preach on topics.  You have forgiveness one week and marriage the next and finances the week after.  And so, the sermon one week generally has little or no connection with the sermon next week.  
Now, this is not to suggest that preaching on a topic is wrong.  Professor Bock’s point, however, was that preaching through books is so much more beneficial as a regular diet than going from here to there to there.  
· And this is so because in preaching through books, we learn that the Bible is not a collection of random verses or doctrines, but a story that has progress from start to finish.  
· We learn that each book fits into that larger story in a special way.  
· We learn that there are different genres – poetry, narrative, polemic, etc, even within books.  
· We learn that there are different moods in the text – some command, some describe, some comfort, some warn, some promise, etc.  
· We learn that every passage connects with the one before it and the one after it and other passages of the Bible that touch on the same time period or doctrine.  
· And most importantly of all, we learn to see Jesus Christ as the center and the interpretive key of every page of the Bible.   
But another key benefit of preaching through a book is that rather than deal every week with what the minister thinks we need to hear about, we will hear about the next portion of the Bible.  
Now, I know that the minister still has some flexibility in what he brings out of the passage, but by and large, he is not be able to avoid certain bits or to choose just those things that he likes or thinks are important.  He has to deal with the next passage.  
And against any who would argue that preaching through books means you cannot address the needs or the issues of the moment, I trust you will agree, that that is not the case.  
For a start, there is no reason why a series cannot be interrupted for something momentous or specific, like an earthquake or a baptism, for example.  We are not slaves to a series.  
And yet, because God’s Word is living and active and sharper than any two edged sword, most often, there will be no need to interrupt a series.  In God’s providence, either directly or indirectly, the text will speak to the need or the issue of the moment.  

And so, having heard Prof. Bock express this astonishment, I gave thanks to the Lord that for us as a congregation, preaching through books is the norm.  It is what we are used to and what we expect. 

And the reason for this introduction is that we have a perfect example of what I have just said in the passage before us today.  
In the Lord’s providence, we have arrived at Acts 13.  
And what we read about here is the beginning of Gentile missions.  
We see the church in Antioch desiring to be faithful in missions but not quite sure of when and how to begin.  
And in many respects, we here in Hornby are in a similar position. 
· Our numbers have increased.  Our city is changing.  
· We have been talking more and more about evangelism, and, I believe, doing more and more evangelism.  
· We have had district meetings and a church camp and an AGM where the topic of evangelism and church planting have been to the fore.  
· The various options being considered by our brothers and sisters at Cornwall St have forced us to think about our own building and location.  
· And these things are so, in large part, because of the Book of Acts.  And this is because it is not possible for believers to be unaffected by this extraordinary book.  As we see Jesus Christ at work advancing His church, sometimes making use of the enthusiastic service of His people and sometimes despite their laziness and lack of vision, it ought to be infectious!

· We ought to examine ourselves as individuals and as a congregation.

· We ought to seek the Lord’s will as to how we can be faithful in missions.

So, let’s consider then, first of all, the mission description that is before us in these verses, before we conclude with the mission demand.
Firstly then, the mission description.
1. In Acts 11, we saw the establishment of the church among the Gentiles in Antioch.  
a. We read of a collection taken up to help the Jerusalem believers cope with a famine that was sent with Barnabas and Saul to Jerusalem.  
b. We then read, in ch. 12, about certain events that took place in Jerusalem amongst the Jewish believers.  
c. And ch. 12 ends with Barnabas and Saul returning to Antioch having delivered the gift that they had brought.  
i. And they take with them, we are told, a man named John, who was also called Mark.  
A. And we encounter him again in our text today.  
B. He is the man who wrote the Gospel known as Mark. 
2. And so, our attention shifts back now to Antioch.  And we are told that in that church there were prophets and teachers.  
a. Some suggest that the first three listed were prophets and the last two were teachers, but there is really no way to be sure.  
i. What we do see, again, is recognition of distinct gifts and different offices, already, in the development of the NT church.  
A. Some have the gift of revealing God’s Word and prophesying future events, and some have the gift of explaining God’s Word and teaching believers about that word.  
ii. And we see also, given that Simon is called, Niger, which means black, and the mention of Lucius of Cyrene, which is a North African country, that we have what we would today call a multi-cultural group – In terms of race, the gospel is colour blind.

3. Well, v2 tells us that while they were worshipping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart Barnabas and Saul…’” 
a. And our first question here is who is the “they” mentioned here?  Is it just the five listed here or the “church at Antioch.”  And Greek grammar doesn’t answer this one way or the other.
i. However, later in ch. 14, when B&S return from their missionary journey, we read that “they gathered the church together and reported all that God had done through them.”  
ii. And indeed, it seems unlikely that the calling and sending of Barnabas and Saul would be restricted to just these five.  
iii. It is far more likely that the whole congregation is in view with the ‘they’ of vv2-3, with the five involved, perhaps, in the word of the Lord that comes via the Holy Spirit.  
b. But what we see here is a church desiring to be active in missions and seeking the will of the Lord.  So, what do they do?  They worship and fast.  Or, as v3 describes it, they fast and pray.  
i. Now, we have already talked about fasting in this sermon series.  
ii. The fasting of the NT is not a weekly activity or a yearly activity that just rolls around on the calendar and that everyone just does.  It is a voluntary and occasional activity.  
A. These believers were deeply burdened about how they should obey the Great Commission of Jesus Christ.  
B. And so, they did what every believer who needs guidance should do; they prayed – they sought the Lord.  
1) As one commentator puts it, “The need of the lost drove this church to prayer, and prayer drove this church to missions.  Prayerless churches will always have a poor vision of the needs of the lost and perishing.  We will never see great advances in the cause of the gospel without first seeing the church on her knees in prayer before the Lord.”  
C. And as an aid to their prayer, they also fasted; they went without certain things that were good and useful, like food, so that every time their tummies rumbled, they were reminded to pray to the God who alone supplies all things.  
1) Now, each one of may fast, privately, whenever we are especially burdened about something or especially thankful for something.  It is a very useful spiritual discipline.  
2) But this was a congregational fast.  
a) Because this was an enormously significant moment in the life of the church, the whole church was called to fast and pray.  
D. And so, given that we as a session and congregation are also pondering mission possibilities, there is surely something in the example of this church that we would do well to consider initating.
4. Well, in answer to their prayers, they receive direct revelation from the Holy Spirit.  Perhaps one person, or several, heard the Holy Spirit tell them to “set apart Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.”  
a. Now, I am sure that many of us can remember times in the past when we read in the bulletin that session places this brother and that brother before us for the office of elder or deacon.  And perhapswe have wondered what on earth the session were thinking or drinking when they came up with that duo!  And perhaps we read this portion of Acts and wish that we could go back to these good old days, when names were plopped into the congregation’s lap by the Holy Spirit Himself!  
i. Remember though, that this is a unique time in the life of the church.  It is a NT church without a NT.   
ii. And remember also that in chapter 1, when another officer was needed, two names were put forward by the apostles before one was chosen; in Acts 6, the congregation chose seven men from among themselves; and Titus was told to appoint elders in the churches.  
A. In 1 Tim. 3 and Titus 1, we have two passages of the Bible that would be pointless if we were not to be involved ourselves in the calling and selection of elders and deacons.  
iii. And so, as the church develops and more and more of God’s will is set down in words by the Apostles, God’s people will be called upon to recognize a man’s gifts and character in relation to serving in the offices of the church.  
iv. And rather than see this as removing the Holy Spirit from the process, the opposite is so.  
A. The very fact that we as members of the congregation and the session are sinful human beings should lead us to an earnest prayer when it comes to electing new officers.  
1) We should ask the Lord to guide our thinking so that His will might be known and done rather than any of our sinful inclinations or motivations.  
2) And this is so because the work of officers is to reflect the kingly rule of Jesus Christ and the love of Christ for His people.  

5. Well, giving thanks for the Lord’s guidance and seeking to prepare Barnabas and Saul for their work, the church again fasts and prays before laying their hands on them and sending them off.  And note what is said next in v4, “The two of them, sent on their way by the Holy Spirit, went down to Seleucia…”  
a. The church has worshipped and fasted.  The church has received the Spirit’s guidance and responded with fasting and prayer and ordination and commissioning and sending, we can be sure, with provisions and scrolls, etc.  But Luke is explicit: It is the Holy Spirit who sends them.  
i. And in this we see a wonderful portrait of the co-operation between God’s sovereign will and His people’s faithful activity. 
A. We see the King of the church choosing to accomplish His royal purposes through the work of two, sinful human beings.

b. But while this is thrilling to read about, there is an implication of these words that we also need to consider: Brothers and Sisters, do you receive your elders and deacons as those sent to you by the Holy Spirit?  
i. You see, when they come to visit, because they have been lawfully called and ordained into office as Christ’s servants, we should receive them and listen to them and respond to them as those sent by the Holy Spirit.  
A. They are not like school guidance counsellors or chiropractors, whose advice we can just take or leave.  
1) O yes, we must test what they say against the Scriptures, always.  
2) But so much depends on how we view them as they come.  
a) And we live in an age where this humble attitude is assaulted by philosophies such as equality and individual freedom.
B. But today, also, the King of the church chooses to accomplish His royal purposes through the work of sinful human beings.
6. Well, Barnabas and Saul head firstly for Cyprus, which, as you may recall, was where Barnabas came from.  
a. And they begin at Salamis on the eastern side of the Island and eventually make their way over to Paphos on the Western side.  
i. And all we are told about their time in Salamis was that they preached to the Jews in the synagogues.  
b. Well, Luke does not tell us about the response to the gospel in Salamis.  But there and elsewhere on the 140 km walk to Paphos, the gospel is surely heard by many.  
c. But when they arrive at Paphos, Luke focuses on an encounter between B&S and a Jewish sorcerer and false prophet.  
i. His name was Bar-Jesus, or Son of Salvation.  
A. This was a fairly common name in those times but it may also indicate that he claimed some link with Jesus Christ, or at least with His power.  
ii. The law forbade Jews from practising magic, but this didn’t seem to bother some, like this man.  
iii. And so, making use of the power of the devil, he appears to have been a man of some influence in the proconsul’s court.  
iv. The proconsul, we are told, was called Sergius Paulus.  

A. And not surprisingly, given that this is the Word of God, there is archaeological evidence of a Sergius Paulus who was indeed a high official here in Paphos around this time.  
B. Well, SP, who Luke describes as “an intelligent man,” sends for B&S “because he wants to hear the word of God.”  
1) And the way Luke puts this suggests more than just a political or law and order interest.  
v. But this Jewish sorcerer straight away recognizes that his livelihood is under threat because of the gospel.  
A. Belief in Jesus Christ leaves no room for devilish superstition and trickery.  
B. Bar-Jesus knows that the goose that lays his golden egg is about to stop laying.   
1) And so, he tries to undermine everything that B&S say.
vi. And congregation, what we witness here is spiritual warfare.  
A. Satan has no desire to see the church of Christ advance.  
1) And so, just as we have seen time and time again in Acts, he opposes every step of progress, sometimes with internal dissent or division, sometimes with outward persecution, and sometimes, as here, with magicians or greedy persons.

B. And if we are serious about church planting and evangelism and missions, we must expect the same.  
1) The devil will try and tear us apart or divert our focus or raise obstacles.  
2) But this is just more reason for prayer and fasting, and more reason to remind ourselves again that nothing will impede the advance of Christ’s church.  
a) This is not an equal battle.  The devil does not win.  
b) And those that look to Christ and trust in Christ and obey Christ will overcome the evil one – just as we see here.  
vii. First, we are told that Saul is making use here of his Roman name, Paul.  He is with Romans, so he makes use of this name as an aid to the gospel.  
viii. And we are told that Paul figuratively pins Bar-Jesus to the wall with his glare.  That is the sense of the Greek here.  And there is no pussy-footing around with Paul; no trying to find the good before he delivers the punch: “You are a child of the devil.”  
A. And Paul is able to do this because he is filled with the Holy Spirit.  He is given supernatural insight.  
B. And so, he sees Bar-Jesus for what he is -  a servant of the evil one.  
1) And he changes his name from Bar-Jesus to Bar-devil, for that is the truth.  
2) Bar-Jesus – Elymas was an anti-christ.  
a) His work hindered and opposed the gospel.  
C. And so, in an amazing reverse parallel to Paul’s own conversion story, Elymas become blind, just for a time, and needs to be led by others.  
D. Victory belongs to Jesus Christ as Satan’s opposition is conquered!  
ix. And such is the demonstration of Christ’s power, alongside the proclamation of His word, SP believes!  
A. And again, as we noted with the Ethiopian Eunuch, what we see here is God’s eternal electing plan for SP intersecting with history, through the missionary activity of P&B. 
1) What a wonderful encouragement this must have been for P&B.  A man of great influence has come to faith through one encounter with the gospel.

2) And what a wonderful spur this should be to us!  

a) What eternal electing plans will God cause to intersect with history through our sharing of the gospel?
And it is here, brothers and sisters, and young people and boys and girls, that we conclude by briefly moving from this mission description to mission demand.
In earthly terms, perhaps one of the most precious things that exists in the world, is the crown jewels.  
Sometime soon, we are likely to see a new king crowned at Westminster Abbey in London.  
And when that happens, probably with Prince Charles, he will take the sovereign sceptre with cross, which symbolizes earthly authority, in his right hand, and the sovereign sceptre with dove, which symbolizes spiritual authority, in his left hand.  
And he will then have the crown of St’ Edward placed on his head and be proclaimed King of Great Britain and the Commonwealth.  
Well, each of those instruments is studded with jewels.  But the sovereign sceptre with cross has in it the 530 carat Cullinan diamond; the largest, colourless, cut diamond in the world.  
Its value is estimated to be over ½ a billion NZ dollars.  
Well, those crown jewels are not used that often and so they are stored in a safe place.  
Does anyone know where they are stored?  The Tower of London.  
And they are on display there and can be viewed by the public.  
So here then is the question for us.  Figuratively speaking, is this building our Tower of London?  
We have something far more precious than the crown Jewels.  We have the gospel of eternal life in Jesus Christ.  
Will it just be something that people can come and hear when they come in here on Sundays?  
Or will it be something that you and I as individuals, every day, and we as a congregation, take out there?  
Will we hold on to our Barnabas and Saul’s, or will we gladly send them, like the church in Antioch did, for the sake of gospel missions?  
Will we wait until we have conducted demographic surveys and worked out our budgets to the last cent, or will we fast and pray and send?  
Will we allow the Holy Spirit to make this incredible example of missions our kick in the pants?  Jesus Christ has the power!  The only question is, then, will it be seen among us?  
Let’s pray:  Our gracious Lord and King, we confess that for too long we have kept the glorious gospel of Jesus Christ to ourselves.  Forgive us for this sin, we pray.  But you know, O Lord, that for some time now more of us have been gospel sharers.  And our prayer today is that this may be just the beginning.  Lord God, use us, use even us, to advance your kingdom here in Hornby, here in CHCH, here in NZ, and across the world.  Draw us to earnest prayer and fasting for the sake of the gospel.  Raise up among us more and more of those who are willing to serve and to go and to plant and to grow.  Give us wisdom in terms of using the resources we have and in terms of other places where we might go.  Give us a bold faith and sacrificial hearts that look with confidence to the King of the church.   May we know the joy of seeing individuals and families converted to faith in Christ, because you have chosen to accompany our gospel sharing with the saving work of your Spirit.  This we pray in the name of Jesus Christ.  Amen.

