Work begins in worship
Acts 13:1-12   Ephesians 3:1-13
As you read the Bible, one thing, among many I hope, is for sure: the prophets of the Bible and the apostles did not have PR companies in their employ. They did not have word-spinners who taught them how to make their message palatable to the people of their age. It would appear to me also that they didn’t follow the pretty broadly modern approach of speaking to people’s felt needs; not that I’m saying that such things should be completely ignored but felt needs may very well not be our real needs. 
Listen to the apostle Paul here. He is very, very straight. I wonder if we would ever speak to our religious opponents like that. I did meet a chap once who said such outrageous things about himself and his self-appointed ministry that I felt it necessary to tell him directly that he was a false prophet. But “full of all deceit and fraud, you son of the devil; you enemy of all righteousness; you perverter of the straight ways of the Lord!” Boy, that is between the eyes! I would still tell someone if I felt it necessary that he was a false prophet but I would be very careful of some of those other phrases that Paul used, even though I could think of some people of whom they might be true. Yet Jesus spoke the same way at times. He said to the Jews on one occasion, “Your father is not Abraham and certainly not God; your father is the devil!”
 Yet we read that on other occasions he spoke with a real spirit of grace. He would not, as Isaiah prophesied, “break the bruised reed or snuff out the smouldering wick.”
 In other words, he wouldn’t jump on the spiritual battlers. 
But we read that Paul said those things “filled with the Holy Spirit” (v.9). It wasn’t just an angry outburst. Paul too could be very gentle. He went to the Thessalonians “as a nursing mother,” we read.
 You can be sure that when Paul spoke like that he knew himself to be filled with the Holy Spirit, which simply means; under the complete control of the Holy Spirit at that moment. If, as Paul says in Romans chapter eight, “the Holy Spirit bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (v.16), that we may have a complete inward confidence that we belong to God, through Christ, why may we not also have complete confidence that we are surely doing the Lord’s will at any particular moment? And if we don’t, could that possibly say something about whether we live close to the Lord or not? 
For this is what our text is about this morning. The Holy Spirit is mentioned three times, verse two, verse four, and verse nine. Of course, the Holy Spirit is mentioned many times in all the book of Acts; that’s what the book is all about. Some people have called it the Acts of the Holy Spirit. It’s really the acts of the Lord Jesus, through the Holy Spirit, but the Holy Spirit is the actor in the book, and in this story. And with Paul being controlled by the Holy Spirit like that, the Holy Spirit is the real actor behind the other actors. 
Well, with whatever organization we might feel it necessary to do – and this is an organized mission we are reading about in this story – at bottom, the work of the church is a work of the Holy Spirit. And if the Holy Spirit is not leading it and guiding it and controlling it, it will achieve nothing; we will achieve nothing, not spiritually, not for God. 
Our text this morning is about the first Gentile church sending the apostle to the Gentiles on the first full-scale mission to the Gentile world, under the hand and the direct supervision of the Holy Spirit. And that latter bit is the lesson for us. How did this come about? First of all, people of God, 
1.
It arose out of worship
It must have been an exciting time for the church in Antioch. They were surely aware that God was doing something new in the world – and in the world, the whole wide world! The gospel was breaking out of its Jewish banks and from now on it was to go to all the nations of the world. Of course they knew this because they were some of the first Gentiles to whom the gospel went. But also, the apostle Paul was now with them and he often spoke of his ministry in just these terms, “as the mystery of Christ,” as we read about it in Ephesians three, “now revealed to his holy apostles,” of which he was one, “and prophets in the Spirit, that the Gentiles – all the nations of the world – are fellow-heirs and fellow-members of the body,” of the people of God who, up until now, had been almost exclusively Jews; “and the Gentiles are fellow-partakers of the promise in Jesus Christ” (vv.4-6). What promise? The promise made to Abraham; the promise of the nearness of God; that he would be his defender, his saviour. And this church in Antioch knew that they were the spearhead of this new movement. 
They had a mixed bunch of leaders. First of all, there is good old Barnabas, the encourager, a Jew from Cyprus, part of the dispersion. Then there is Simeon, a black man, it appears. Maybe it was the Simeon who carried Jesus’ cross. It’s a possibility; we can’t be sure.
 Then there was Lucius from North Africa; maybe another Jew of the dispersion, but likely a Roman, a Gentile himself. And then there was a chap by the name of Manaen who had actually grown up with Herod, the tetrarch of Galilee, the man who had killed John the Baptist. And finally, there was Saul of Tarsus; anointed as the apostle to the Gentiles, although he had not really launched out on that ministry yet. There was not a regular Jew from Judea among them. 
“And they were ministering to the Lord and fasting,” verse one. That tells us a few things. They were ministering. The word is used especially for the official service of the church. These prophets and teachers, one of whom was an apostle, were getting on with their calling. They weren’t sitting around and waiting for some great light from heaven to tell them to do some great deed. They had a congregation there in Antioch and they were busy teaching and confirming the people in the faith. But this word ‘ministering’ also refers to a public service.
 So this was public preaching and teaching they were engaged in, as well as private; and probably evangelising as well. This also meant that the whole congregation is being talked about here. The whole congregation is engaged in worship and ministering to God in that way. You see that in the fact that Luke says, “they were ministering to the Lord.” 
Congregation, we need to understand the importance of public worship. If you want to go and meditate on your verandah on a Sunday morning or have a spiritual experience of aloneness with God in the quietness of the bush, the devil doesn’t mind very much at all. If you want to work very hard to subdue some personal sin and become holy in that personal sense, the world doesn’t give two straws. It might even, in a grudging way, acknowledge you as a good person. 
Well, we all need to do those things and perhaps more than we realise, but if that is all we do, then it does little to bring the kingdom of God. It does little to hallow God’s name in the world. Jesus has told us to go out and to preach and to proclaim and to teach publicly. Jesus has called us to be the body of Christ. He has called us to be the visible body of his Son, and his people, in the world, distinct from the world, set over against the world, testifying to the world of its sin and its need. Jesus has called us to spiritual warfare with spiritual weapons: faith, prayer, the Word of God. 
And in public worship we engage in this. We engage in it in other ways – in private and personal ways as well. But in public worship we especially engage in it for this is an official meeting between the Lord God Almighty and his covenant people. We stand here this morning as a kind of victory parade in front of the great senate building of the world, if you like; like a Roman general before the Roman Senate and we praise God for his mighty works of salvation, the greatest of which was the crucifixion and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ, by which satan was cast down. And so we read, “We do this so that the manifold wisdom of God – the multifaceted wisdom of God – might now be made known through the church to the rulers and the authorities,” where? Parliament House in Wellington? No; “in the heavenly places.”
  
The declaration of that victory over the devil every Sunday morning in the praise and prayer and preaching of the Lord’s people flaunts the victory of Christ before the whole world; but even more, in a sense, before the devil and his angels. And that necessarily rubs satan’s nose in his defeat before all his minions. Can you imagine how he hates that? He hates what we are doing here this morning more than anything else in the world. 
This is part of the explanation of what the Psalmists are getting at when they make those comments, as they do every now and again, like, for example, in Psalm 88, “There is no praise of you in death, O God” (vv.10ff.). Public, official worship is the first and greatest act of warfare of the Christian soldier. No, not of the Christian soldier; of the Christian army, for we are all one body. And it was that that the church in Antioch was busy with, in the first instance. 
We read also that they were “fasting.” Fasting always involves prayer. That’s the point of it. We don’t fast today. Maybe we should. This congregation in Antioch knew that they were the beginning of a new movement and one gets the picture that they sensed somehow that they had a role to play in this new religious movement, for fasting and prayer always has the purpose either of showing true repentance, or seeking the Lord’s will, or seeking the fulfilment of a promise the Lord has made in the past. 
#
In Daniel chapter nine, for example, we read that Daniel had been studying the history books. He had been studying Jeremiah’s prophecy and he knew the 70 years of exile were nearly up, so he fasted and prayed that the Lord would bring about their return to Jerusalem. 
#
Read Nehemiah chapter one where Nehemiah is told that back in Jerusalem the people who have returned from Babylon are falling back into the same old ways the exile was supposed to have disciplined them out of; and he begins his prayer with fasting. 
Fasting does not, of course, ‘work’ in some sort of mechanical way, so that if we merely fast God will speak. Fasting is a means. It is a sign to God to show that we are serious about what we are praying for, or that we know we should be serious and want to be. It shows we know that we need help from God and that it’s a spiritual business we are about and that if God doesn’t lead and guide, nothing spiritual will be done. Of course, fasting can be used and is used perhaps, pharisaically, to put on a show. But you can say that about everything good in this world. Everything good can be abused. That is what sin is – abusing some good gift of God. So we mustn’t use that as an excuse. 
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, are we serious with God? Joyful, sure, because it’s a great victory that God has worked through Jesus Christ on our behalf that we are to be serious about. But serious, nevertheless. Serious as a church about getting on with the Lord’s work, in our own lives, in our families, in the church, in the community. 
Our text is about the first Gentile church sending the apostle to the Gentiles on the first full-scale mission to the Gentile world, under the hand and the direct supervision of the Holy Spirit. “And while they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” And that immediately bring us to my second point. 
2.
It was directed by the Holy Spirit
I suppose we want an answer to the question: how did the Holy Spirit say, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them”? 
It is unlikely that the Holy Spirit said this to Saul and Barnabas because it was about them, to others. Maybe the Holy Spirit spoke to one of the other prophets, whichever of Simeon or Lucius or Manaen were prophets, or maybe even some others who are not named. This was still the time of beginnings. The Bible was not completely given yet. Prophets received direct revelation from God. Not so very long ago, back in chapter eight we read that, “The Holy Spirit spoke to Philip” and told him to go to a certain road down south on which he’d meet an Ethiopian eunuch and then, after the Ethiopian eunuch was converted and Philip had baptised him, we read that “The Spirit snatched Philip away” and took him somewhere else.
 
But then we read that the Holy Spirit was speaking to the church about “the work to which I have called Saul and Barnabas.” We should probably understand that God also spoke to them also, so that they knew that they had been called to this work of God. Our text doesn’t actually say so but it is very hard to imagine that Ananias did not pass on to Saul the message that he was given when he was told to go and anoint Saul at his conversion, when God said to Ananias, “Saul is a chosen instrument of mine to bear my name before the Gentiles.”
 Almost certainly Ananias had told Paul about that. 
Well, perhaps it was that the Spirit spoke directly to one of the prophets in the church in Antioch. In the end it was a message for and to the whole congregation. But there is another possibility. When we are living as the Lord’s people, genuinely – not perfectly but genuinely – striving to please him, Paul tells us in Romans eight, in that verse that I referred to earlier, that “The Holy Spirit witnesses with our spirit that we are the children of God.” In my understanding, that is a frankly subjective, felt assurance and conviction, given by the Holy Spirit, as we seek to live lives of obedience. Maybe it was in that way that the Spirit spoke to the church in Antioch and to Saul and Barnabas? 
At any rate, this whole procedure is reflected in the way in which we believe men are called to special office in the church. They must have a sense of the call of God upon themselves to the work and yet we don’t believe a man is called by God until a particular church, guided we trust by the Holy Spirit, calls him and ordains him to that office. 
But there is another interesting thing in our text. The message that came to them was very vague; “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.”
 But what work? Did Saul and Barnabas have greater detail already or were they to fill in the gaps? But when you think about the Spirit’s message to Ananias at Saul’s conversion, that was rather vague as well. “He is a chosen instrument of mine to bear my name before the Gentiles.” But which Gentiles? Where? When? How? 
However the call came, both to the church and to Paul and Barnabas, everybody ultimately was certain that they were following the direction of the Holy Spirit, and they acted upon it and the mission was greatly blessed. Ultimately, it has resulted in the whole world-wide mission of the church that we are still to be busy with today. At any rate, for ourselves, it will be in this way of a growing sense of conviction in the heart that the Lord would give us direction today; working through wisdom, commonsense, consultation – “In the multitude of counsellors is wisdom” – and so forth. 
But notice something else as well. Having received the basic commission to send Paul and Barnabas out to the work that God had called them to do, we read in the next verse that, “they fasted and prayed” – again, presumably, before they laid hands on them and sent them out, on their authority, on their behalf, with their blessing, as “partners in the Gospel,” as Paul speaks of the Philippian church.
 The result of it all, Luke can write, by inspiration of the Holy Spirit, whatever human processes were involved, is that “they were sent out by the Holy Spirit” (v.4). 
It all makes me wonder how spiritual we are? How spiritual I am? We believe the Lord Jesus Christ is the only head of the church. That’s good Protestantism. We believe that the only head of the church rules and guides his church by the Holy Spirit. That’s good Reformed thinking. That’s good Evangelicalism. But do we really live this? How does the Holy Spirit do it? How do we know the Holy Spirit’s leading and guiding? How do we seek it? Do we seek it? Or do we only do all or any of this in a formal and perfunctory way? You know, we follow the direction in the Church Order that all church meetings should be opened in prayer. It’s not a nice way to speak because it’s really saying, or asking: are we becoming nominal Christians? – Christians in name only but not really spiritual Christians. 
Maybe we have to think a bit more about this business of fasting and praying. Maybe we have to show greater humility about this, a greater seriousness about seeking the Lord’s will. Maybe God would even give us greater certainly about our work in the church and the world if we did this, if we simply became more spiritual and prayed more. Maybe the Lord would even give us greater success? Perhaps in every way but we should especially hope and pray greater success with the gospel in our own children, amongst us all in the church, in our own growth and godliness; and in the world round about. For certainly, this first full-scale mission to the Gentile world by the first Gentile church, sending the apostle to the Gentiles, under the hand of the Holy Spirit, was successful. 
Thirdly, 

3.
It was successful, in opposition to apostasy, by the Holy Spirit
Saul and Barnabas, with John Mark in tow, go to Salamis on the east coast of Cyprus, not very far from Antioch, the port of which was Seleucias. Salamis was the commercial centre of Cyprus. It was obviously quite large for there were several synagogues there. They preached in the synagogues, plural, first. Although Paul was the apostle to the Gentiles, he never forgot the Jews. He always preached to them first, and there were always many interested Gentiles attached to the synagogues. 
Gradually, they made their way across the island to the south-west coastal town of Paphos, the centre of Roman government on Cyprus. It was also the centre of the worship of ‘The Pathian,’ a Syrian deity, often identified with the Greek Aphrodite and the Roman Venus, the goddess of love and sex. The Roman governor, Sergius Paulus, hears about the new preachers in town. There were always some new preachers in town those days, preaching who knows what – and it paid a governor to know what! He has Paul and Barnabas fetched from the market place or synagogue and Paul brings him the Word of God. 

Sergius Paulus was an “intelligent man,” we are told (v.7). But he was a man of his age and his age had begun to disbelieve the old gods of Greece and Rome and replace them with those of Syria and Egypt and Babylon.
 As well, “many Romans were extraordinarily prone to superstition,”
 so he had his court wizard, Elymas (whatever exactly that name means). Elymas was otherwise known as Bar-Jesus, which means Son of Jesus. When Elymas sees Sergius Paulus showing too much attention to Paul’s message, he begins to get a bit worried about his job and starts to oppose Paul and gainsay him. And Paul lets loose with this extraordinary tirade, as we might consider it. 
  Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, fixed his gaze upon him, and said, You who are full of all deceit and fraud, you son of the devil, you enemy of all righteousness, will you not cease to make crooked the straight ways of the Lord? And now, behold, the hand of the Lord is upon you, and you will be blinded and not see the sun for a time. And immediately a mist and a darkness fell upon him, and he went about seeking those who would lead him by the hand (vv.9-11).
These are the hardest words Paul ever spoke
 and they are very severe – not things to be said lightly. And Paul did not say them lightly. He said them “filled with the Holy Spirit.”
 You are not a son of Jesus, a son of the saviour; rather, you are a son of the devil! Will you never cease to pervert the straight ways of the Lord? Paul spoke sharply like this because Elymas was a Jew. He was of the nation which had been “entrusted the oracles of God.”

Jesus never spoke more harshly than to the Jewish leaders who considered themselves – as they should have been – guardians of the truth of God. Paul nor Jesus ever spoke like this to pagans; only to apostates from the truth, like this man who had exchanged light for darkness and instead accepted darkness in place of light
 and even stooped so low as to pagan sorcery.
The nearest modern equivalent I could think of is churches and ministers who overthrow the truth of Scripture and accept the new paganism of our world and bolster the civil authorities in over-throwing the Law of God in the land. And there are many who do exactly that. May God the Holy Spirit give us much wisdom for the time when we may be called upon to say in just so many words what they are. 

For it was by the Holy Spirit Paul said this and when Sergius Paulus saw Elymas afflicted with blindness, he believed (v.12). One cannot help but compare this incident with that of Simon Magus in chapter eight. While there are similarities, they are not the same and one significant difference is this: Simon “was constantly amazed at the great miracles taking place” (8:13); it is true that the text says Sergius Paulus “believed when he saw what had happened,” but the verse goes on immediately to add, “being amazed at the teaching of the Lord” (v.13). That is exactly as it should be. Even though Paul performed the miracles by the Spirit, Sergius Paulus was entranced not by the Holy Spirit so much as by the Word of the Lord. That is what Jesus said the Holy Spirit would do – lead us to him.

Let us ask ourselves, congregation, how spiritual are we? How spiritually do we go about our work? – our church work and gospel work especially. Barnabas and those other men from Jerusalem had seen how God blessed the first church in Jerusalem when they prayed. They had seen that, as a result of their prayers, “they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak the Word of God with boldness … and … with great power” the apostles preached and many were saved.
 They had also seen Peter miraculously delivered from prison in answer to their prayers. And was Herod, their persecutor, killed also in answer to their prayers?
No doubt they taught this to the first Gentile church and so they too fasted and prayed. And God led them and directed them and blessed the mission they sent Paul out on because, by their prayer, they showed they knew they were completely dependent on God. Do we live in complete dependence on God? If we did, would that not show itself in a commitment to prayer? And maybe we would even fast as well? Are we praying people?

  Amen
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