The stone cut without hands rolls on
Acts 15:36 – 16:15
Some of us will remember July the 20th, 1969 when Neil Armstrong stepped out of the space-craft onto the surface of the moon and made that famous statement: “This is one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.” It was a big deal and all the world knew it was a big deal, not only to step off of this world (that had been done before) but to step onto what was, virtually, another. 
Well, when Paul and Silas and Luke and Timothy sailed from Troy (or Troas, as it is in our Bibles) across the Aegean Sea to Neapolis, the port of Philippi, just skirting the Hellespont, what we know today as the Dardanelles of Gallipoli fame, that also was a very big deal.
 I doubt it really seemed like it to them, for people sailed that stretch of sea a hundred times a day and they had been for millennia. Furthermore Greek culture on the Philippi side of the Aegean was the dominant culture also in Troy and in all Asia Minor, so they would not have noticed any difference in that respect either. But in that short two-day sail Paul and his companions were crossing from the world of the East and Asia to Europe. 
Daniel prophesied that the empires of Babylon and Assyria, Greece and Rome would one day be crushed by a spiritual empire that he described as “a stone cut without human hands falling from heaven.” That empire is the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ whose coming was praised and adored by the angels and shepherds of Bethlehem and the wise men from the East fifty years earlier than what we are reading about in our text this morning. It did not crush the human world empires at this time, that is true. That might be said to have happened when Constantine bowed to the sign of the cross in 313 AD. But the day the Apostle Paul crossed the Aegean Sea marked a significant step in the gradual conquest of the empires of the world for Jesus Christ. What the Anzacs failed to do 92 years ago, Paul and Silas, Luke and Timothy did 1950 years ago; they gained a foot-hold in a new continent, the continent of Europe. Another nail was hammered home in Rome’s coffin and also that of the whole perennial dream of human world empire. 
Our text this morning is somewhat of a bits and pieces kind of passage. It simply marks a transition in Paul’s ministry from Asia Minor to Greece. Yet transition can be another word for progress, for advancing to another stage, and indeed, in this case, another stage of the gospel going from Jerusalem and all Judea to Samaria and then to the uttermost parts of the earth. We see in this passage therefore Paul, not just himself as a believer or even as an apostle moving on; rather, we see in Paul and his companions God moving the church on; through several things: human sin, or at least, the effects of human sin; through sensible human planning; through jostling between man’s best attempts and God frustrating them that seems so often to be the way that God guides us where he wants us to go – a bit like the way a shepherd and his dog at the dog trials finally get the sheep into the pen where they want them to go. We also see here the sovereign working of God in opening hearts to believe the gospel. Well, let us work our way through this. First of all, there is: 
1.
An argument (15:36-41)
It seems a bit of a sad episode in an otherwise exciting story of the gospel advancing throughout the world, of obedience and vigour in the early church. It is a sad episode. Paul and Barnabas had taken John Mark on their first journey but Mark had defected. Paul took a pretty dim view of that. Mark didn’t have what it took to keep going when the going began to look hard or even perhaps dangerous. Or was it that Mark resented the fact that Paul proved to be the one to whom the Holy Spirit had given miraculous power and not his cousin, Barnabas? They were sent out from Antioch as Barnabas and Paul. But after Paul blinded Elymas, the magician, in Cyprus, it becomes Paul and Barnabas. As someone has said, “It takes more grace than I can tell to play the second fiddle well.” 
From all we’ve seen in the past it’s hard to imagine Barnabas in a fight. This is the man people called the ‘Son of Encouragement’ for he sold some of his own land and gave the proceeds to feed the poor Christians in Jerusalem back in Acts chapter four. This is a man who had no trouble himself playing second-fiddle. He was self-effacing enough to go and get Paul from Tarsus and introduce him to the church of Antioch when he realized that his own gifts were insufficient to teach the new church there (11:25).
Barnabas must have felt very strongly that Paul was making an unjust judgment of Mark to have argued like this. Paul must have felt just as strongly the other way for, as we saw only last week from 1 Corinthians 8 and 1 Corinthians 10 in regard to meat offered to idols, Paul could be quite flexible about matters that he didn’t consider essential to the gospel. Indeed, we will see from our text this morning that even though Paul would call down curses upon anybody who would demand that people be circumcised in order to be saved, this very same Paul, under different circumstances and for other reasons, circumcises Timothy. Paul was not absolutely unyielding like this for nothing, even if his judgment was later proved to be wrong. Verse 39 says, “There was a sharp disagreement among them.” There sure was! The word that is used there is the word from which we get our word paroxysm, a fit of passion.
 
Sometimes people have said that they thought Paul was more in the wrong. He certainly came to appreciate John Mark later. He called him a fellow-worker in the letter to Philemon.
 Yet there is no judgment passed on either men in the text and in verse 40 of chapter 15 we read that Paul was “committed by the church to the grace of the Lord” as he and Silas left on their journey. The Lord sent them both out; Barnabas with Mark, Paul with Silas. Perhaps we also need to learn that there simply are going to be disagreements like this among us, disagreements over matters of wisdom, matters of policy, not principle. And the Lord used the outcome. He used both men. 
So first of all then: an argument. Secondly: 
2.
An apprentice  (16:1-5)
The upshot is that Paul takes Silas and goes to visit the churches they established on their first voyage, only he leaves the churches on Cyprus to Barnabas and Mark. There is no jealousy in Paul. He fully trusts Barnabas in that respect.

But this time, instead of cutting across the northeast corner of the Mediterranean by sea and going north into inland Asia-Minor by that route, he went by land all the way. This meant probably even more vigorous climbing in the Taurus Mountains than the other route, and greater danger from bands of robbers. The area was known for it. But it also meant that he could visit the churches that perhaps he had founded in the early years after his conversion, before Barnabas went and brought him down from Tarsus to Antioch. For we read that he visited the churches in Cilicia, his native province (15:41). 
The whole purpose of this trip was “to visit the brethren in every city in which we proclaimed the Word of the Lord and see how they are,” to “strengthen them in their faith.”
 Yet Paul knew he could not do that himself and he knew that he could not do it forever. So when he comes to Lystra he finds this young fellow, Timothy, converted, presumably, along with his mother on Paul’s first visit. We read that “he was well spoken of by the brethren in Lystra and Iconium” (16:2), and Paul decided that he was a young man he could train up to carry on the work when his generation died out. 
Congregation, we elders also think about this question in looking for younger men to serve as elders and looking for younger men even to serve in the gospel ministry. Do you young men ever think about that? Do you ever think about your gifts and your abilities and wonder if Jesus were here, whether he might tap you on the shoulder and say, “You follow me” – in the particular ministry of the gospel, I mean? Of course, Jesus says, “You follow me,” to every one of us in a general sense. Jesus said the field is great and the harvest is ripe. Pray therefore that the Lord would raise up harvesters. You may not get on the Fortune 500 list but, hey, how many people on the Fortune 500 list are known as well as the Apostle Paul? – if that should be our concern, which, of course, it should not. More to the point, how many on the Fortune 500 list are well-known to the Lord of the empire from heaven, the empire that will fill the earth and one day subdue it completely and which will last forever and ever? 
Paul calls Timothy and Timothy responds and no doubt what Paul refers to in both of his letters to Timothy about the presbytery laying hands on Timothy occurred at this time.
 But then, would you believe it, after Paul’s strong speech at Antioch, his strongly-worded letter to the Galatians, his strong words and the victory of his doctrine of salvation at the Jerusalem council over the Judaisers in the matter of circumcision, he takes Timothy and circumcises him?! Timothy’s mother was Jewish but his father was a Gentile and as the son of a mixed marriage the Jews would have regarded him as illegitimate unless he was circumcised. So, according to Paul’s aim to be, if it meant that he broke no moral law of God or any principle of the gospel, all things to all men, including Jews, he circumcised Timothy so that unconverted Jews would accept him and his ministry.
 
So, there is this argument; there is this apprentice now on board. Thirdly, there is:

3.
An apparition; or, we might say; an appearance (16:6-10).
Some weeks ago we saw that the gospel first went to the Gentile city of Antioch willy-nilly, so far as the planning of man was concerned. It happened as a result of believers in Jerusalem and Judea being scattered by the persecution that arose on the death of Stephen in which, incidentally, Paul played a part. That was how the gospel first got to the Gentiles – in a completely unplanned way. Even the conversion of Cornelius, the Roman centurion, was like that. Peter didn’t plan to go to Caesarea with the gospel. But Paul didn’t take this to be any kind of a pattern or prescription. His first missionary journey was planned. This, his second missionary journey, was also planned. 
Paul was thinking strategically. He was planning for the future. He was planning for a work more wide-spread than he could maintain so he takes Silas with him; so he takes Timothy on as an apprentice. Thus also he moves on from these churches and tries to go due-west into Asia Minor, eastern Turkey as we now know it. That was a very important region. It was more Greek than any other part of the world than Greece itself, which is as much as to say it was more educated than any other part of the world than Greece itself. The seven churches of Revelation 2 and 3 are all in Asia Minor. Ephesus was fast becoming a second Rome both in terms of its allegiance to the growing emperor-cult and by virtue of a great public building programme. A hippodrome, second only to Rome’s, would soon be built in Ephesus.
 
Asia Minor is a strategic area and Paul wants to go there and the Holy Spirit forbids him to preach there; we don’t know how; we’re not told. He then looks north to an area called Bithynia along the coast of the Black Sea. There are some important cities there too but “the Spirit of Jesus did not permit them” to go there either – somehow, again, we don’t know how. The result of all this is that, almost like a flock of sheep between a dog and his teeth and the shepherd with his staff, they find themselves hemmed in and hassled and herded along a channel northwest to Troas, ancient Troy, and then finally they get a green light. Paul has a dream and a man from Macedonia, northern Greece appears to him and says, “Come over and help us.” So it was, forbidden to preach in one place, forbidden to go to another, they now conclude that God is calling them to preach in Europe. 
We need to be a bit careful with the ‘open-door’ policy for knowing the Lord’s guidance. I’ve heard all sorts of things justified by it, sometimes nonsense, sometimes things that certainly seemed to me to be plainly contrary to the Word of God. Yet it is the way God is leading Paul here and he often does work this way. So often Christians, and even the whole church, seem to make progress in fits and starts with what prove to be wrong turns and corrections, just like this. And because God says, however he says it, “No” now doesn’t mean to say he says “No” forever, for Asia Minor was evangelized. Paul did get there, in about a year’s time. He writes to Ephesus and Colossae soon enough. And Bithynia too, in the north on the coast of the Black Sea, with its great cities, Nicea and Nicomedia, scenes of the great councils of Nicea in 325 and Chalcedon in 451, was also soon enough evangelized. We have letters from Governor Pliny asking Emperor Trajan in the year 112 for advice how to deal with Christians there. 
So perhaps we too have to be patient, even with ourselves. I was thinking about our meeting and discussion on Monday night about how we need to try to be more obedient to the Lord’s last command to us to take the gospel into all the world, including Glenfield, and how to be more obedient in what would appear to be as wise and as effective a way as we can. We plan to have another meeting and discuss it again on the 1st of July and maybe the Lord will lead us to some kind of a decision and bless it. Maybe we won’t come to any kind of a decision at all. Maybe we’ll stumble along still. But one thing is for sure, Paul wouldn’t have got to Troas and heard the Lord’s clear call to Greece unless he had left Antioch and tried to go to eastern Asia Minor and Bithynia first. Who knows if we may end up with quite a different mission field or methodology than we had in mind as we think about it and discuss it and plan. But the Lord will get to those other places and those other people in his time and in his way. It is as we strive to obey the Lord as honestly and best we know that he will lead us on too to what is his will for us. And who knows what eventually that might prove to be? But if we sit on our hands we shall simply sit on our hands and that is all we shall ever do. Better to move in fits and starts and corrections than not to move at all.

An argument, an apprentice, and an appearance. Fourthly: 
4.
An open heart (16:11-15)
They cross the Aegean Sea and arrive in Philippi, the capital city of Philip of Macedon, the father of Alexander the Great. It is now a Roman colony. Apparently there was not a large Jewish population there for there was no synagogue. If there were ten Jewish men in any community they were bound to establish a synagogue for, as one Rabbi said, “When ten people sit together and occupy themselves with the Torah (with the Word of God), the Shekinah (the glory of God that filled the Tabernacle and the Temple, symbolizing the presence of God) abides among them, as it is said, God stands in his own congregation.”
 I couldn’t help thinking as I read that that Jesus does a lot better: “Where two or three are gathered together there am I in the midst of them.” But if you couldn’t establish a synagogue for whatever reason, then it seems that the Jews worshipped near a river.
 That reminds us of Psalm 137, surely. “By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept.” 
So that is where Paul and his band headed on the Sabbath Day. They found only women. But Paul was not the woman-hater that many like to make him out to be and he didn’t think that they were ‘only’ women. He sat down and brought the gospel to them. Among them was a Gentile God-fearer from Thyatira, Asia Minor, no less where Paul had been prevented from going, and she is converted. She’s not the only one converted. Very likely Paul stayed there for some months for in verse forty we read that there were “brethren” in the place, which term is not only plural but must also include men. And so, as one writer puts it, we find that God had already gone ahead of Paul and his companions and “awakened Europe” before he called them over by the appearance to Paul, “Come over and help us.”
 It’s a bit like that verse that speaks of God answering our prayers before we even pray them. 
Well, we have seen that this was a planned mission of the Apostle Paul and his friends. It didn’t turn out as they had planned but they planned it nevertheless. We have also spoken about sitting on our hands which we may not do. And yet, on the other hand, as the saying goes, the best laid plans of mice and men are subject to God moving amendments along the way; or even voting them down! And our works, as energetic and dedicated as they may be, will achieve nothing unless; 1. God leads us, however that may be, and; 2. God leads us to his elect and opens their heart to receive the gospel and to receive Jesus Christ. 
  On the Sabbath day, Luke says, we went outside the gate to a riverside where we were supposing that there would be a place of prayer; and we sat down and began speaking to the women who had assembled. A woman named Lydia, from the city of Thyatira, a seller of purple fabric, a worshipper of God, was listening; and the Lord opened her heart to respond to the things spoken by Paul. Vv.14-15.
Thus we are reminded again that the work of the gospel is not just a matter of planning; nor is it, having determined what we believe is the best place and the best way to go to it, a matter of our well-prepared sermons or evangelistic presentations. It is a profoundly spiritual matter. It is a work of God which he does sovereignly, according to his plans and his timing. 
Yet his command in the great commission still cries out to us. So let us pray and let us pray often and let us pray fervently that the Lord would work; that he would send out his Spirit in that great work that he has been sent into the world in Pentecostal power to do: “to convict the world of sin and of righteousness and of judgment.” For there can be no coming to Christ unless there is a turning from sin. “Unless a man repent he cannot enter the kingdom of God.” We don’t read about Lydia repenting here though. We don’t read about her agonizing over her sin. God had already done that work in Lydia. She already was a worshipper of God according to Jewish and Old Testament understanding. So all God has to do now is open her heart to receive the gospel spoken by Paul.

For both of these sides of the work of the gospel we need to pray. 
#
We need to pray that people would see their sin. And for that we cannot and we may not avoid speaking plain and hard truths, especially to this generation which calls good evil and evil good; or doesn’t even believe that there is any such thing as good or evil. Rather, it speaks about being beyond good and evil. We must be gracious speaking about those things, even pointing out people’s hypocrisy; yet we must say them nevertheless. 
#
And we need to pray too that God would open people’s hearts to see not only   their sin but to see Jesus Christ as the answer to their sin; that they would understand something that is so foreign in today’s world which has tried to obliterate religious talk, that has tried to obliterate from the modern mind the concept of guilt and therefore the idea of atonement and sacrifice. But the Bible is very clear, all the way through, that “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.”
 Sin is first of all a legal, a covenantal matter. It must not therefore be psychologized away for it is not an illness, in the true sense, as people try to make it out to be. Sin must therefore be acknowledged. It must be repented of. And Jesus Christ must be seen as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” 
Of course, even when we talk about it, we know it’s a foreign language to the man in the street. So we must strive to make it as understandable as possible but in the end the Holy Spirit must carry it home to the heart which, unless he does, is dead. They simply cannot understand. The Holy Spirit must open the heart to understand these things, to accept them, to respond to them, to accept Jesus Christ. 
And so, people of God, we must pray and we must pray without ceasing like that widow in the Gospels who kept on knocking at the door of the judge’s house until he got fed up with her pestering and came out and answered. Isaiah the prophet says, “Give God no rest” until he hears, until he answers, until he carries his gospel to victory in all the world. 
 Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, Lord’s Day, June 3rd, 2007
�    From 16:10 the narrative begins to speak in a different voice; it is we rather than they, for apparently Luke joins Paul and Timothy at Troas.


� The word separated is also a very strong word. It is only used elsewhere in Revelation chapter 6 to describe the sky rolling back as the result of a great earthquake.


� V.24; cf. also Colossians 4:10; 2 Timothy 4:11.


� 15:36, 41; 16:5 cf. 4:22; 15:32.


� 1 Timothy 4:14,18; 2 Timothy 1:6.


� 1 Corinthians 9:19-23.


� See Stauffer, Christ and the Ceasars, p.168ff.


� Rabbi ben Dosa, quoted by Bruce; the Scripture quoted is Psalm 82:1.


� Perhaps so as to be able to perform their ritual washings; Gregory.


� de Graaf.


�    Hebrews 9:22.
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