The way of the world with the way of the Lord
Acts 19:21-41

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, Jesus said, “In me you will have peace. In the world you will have tribulation but take courage; I have overcome the world.” In Acts chapter 14, verse 22 we read that when he was “in Lystra and Iconium and Antioch (in central Asia Minor, central Turkey), Paul strengthened the souls of the disciples encouraging them to continue in the faith.” And then he said, “Through many tribulations, we must enter the kingdom of God.” 
How are we to understand these tribulations that Jesus and the Apostle Paul spoke of? Are they such things as business downturns, family problems, marital dissension, health problems, or whatever? Well, I think not. For all the world suffers those things and perhaps the world more than we. What Jesus and Paul were talking about were tribulations we suffer from our inter-action with the world because we are no longer of the world. For Paul said, “Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.” There is no other way. And the tribulations that Paul had been experiencing in Acts chapter 14 just before he made that statement, were because of opposition to the gospel He had just been stoned and dragged outside the city for dead. 
Jesus came to bring peace, “not as the world gives,” as he said, but the peace of God, which is as a result of the fact that we now have peace with God. But because Jesus brought peace with God by requiring man to give up that which he most dearly loves, his autonomy, his independence, his self-determination, Jesus could also say, “I have not come to bring peace but a sword.” So everywhere Paul went there was trouble, from Jews and Gentiles, every sector of the population, because Jesus is divisive. He does not just divide history into BC and AD. He divides mankind. One is either for Jesus or against him and it is not possible to straddle the fence. 
Brothers and sisters, are we then a cause of trouble in our neighbourhood, in our land, in the world? Do we, as we make our pilgrimage through this world, expect tribulation? Do the activities and the witness of Christians in the church today cause division? And if they do not, is it possible that there is something wrong with us? Because that seems to have been the general experience of all the early Christians, even if not all the time. 
It is a maxim, a law, of Christianity that true conversion will lead to a changed way of life. That is what conversion means. And there are three things that I think we need to see about that changed way of life from our text this morning. 
1.
Our changed way of life will bring us into conflict with the world 
All the world acknowledges that Jesus of Nazareth is the most attractive man the world has ever seen! There are very few who dissent from that opinion. Nevertheless, Jesus brings division. He brings division because he forces men and women to make a decision whether they are on the side of God or whether they are against God. 
But Jesus also brings division because our lives ought to be so different that they provoke a reaction from unbelievers around about us. In the previous section of Acts chapter 19, that we looked last Sunday morning, we saw that the theme of that passage centred around the phrase: “the Word of the Lord.” The Word of the Lord was heard; the Word of the Lord grew; and the Word of the Lord overcame sin in people’s lives, in every aspect of their lives. When people are truly converted, the Word of the Lord overcomes sin and produces a new way of life. 
That phrase, “the Way”, crops up four times in Acts 18 and 19. We first meet it in the Book of Acts in chapter nine, where Christians are first referred to as people “who belonged to the Way,” and in that chapter it was Paul who was causing the Christians tribulation, who was then persecuting them. But in Acts chapter 18 we read about Apollos who “had been instructed in the way of the Lord.” Then “Priscilla and Aquila taught him the way of the Lord more accurately.” In our text last week, in verse nine of chapter 19, “the Jews spoke evil of the Way;” and in our text this morning we read that, “There arose no small disturbance concerning the Way.”
 
When the Bible speaks about Christianity as the way of the Lord, it is telling us that Christianity produces a certain way of life, a particular kind of lifestyle that is different from that of the world in general. True, Christianity is based upon what one believes about Jesus Christ. We are not saved by the way we live. We are saved by mere faith in Jesus Christ. But faith in Jesus Christ produces a certain lifestyle that for some reason gets up the world’s nose. It brings us into conflict with the world. That is a fact that is so obvious in the Book of Acts. Conflict follows Paul wherever he goes, as earlier it followed Peter and John. First of all, conflict from the Jews and then from the Gentiles. And that has been the pattern of most of history. 
It is something that we are going to experience more and more as the whole world more and more hates Christianity. We see this developing around us. We are aware of it and we are a bit afraid of it. But is it also something that we look at with dismay, as if it shouldn’t happen to us? And it rather throws us, as if there is something wrong with the fact of conflict and opposition? But should it throw us, people of God? Should we be surprised at it? Jesus said quite clearly that it would happen. 
But we need to ask why it is happening and is it happening for the right reason? In Paul’s day Christianity was the new religion on the block. Christianity was a rising religion and it was vigorously challenging the Jewish religion from which it sprang, and then pagan society which it next confronted. In our day the opposition is happening because of a resurgence of Islam, Hinduism and any number of paganisms, including in the West. As these religious forces rise, they find themselves in confrontation with a civilization built, to a large extent, on Christianity, which still preserves many remnants of Christianity and which these various anti-Christian religions find abhorrent to them, for whatever reason. 
In other words, the conflict between Christianity and the world as we see it today is to a large extent because Christianity is on the defensive whereas in Paul’s day it was because Christianity was on the offensive. There may be nothing wrong, so far as we are concerned, that Christianity is now on the defensive against other rising religions. On the other hand, there may be something wrong with it. I’m just not commenting on that at the moment. But the pattern of the picture of Acts is that Christianity was in conflict with the world because it was taking on, it was confronting the world with the gospel. 
Have we in the West over a long period of time got used to not experiencing much opposition from the world because we have not been on the offensive with the gospel? And are we now experiencing opposition and maybe tribulation and persecution because we are on the offensive with the gospel? Which is another way of asking, is our lifestyle really a completely different lifestyle from that of the world? And does it get up the world’s nose? Or has it just become what used to be at least, the accepted and acceptable middle-class lifestyle? “The way of the Lord” in the New Testament was not just a civilized, dignified moral way of life. It involved actively reaching out with the gospel. It challenged the current culture and provoked conflict. And in so far as we do not experience conflict with the world, perhaps we need to ask ourselves: are we being faithful to the Lord Jesus Christ? 
2.
Our changed way of life will hurt other people
Christianity will hurt other people first of all at the level of the conscience; although they may not be aware that it is their conscience that is bothering them; and if they are they will certainly try to deny the idea.  But the sheer goodness of Jesus Christ is hated by man because man knows that he fails to live up to it. And yet, when we see that goodness in Jesus Christ the man, we know that he is only what we all ought to be; and it gets under our skin because we fail to live up to it. 
The world knows very well, even if it won’t acknowledge it, even if it can’t really see it – it knows it at a gut level that the Christian way of life is the right way of life and insofar as it sees it in us it is rebuked. So it rebels against that rebuke and comes back at us – it points out our hypocrisies and inconsistencies to try and justify itself. 
But there is another level at which the Christian way of life will hurt people. It may simply be at the very practical level of dollars and cents. That’s how it happened in our story this morning. It can happen in other ways and because we want to paint the gospel in the most attractive colours, perhaps, at times we tone down its demands. Could it be that that is what has happened over the years and why Christianity doesn’t provoke such opposition from the world so much: because we fail to lay out the demands of true Christian discipleship up front? Jesus said, “If you will not die for me you cannot follow me.” He didn’t call us to die for the sake of dying. He called us to die for the sake of living for him, which is far greater than merely living for ourselves. 
It is at this level that it happened in our story today. Many years ago a meteorite had fallen from the sky above Ephesus and if you looked at it carefully you could imagine that it looked like a many-breasted woman. For many years before that the Ephesians had worshipped a sort of mother-goddess called Cybele. More recently they had merged her worship with the worship of the more respectable Greek god Artemis and they had corrupted the worship of Artemis with the worship of Cybele.
 And there had now grown up, several hundred years later, a very profitable trade selling statuettes of Artemis, or models of her famous temple, to religious tourists. 
Then Paul comes along and begins to preach the gospel and God blesses his preaching of “the way of the Lord.” Paul doesn’t just preach, “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved,” as if that’s all there is to it; he preaches, “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and your faith, if it is true faith, will result in a new way of life.” And God was blessing this preaching with so many true conversions that it caused a severe downturn in this very lucrative trade. 
So Demetrius calls a meeting of the guild of silversmiths and he tells them, “Listen men, our prosperity depends on this business. This fellow Paul has turned away many people from worshipping Artemis. Furthermore, he insults her by saying that gods made with hands are no gods at all. We cannot allow our trade to fall into disrepute like this. We cannot allow the temple of the great goddess Artemis to be regarded as worthless and she whom all Asia, and indeed the world, worships, be deprived of her divine majesty.”
 It is all nicely clothed in pious talk but the fact is, the gospel had hurt the Ephesians in the pocket. 
Jesus obeyed his father completely and we must be like our master. The absolutely obedient Jesus tells us that we must count the cost of following him. It will cost us to be a Christian. It will cost us to be obedient to him. It will also cost other people. 
#
Think about Mary – so overjoyed at being the mother of the Messiah, and rightly, but Simeon told her, “Yet, by this child, a sword will pierce your soul, Mary.” What must it have been like for that mother to stand at the cross that day? 
#
Think about Simon of Cyrene (Luke 23:26). There he is, coming in from the country to Jerusalem. He had no idea what was going on in Jerusalem that day, but as he walks into the city he meets this noisy crowd. As he gets closer he sees that a man is being led out to be crucified and I suppose he tried to move aside and carry on into Jerusalem to do his business. After all, what did a criminal getting his just desserts have to do with Simon of Cyrene? But all of a sudden, a soldier grabs him at the point of a sword and makes him carry the man’s cross. 
I have often thought about that story and the other day I read a devotional piece by Oswald Chambers on this text and he said this, 
  If we obey God it is going to cost other people more than it costs us. And that is where the sting comes. For if we are in love with the Lord, obedience doesn’t cost us anything; it is a delight. But it costs those who do not love him a good deal. If we obey God it will mean other people’s plans are upset and they will gibe us with it and say, ‘And you call this Christianity?’ We can prevent the suffering; but if we are going to obey God we must not prevent it. We must let the cost be paid. For as Christians we are so involved in the universal purposes of God that immediately we obey God, others are affected.” You see, there is no such thing as the privatisation of Christianity. It’s nonsense! “We can disobey God if we choose,” Chambers goes on, “and it will bring immediate relief to the situation, but we shall be a grief to our Lord. Whereas if we obey God, he will look after those who have been pressed into the consequences of our obedience. Beware of the inclination to dictate to God as to what you will allow to happen if you obey him.” 
Of course, Jesus told us that all along, didn’t he? “He who does not love mother or father or brother or sister (and so forth) more than me, is not worthy of me.” And they are the sorts of people who are hurt most if our obedience cuts across their grain. 
Our changed way of life will bring us into conflict with the world.

Our changed way of life will hurt other people.
3.
Our protection may come from surprising places
Demetrius works up the crowd into quite a frenzy. The passage would make an interesting study in crowd psychology and political demagoguery. Money, religious fears and indignation make a winning combination. So the crowd is filled with rage and it does what angry crowds in that part of the world still seem to do today; they chant, this time, “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians.” And they go on a march to the local amphitheatre, one of the greatest outside Rome. It seated 25,000 people. It’s still pretty well preserved today. Someone recognizes a couple of Paul’s companions from Macedonia and they grab them and haul them into the theatre with them. 
It ends up a complete shambles; one person shouting one thing, another shouting something else; and most of them don’t even know what they’re there for but they’re angry anyway. The Jews put up Alexander to speak. Maybe they want to make sure that everybody knows that the Synagogue has disowned Paul and this has got nothing to do with the Jews. But the difference between a Jew and a Jewish preacher of the gospel of Jesus Christ is a bit fine for this crowd. So far as they’re concerned, Paul’s a Jew, and so he gets shouted down and this all goes on for two hours. 
Ephesus was allowed a certain amount of self-government by Rome and the town clerk gets worried that this riot will prove to the Romans that the Ephesians cannot rule themselves and they’ll lose that privilege. He manages to quieten them down and he does a very smooth piece of work. He is a skilled operator. He knocks off Demetrius’ arguments one by one and not all he says is completely true either, for Paul did of course teach that gods made by human hands are no gods at all.
 But finally he says, “Look, if Demetrius has a case against Paul, he should take it to court. They’re open and if it’s a more public matter then he should bring it to a regular meeting of the citizens.” They were held three times a month. 
There were several times in Paul’s life when he could have met his end. This was one of them. He also wanted to go into the theatre and defend the gospel but I suppose he would have ended up preaching the gospel. But the Ephesian converts knew their fellow-citizens and they held him back, and down too, probably. But what is more interesting is what we read in verse 31, “Some also of the Asiarchs who were friends of his, sent to him and repeatedly urged him not to venture into the theatre.” “Asiarchs were leading citizens, prominent members of the provincial council.”
 Probably the town clerk was an Asiarch. We are not told whether these men were converted but they were friends of Paul, which gives us an interesting insight into the sort of man Paul was, how adaptable he was, how he befriended people, and perhaps continued the friendship even if they weren’t converted straight away. It shows us also that the gospel was being taken notice of among the educated and ruling people. 
Paul was saved in this instance by worldly-wise people looking after their own interests. This is not the first time that has happened in history and it won’t be the last, no doubt. Sometimes, for all it protests, the world knows what side its bread is buttered on. The Lord works even in the world looking after its own interests. We see something similar with the return of the Jews from the exile in Babylon. Darius, a heathen king, claims that he has been called by God to re-establish the worship of the one true God in Jerusalem, and he sends the Jews back to Jerusalem to re-settle and re-build the temple. 
It didn’t take a Christian political party. It didn’t take Christians seeking to have an influence in politics. The Jews didn’t protest in the streets of Babylon. I’m not saying that Christians shouldn’t do any of these things. They just didn’t happen in this instance. The Lord has his ways of preserving his people. We shouldn’t be too concerned about it except to pray for it, for no doubt God moved Darius to act as he did in response to Daniel’s prayers. Our duty is to obey the Lord Jesus Christ, to live according to “the way of the Lord,” and it may very well cost other people. 
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, is our way of life so truly Christian that the world notices it and is maybe even irritated by it, perhaps even hurt by it? 
#
For even the issue of money is always before us, even if in different ways. What if we all really gave a tithe of our income to the Lord? What missionary, what deaconal work would we be capable of doing? We might even be able to show the world, despite our tax rates to support its system, a better way of looking after those less fortunate? Maybe again we could provoke comment from them as the early church did, and it was noted by the emperors, that “they look after not only their own people but ours as well.” 
#
Or if we were not only anti-abortion but also really pro-life; that if the Lord would bless us we would determine to have families, and while our children are young, we parents would refuse to put them in day-care centres on a regular and frequent basis. It would cost us. Actually, it might be a great blessing to us in the long run – in terms of the outcome with our children. There are times when it’s necessary, I realize, but for too many Christians in the world today it’s a lifestyle. 
#
Could there still be enough Christians in New Zealand that, if we were all obedient to what the Lord tells us about Sunday work and business, that some shops might even find it unprofitable to open on the Lord’s Day, for, as one writer says, “One can always tell a true Christian by the effect that it has on his pocket. If he loves the Lord he will sacrifice not only in his giving but in his getting.”
 Yes, it may mean you will miss that ‘one-day only 50% off’ Sunday sale and have to pay full price on Monday. But if the 50% off is disobedience to Jesus, we will simply count that as another of those very worthwhile losses for the sake of knowing Christ, “and be found in him, … that I may know him and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of his sufferings, being conformed to his death” to the world.
 
However this is to work out in each of our lives, would people look at us today and just describe us as Christians, as people who believe in Jesus Christ, as church people, as moral, good living people? Or would people describe us as people who live according to “the Way”? – as people who have a different lifestyle that causes other people to notice and remark upon it? Because, you see, this “no small disturbance in Ephesus that day arose concerning the Way,” the way the people lived. 
Is the opposition that Christians are feeling around the world at the moment simply because the world has tired of the Christian way that our forefathers built into western culture? Or is it because the Christian way we Christians now live upsets their apple-cart? Let us think about that question and let us pray about it.
Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 27th January, 2008
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