… to Jerusalem, Rome, Spain
Acts 20

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, friends and visitors here with us this morning, sometimes when you look at history, it appears to go in circles, or at least in cycles. It certainly seems to do that with fashion. I should have kept some of the clothes I wore as a teenager. I might have got quite a good price out of a couple of my sons for some of those clothes in recent years. But we sometimes seem to see it in more serious things as well. For example, as totalitarianism arose in the thirties of last century as an answer to the world’s many woes of the time, so we see it rising again, also in a time of anxiety, real and imagined. Only this time it is arising among us in the so-called free West. 
To see history going in circles or cycles, and hence not apparently having an end or a destination, does not necessarily deny the teaching of Christianity. Christianity sees history as having a beginning point and heading for a destination. The apostle Paul tells us in his letter to Titus that, “We look forward to the blessed hope and the appearing of the glory of our great God and Saviour, Jesus Christ.” But still, God might take us there by a round-about route. God doesn’t always do things in a straight line, the way we might think would be more efficient. Nevertheless, even though we might not be able to understand what God is doing in history, and even though it may seem to repeat itself, God is moving the world to “the appearing of the glory of our great God and Saviour, Jesus Christ.” As Christians therefore, we ought always to be looking ahead; we ought always to be striving to go forward; we ought always to be working for the advance and the growth of the kingdom of God. 
That is what we see the Lord doing with Paul in our text this morning. At the beginning of our chapter Paul is in Ephesus. The last place he stops after his travels in our chapter is Ephesus – well, not quite, but he’s only thirty miles away, in Miletus. In that respect chapter twenty is a little bit like the last part of chapter nineteen – from Ephesus and back again, for the second time! But Paul is actually making progress. He is reaching forward to the future. He is looking to Jerusalem – but then Jerusalem is only a stopover, although a very important stopover, on his way to the centre of the empire, Rome. But even Rome he sees only as a stepping stone, for he wants to go to Spain. For the gospel must go to all the earth. 
Paul has a worldwide vision and far off Spain he sees as a possibility. He is not completely sure whether he will see Spain. He later tells the Ephesian elders that he is not sure what is going to happen to him in Jerusalem except, verse twenty-three, that, “The Holy Spirit solemnly testifies to me in every city  saying that bonds and afflictions await me there.”
 
Paul leaves Ephesus and goes to Macedonia, northern Greece. He visits all the churches there: Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea. But he also continues west along the Egnatian Way to the Adriatic Sea, the sea between Greece and Italy, and he goes a little bit north to a place called Illyricum,
 what used to be called Dalmatia, what we now call Croatia or Serbia or Albania – it’s a little bit hard to be sure exactly what bit it is. He then goes south. He spends the winter in Corinth. From Corinth he intended to go by sea to Jerusalem but someone uncovered a Jewish plot to throw him overboard during the night, or some such thing, so he travelled back through Macedonia overland, intending to go thence by sea to Jerusalem. 
He gets to Philippi in Macedonia and crosses the northern tip of the Aegean Sea to Troas. He stays there for seven days and in Troas Paul commits the preacher’s greatest sin. He preaches longer than I have ever been guilty of and poor old Eutychus falls out the third floor window and dies. But Paul resurrects him and all is well. 
It’s an odd little miracle. Well it’s a very big miracle, of course, but it seems an odd incident just appearing here in the middle of all these travels. Why did God permit Eutychus to fall out that window? What was the purpose of this odd resurrection in Troas? 
We don’t know how the church was founded in Troas. It wasn’t founded by Paul because the first time Paul went to Troas was when he received that vision of the Macedonian man calling him across the Aegean, “Come and help us here.” I suspect we’re best to see it like this: the Lord knew that he was leading Paul through these parts for the last time and so he permits this fall from the third floor window and Paul raises Eutychus from the dead, in a very significant way too, by falling upon him, as Elijah and Elisha had raised a couple of fellows in the OT. I think that with this miracle the Lord was giving an assurance to the Christians in Troas that although they had not received the gospel from an apostle, it was the apostolic message and faith they had received. Their faith was now certified by the fellowship and the blessing of an apostle and they knew he was an apostle because he performed this miracle. What they had believed and what they had committed themselves to was the real thing. 
Well, Paul continues south-east through the Aegean Sea, down the Asian coast. It’s a bit of a messy trip. At that time of the year the wind only comes up very early in the morning, so the commentators tell us, and it dies early in the afternoon. So you must put into some port late morning because the Aegean in these parts is riddled with islands and you don’t want to be washed up on an odd rock somewhere. 
Paul walked the first stretch from Troas to Assos overland while the rest of the party went round a little cape by sea. We don’t know why. Perhaps all those final farewells were emotionally draining on Paul, for Paul was an emotional man, and maybe, like Bilbo, he needed a good long walk and some fresh air to work it out of his system. Perhaps he needed to prepare himself spiritually for what the Holy Spirit was warning was awaiting him in Jerusalem. 
At any rate, finally they all meet up at Miletus where the ship spends a few days and Paul sends for the Ephesian elders thirty miles away – forty-five kilometres. And we have this wonderful farewell, from which we can learn so much and we must look at it again in another sermon. Paul could easily have gone to Ephesus himself. But perhaps he just could not face fare-welling the whole congregation; fare-welling the elders was emotional enough. Listen to it, verse 37: “And they began to weep aloud and embrace Paul and repeatedly kissed him, grieving especially over the word which he had spoken that they would not see his face again.” Imagine that from the whole congregation. It would be a bit much.

But apart from all this interesting information about Paul’s travels and plans, what is the Lord’s message to us in this chapter? What does God want to say to us here this morning? It seems to me that verse twenty-two and verse twenty-three are the crucial verses in the chapter and it is those two verses I want to think about this morning. We read, “And now behold, bound in the spirit,” says Paul, “I am on my way to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there, except that the Holy Spirit solemnly testifies to me in every city saying that bonds and afflictions await me.” 
What Paul is saying here has got to do with what I talked about earlier. God is always moving history to its climax and God is always moving us, his people, forward to that climax, the coming again of the Lord Jesus Christ. I want to say two things this morning about this. 
1.
God drives
Paul had planned this trip perhaps a year ago. He had spoken about it in the previous chapter, nineteen, verse 21. Indeed, he had already then sent Timothy and Erastus ahead of him while he stayed on for a little while longer in Ephesus. But then this riot that we looked at last Sunday morning is raised up by Demetrius and delays Paul. The trip west to Illyricum, to Dalmatia, would also have taken two or three months and then he had to winter over in Corinth for three months. Then he couldn’t take a direct sea journey because of the plots of the Jews against him. But now finally, a year later, he is really on his way to Jerusalem and it’s an important trip. 
#
It’s important because Paul believes that his work in Asia and Greece is done. There is an air of finality about things in Greece and Macedonia and Asia in our chapter. He intends his next journey to be through Rome to Spain, the western-most reach of the empire. That has been on his mind for a long time. But it’s important for another reason as well. 
#
It is important because Paul is carrying a large collection for the impoverished believers in Jerusalem. We know it’s a large collection because it had to be large enough to pay the fares of seven men to Jerusalem and back and still be worth something by the time they got there! Paul had six travelling companions from various parts of Asia and Greece with him. 
This was something very dear to Paul’s heart that the Gentiles, who had received eternal spiritual riches from the Jews, should share their earthly riches with the poor saints in Jerusalem. But it was close to Paul’s heart not only because he saw his Jewish Christian brethren suffering in the famine in Judea and he wanted to relieve them; he saw this as an opportunity to achieve something else very important as well. As we saw a couple of weeks ago, Paul was very concerned about the unity of the church. He had fought for the absolutely equality of all believers, of whatever race, right from the very beginning. He had even called the first council, whatever its precise nature, of the Christian church over this matter – Acts chapter 15. Wherever he saw exclusivism raise its head he was on to it in an instant. And that the Jewish Christians would receive Gentile generosity would be very humbling for them. The fact that Gentile Christians had so much catching-up on biblical knowledge to do would probably keep them from pride for many a year anyway.
So Paul brought these six Asian and Greek elders or deacons, whatever they were, with him; not just to ensure that everything was done above board and seen to be done so, although that’s not an unimportant reason. One always must be careful dealing with communal money. But he also brought those men to bring the Jewish and Gentile churches together in a practical act of fellowship where they would meet face to face. So in Romans 15, verse 28, Paul says, “When I have, by bringing this gift to Jerusalem, put a seal on my ministry to the Gentiles, bringing the Gentiles into the one flock in real practical fellowship with the Jewish saints, I will go on by way of you Roman Christians to Spain and I know that when I come to you I will come in the fullness of the blessing of Christ.” 
That is an interesting statement. How could Paul say that? How did Paul know that he would go from Rome to Spain with God’s blessing? We all hope for God’s blessing; we pray for God’s blessing; but Paul says he knows it. “I am going with it.” How? Because when he first set about this, or made his intention known about this, in chapter 19:21, he said, “I purposed in the spirit to go to Jerusalem after I have passed through Macedonia and Achaia.” And then in our text this morning; verse 22 of chapter 20; “bound in the spirit I am on my way to Jerusalem.” The New International Version has a capital S for the word spirit in these verses. It understands it to be saying that Paul was bound by the Holy Spirit to go to Jerusalem. That could be right. I don’t know. But even if it just refers to Paul’s spirit, whatever would bind Paul’s spirit? Surely only the Spirit of God. The fact is: Paul had dreams of empire. In that respect he was at least as ambitious as Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar, only in Paul’s case he dreamed of the empire of the Lord Jesus Christ, the kingdom of God. But those dreams and that ambition were implanted in him and he was compelled along the path to fulfil them by the Holy Spirit. 
Paul never, in any respect, ever rested on his laurels. Paul was always looking forward. He was always looking to the future. He was always looking to new fields of labour for the Lord and the kingdom of God. And for Paul they had to be fields that the gospel had never gone to before. 
You see congregation, the Lord who moves history to its goal is the same Lord who moved Paul to fulfil his life’s calling; and he is the same Lord who moves us and the church today. Whether we sense we are compelled by the Holy Spirit, bound in spirit or not, we are. So do we then, to pick up Paul’s phrase in chapter nineteen, verse twenty-one, purpose in the spirit to go on? There is a sense in which Christians ought always to be dissatisfied with themselves. There is a sense in which the Christian church ought always to feel dissatisfied with itself, with where it is; with what it’s doing; with where it is going, or maybe not going. And surely, personally, and as a church, we have enough to be dissatisfied about ourselves today, and to desire the Lord’s help greatly to improve ourselves. 
It occurs to me that perhaps this applies to the thinking that we have been doing over the past year about how better to serve the Lord in the gospel in and through our own congregation. We decided recently not to go ahead at the present time to call a second minister to help us with that. But then you people keep on giving these wonderful offerings every Sunday! Imagine how much it would be if we all tithed! The preaching of the gospel is the central focus and the driving force of the church, if it is through the proclamation of the Word of God that anything real is done for the kingdom of God. Imagine if we all gave a full tithe for that ministry. 
So I am not going to do a Moses. When the children of Israel brought all that money to build the Tabernacle in the wilderness and they brought too much and Moses had to say, “Stop, there is enough!” I’m not going to do that; and anyway that was a free-will offering, over and above their regular tithes. But people of God, these tithes and offerings that we give, they are the Lord’s blessing to us and blessing always brings responsibility. How are we going to fulfil that responsibility? Is the Lord driving us somewhere with that surplus to our own needs? Is the Lord compelling us by his Spirit through that? We should be excited about it and we should be keen to go for it, wherever and whatever it is. 
Or are we afraid of something? – because Paul speaks about that too. 
First of all then: God drives. Secondly; 
2.
God Provides
I suppose Paul could have thought of plenty of reasons not to leave Ephesus or Asia or Macedonia or southern Greece with that troublesome church of Corinth. My, it could have had him full time. He had had a wonderfully successful three years in Ephesus with results that have seldom been seen since. Indeed, Paul was bringing close to ten years of great success for the gospel in all Asia and Greece to a close; and yet he wants to go on. 
He could have worried about these converts and we see from his letters that he often did worry about his converts. Who would continue to lead and guide them in the right ways of the Lord if he left? Were there really men qualified to do this after only three years? Especially when Paul knew, as he said, after his departure “savage wolves will come in among you not sparing the flock; even from among their own selves men would arise speaking perverse things.” And besides that, he also knew that bonds and affliction awaited him in Jerusalem. How easily he could have excused himself from going to Jerusalem, couldn’t he, all the time telling others, and himself maybe, that the reason he wasn’t going was concern for these young churches in Asia?
But Paul didn’t do that. He called the Ephesian elders to himself. He gave them some final exhortations and warnings. I guess he said pretty much the same thing to the elders of all the churches he fare-welled. And then he left. He didn’t allow fear to keep him. What enabled him to do that? I suspect, if we were in a similar situation, that we might say something to the effect that; Now if you ever need help, write, and I’ll do the best I can to answer. If you ever find yourself in a situation where you don’t know what to do, call for me and I’ll come and visit and help you sort it out. Or at least, call for Timothy and Titus. But Paul did none of that. How come? 
The great doctrine for which Paul principally fought against his fellow-Jewish believers and which is at the heart of his gospel is the doctrine of salvation by grace alone through faith. That was not a theoretical matter for Paul. Nor was it only a matter of how we become Christians in the first place. It is a doctrine on which the whole church stands or falls its whole life through this world. So Paul says in verse thirty-two, “I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified.” And then he left them. 
That is what God has provided for his church. So Paul appointed elders in every place he established a church. Paul realized that it was not persons, not even really apostles, but it was God and the word of his grace that is able to build you up and preserve you in the inheritance among all those who are sanctified. Paul knew that the Holy Spirit, under whose compulsion he felt himself driven from Greece and Asia, and on to Jerusalem and thence to Rome and thence to Spain, was the same Holy Spirit who himself “made these men overseers to shepherd the church of God.” And since the church of God had been purchased with his own blood, would not God ensure that what he had so dearly bought he would preserve, through these elders, through the word of his grace? 
People of God, what is it that keeps us from branching out into whatever we ought to be branching out into to take the gospel further in our world, from going wherever it may be that the Lord is driving us? The teaching of salvation by grace through faith must not be a merely theoretical matter for us. We must not limit it to the initial experience of coming to Christ. As John Newton put it so well in that hymn, “’Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far; ‘tis grace will lead me home.” 
God has a programme to conquer the whole world with the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations.” And God is driving that programme through the means of his church. Is God perhaps wanting to drive us as his church into new things somewhere? And when God moves his people on, he will provide the means. But with us perhaps we even need to ask whether he is providing some of the means beforehand and using the provision to drive us on and outside ourselves. 
At any rate, God will provide the means for all of us, whether in some way we will be engaged in a new or expanded work, whether we remain and continue the work that we are already engaged in, providing the means for that continuing expansion perhaps: – as Antioch sent out and supported Paul; – as Philippi sent gifts to Paul while he was in Corinth so that he could continue his apostolic evangelism there full-time;
 – as Paul foresaw that Rome would be the launching pad for the new out-reach to Spain. 
Let us, brothers and sisters, continue to think about this and rejoice that the Lord gives us this responsibility and this opportunity and let us trust the Lord for his grace to provide all our needs in every way. 











 Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 3rd February, 2008
�   And while in Corinth (vv.2-3), Paul writes to the Romans to pray for his safety (Romans 15:30f.).


�   Romans 15:17-18.


�   Acts 18:5.
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