“Going Where Sent”

Acts 16:1-10

June 28, 2009

Read Acts 16:1-10.

This is a journey text. Although the names of the places are not familiar to all of us, we all can understand the experience of being on a journey like this: adapting mid-stream, not knowing what to expect, and seeing blessings on the way. 
There are a hodge-podge of things here. First, there is the description of where Paul went after he returned to his hometown. Second, there is the discussion of Timothy. Finally, there is the narrative of why Paul and Silas, Timothy, and – eventually Luke – made their way to Macedonia. It really is a smattering of this and a little of that.

I. The Travel Log.
First, Paul and Silas went to Derbe and to Lystra. If you remember the first missionary journey with Barnabas, it is the reverse order in which Paul had previously visited. You may be wondering, what is the theological significance? None. It simply is a detail demonstrating that Paul went by land rather than via the journey to the island of Cyprus. Sometimes a travel narrative is just a travel narrative.

II. The Company.

That said, when they arrive in Lystra, they are reacquainted with Timothy, who was likely part of the church that had developed when Paul had been there previously. Timothy was much younger than Paul. 

Now, this part of the narrative has caused more consternation for biblical scholars than most. Why, the question is asked, did Paul have Timothy circumcised when he was so adamantly opposed to circumcision at the Jerusalem Council? He and Silas were carrying the letter from the Apostles, the letter indicating that Gentiles need not be circumcised. Does it not seem inconsistent to have Timothy circumcised? Yes, it does seem inconsistent. However, there is a reasonable explanation. 

Timothy’s father was Greek, his mother Jewish. According to Jewish law, women were not allowed to marry Gentiles; if they did, their marriages were not officially recognized. Children of that marriage would be considered children of the mother only – thus, Jewish. However, even though Jewish, they would be considered by Jews to be like Samaritans, those who had given up their heritage by intermarriage. One sign of that “fallenness” would be that Timothy’s Greek father did not have him circumcised. 

Why, then, would Paul have Timothy go through this ceremony? Circumcision for Jews had never been opposed by Paul. Jews were not required to abandon their Jewishness in order to become Christians. Paul did not object to their heritage. Further, because it was well known that Timothy was the child of a mixed marriage; Paul knew that it would be a hindrance to the ministry among Jews to be accompanied by someone whose status was as an “apostate” Jew.  

A couple of other things I want to briefly mention about Timothy. He may have come to know Christ during Paul’s first missionary journey, but he did not stop growing in Paul’s absence. By the time Paul had returned, Timothy’s faith was well known. The development of Timothy’s faith did not happen by accident. There were others in his community who took part in grooming him. We know by name his grandmother, Lois, and his mother, Eunice. (2 Timothy 1:5). We also know the community was engaged in his development. “Do not neglect the gift that is in you, which was given to you through prophecy with the laying on of hands by the council of elders. Put these things into practice, devote yourself to them, so that all may see your progress.” (1 Timothy 4:14-15). 

Where are the Timothy’s of this congregation and in this community? Where are the young men whom we are raising up in leadership? Are we praying for them? And it is not just young men – it also is young women. Are we out looking to help identify, develop, and commission young men and women in ministry and mission? Our mission statement is to know Christ and to make Him known. We are working hard internally to know Christ. But are we also working hard externally to make Him known? In the last few weeks, we have received into membership several young people, my daughter included. We have taken on the responsibility to raise them up and encourage them in the Christian discipleship.

We also heard the testimonies of our high school graduates. It was encouraging to hear how God had touched their lives. The comment I heard was, “We need more of that!” I agree. But where, who, and how?

We watched the most recent Clint Eastwood movie this week, Grand Torino. It’s not for the feint-hearted, but there is a remarkable depiction of mentoring that takes place. Without giving away too much of the plot, there develops a relationship between the widower Eastwood and the teenage neighbor who is being hassled to join in gang activities. Their relationship involves the older man directing the activities of the younger man – some involving selfless service to neighbors. He takes time talking with the boy. He takes the boy to his barber to learn how to “talk like a man.” (I am not endorsing the content of that conversation; rather, it is the relationship that is so worth watching.) He helps the boy find a job and provides the boy with tools. Underneath the scatological racist comments is a profound affection. The old man finds a connection with this boy that he was unable to make with his own children.

Friends, that could be a description of the church. We are missing almost two generations in the church. We need to stop lamenting that fact and start leading. We need to see the community around us. We need to take an interest in the young men and women in our midst, intentionally developing them in the ways of righteousness. 


Now, if that sounds too deliberate or too authoritarian, take a look around. The question we need to ask is if we believe that God’s way is better than the world’s way. Is God’s path more likely to lead to righteousness than the temptations offered by the world? Have we given up the responsibility for building the character of our young people to athletic coaches, teachers, or other specialists? They do their best; but of what can they offer of eternal and lasting power? “Train yourself in godliness,” Paul wrote to Timothy, “for while physical training is of some value, godliness is valuable in every way, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.”

We have the truth. The. Truth. We have been given a gift that is to be shared, that is to be developed, that is to be passed on faithfully from one generation to the next.

III. Being Faithful Where Sent

Returning to our text, you can kind of feel Paul’s frustration as he gets going on this trip. Twice, he is prevented from going where he thinks it would be strategic for the gospel to go. He wanted to tackle Asia. The Holy Spirit forbade him. We do not know how the Holy Spirit forbade him, nor do we know why. Then, he wanted to go to Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them. We do not know how the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them, nor do know why. (Is the Spirit of Jesus different than the Holy Spirit? No. It seems as if Luke was using writer’s discretion to keep the narrative going – that is, using two synonymous names for the Holy Spirit.) 
One of the most difficult things in the life of the believer is wondering what God wants you to do. Did you ever have that nagging feeling that God wanted something more from you – but you did not know what?  It is frustrating. It is confusing. 

We are not a people used to waiting on the Lord. We are not good at waiting. We want to see the straight line going forward. Instead, we often see nothing except a white, blank wall. 
At the end of my first year of seminary, I had a period of waiting. It was among the most difficult times in my life, and certainly among the most difficult periods of time for my family. 

Fuller Seminary had a quarters schedule, meaning that spring classes ended early May, the summer classes would start up again in early June. Because I was working for a group called the Genevans – a group of executives within the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) who tried to help people at General Assemblies, and even longer story – I could not enroll in summer classes. Some of you might remember Jim Rauch going as a minister commissioner from San Diego Presbytery to General Assembly in Albuquerque that summer. So, I was waiting until mid-September for classes to resume.

I went to the General Assembly, worked really hard, and for the week or so after. Then, by mid-July, there was virtually nothing for me to do. Most Presbyterians go on vacation in July and August. It was tough to get anyone on the phone, it was even tougher to get them to think about meeting and organizing and getting active in their presbyteries – all of that could wait until after Labor Day. So, I sat in the upstairs attic area of Carnell Hall (an old house on Fuller’s campus) in the heat, playing solitaire on the Genevan’s Dell computer. 

Jen was working at Fuller in the Provost’s Office. The girls were in camp and summer Day Care. I had nothing to do and no one with whom to do it. It was depressing; I was depressed. As much as I tried to figure out ways to be productive or do something meaningful, I found that I was spinning my wheels. It was tough on Jen, tough on the girls, tough on everyone.

Frankly, I was angry with God. I felt like I had lived up to my end of the bargain and had taken this road based upon his call. I conveniently ignored all the ways in which he had been faithful to me and tried to cast myself as a modern-day Job; the righteous man who complains about hard times. It got to the point that Jen came home one day from work, found me on the couch at home, and commented (with just a little bit of exasperation), “I thought you said you had drive.”  I was a t a loss and did not know where to go. 
So, what do we take from the Spirit’s refusal to let Paul go where he thought would be strategic?  Two things: 

a. Not everyone is called to go everywhere. 

Sometimes you have to wait for God to call. Ministry is not driven by needs. Paul wanted to share the gospel with the Gentiles to the end of the earth. Going to Asia was a good way to get to the end of the earth. Certainly, there was a need to get the gospel to Asia. Think of the number of people Paul could have reached if he would have gone in that direction. But the Spirit said no. Wait.

Not everyone is called to go everywhere. There are many needs all around. This is among the most difficult things for believers to understand. Believers are called to follow where God leads and – for the rest – to trust that God is sovereign. 
The reality is that Jesus did not heal everyone he encountered. He did not heal all the sick brought to him. He did not stay in one place to make sure that everything was ok for everyone. He had a mission and he stayed faithful to that call.

Not everyone is called to leave everything and go to Africa. In fact, few are called that way. But what about the needs of people here; who is responsible for ministering to the poor, the lonely, and the outcast here?  I want you to listen carefully here: we are to be faithful to God’s call to proclaim the gospel. Proclaiming the gospel includes ministering to the poor, the lonely and the outcast; however, those ministries are a consequence, an outgrowth, a manifestation of our primary responsibility to be witnesses to the resurrection. 

The church is not going to save the world; in its own power, the church cannot save anyone. It bears witness to the one who can and did. Serving the poor does not take the place of sharing the gospel. Visiting the sick and elderly does not replace the responsibility of being a witness that all are sinners in need of a savior; that there is good news in the salvation of Jesus Christ. 

Paul was prevented from going to Asia. He was stopped from going to Bythinia. There were lots of needs that could have been met; but they were not for Paul to meet. Paul’s perception of needs did not determine the course for his ministry; obedience to the call of God determined where he went. Only when he had the vision of call to Macedonia did Paul enter into the new phase of ministry.
b. We are called to be faithful where we are.

Even while he was waiting for that call, Paul was active. “As they went from town to town, they delivered to them for observance the decisions that had been reached by the apostles and elders who were in Jerusalem. So the churches were strengthened in the faith and increased in numbers daily.” 

In the eleventh century, King Henry III of Bavaria grew tired of court life and the pressures of being a monarch. He made application to Prior Richard at a local monastery, asking to be accepted as a contemplative and spend the rest of his life in the monastery. "Your Majesty," said Prior Richard, "do you understand that the pledge here is one of obedience? That will be hard because you have been a king."
"I understand," said Henry. "The rest of my life I will be obedient to you, as Christ leads you."
"Then I will tell you what to do," said Prior Richard. "Go back to your throne and serve faithfully in the place where God has put you." When King Henry died, a statement was written: "The King learned to rule by being obedient." 
When we tire of our roles and responsibilities, it helps to remember God has planted us in a certain place and told us to be a good accountant or teacher or mother or father. Christ expects us to be faithful where he puts us, and when he returns, we'll rule together with him. 

(Sermon illustrations, Steve Brown, Key Biscayne, Florida.)

Even as Paul was waiting for the next part of the call, he was ministering where he was. Most of the people in those “town to town” congregations were not called to go elsewhere. They were called to be faithful where they were. 
c. When we are called to go, go. It does not matter when or how old.

In Genesis 12, Abram was seventy five years old when God told him “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.” And Abram went. He had quite an adventure from that point on in his life.
There are no retirements in Scripture. There may be periods of waiting – long periods of waiting – but there is no release from the eternal life of serving and worshiping God. Cling to the truth. Love one another as you have been loved. 
Even my waiting in the summer of 1996 mercifully came to an end. Three months later, there was an assignment, which led to a different kind of job during school, which brought us to Escondido, which translated into ordained ministry, which brought me here. It was not the path I expected, but the blessing and adventure has been more than I could have imagined, better than anything I had asked for in prayer. 
Whether you have been in Chula Vista for one day, one year, one generation, or one lifetime, you are called to be Christ’s faithful ambassador. You are a living representative of hope to the lost in this community. You are called to bear witness to the truth so that we raise up a generation in the ways of righteousness and godliness. Learn to be obedient by serving faithfully in the place where God has put you.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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