“A Personal Relationship”

Acts 19:11-20
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Read Acts 19:11-20

It almost sounds like a cartoon or television wrestling. Even as humorous as this anecdote is constructed, it raises a very serious and important message for us today: Jesus is Lord, not a magic trick. Jesus is Lord, and we are his servants, not his master. Jesus’ name has power because all authority on heaven and earth has been given to him. The power of his name is attached to the power of his person.

To catch up on where we are in Acts: Paul has completed two extended missionary journeys and has now begun his third. This time he began by going inland to Ephesus, which would serve as home base for awhile. It was an incredibly important time in the life of the church: not mentioned here are the letters to other congregations that Paul wrote. It is thought that Paul wrote Galatians, the letters to the Corinthians, and Romans during the time he was beginning this third missionary journey and his three year stay in Ephesus. These were heady days in the life of the early church. Congregations were beginning to spring up in the cities the Apostles visited; there were other missionaries traveling around preaching the gospel as well. 

The Power 

When Paul arrived in Ephesus, he made a splash because “God did extraordinary miracles through Paul.” That is important phrasing: God did extraordinary miracles through Paul.” Paul was the agent, God was the actor. Paul could do amazing things because he was obeying God’s command. 

People took Paul’s clothing, sweatrags, and work aprons to touch and heal sick people. And it worked: people were healed of diseases and evil spirits left others when they touched these items. These kinds of reports make me uneasy. It seems a little schlocky. In my head, I picture those videos of the Vegas Elvis Presley taking the towel from his shoulders and tossing it to the adoring crowd, or of Beatlemania, or of the hysteria that surrounds charismatic personalities. 

From the human side, it may not have looked much different than Beatlemania. Paul was like a rock star in Ephesus – there was a buzz about what he was doing and teaching. Fans would find him at work, wrestling with the canvas as he made tents. They would sit as his feet and ask questions, and then take away his used aprons and handkerchiefs. 

Paul may or may not have known at the time that all this was going on; yet we can be confident he attributed the glory to God. It was nothing intrinsic or inherent in Paul – apart from Christ – that caused the miracles. In other words, it was through Paul that God worked. 
Paul acted in Jesus’ name. He proclaimed Jesus. He worshiped Jesus. He taught Jesus. He gave glory to Jesus. Since his Damascus Road experience, Paul had been all about proclaiming Jesus as the Messiah for all humankind – and was not about promoting Paul. As he wrote in Galatians 1, “Am I now seeking human approval or God’s approval? Or am I trying to please people? If I were still pleasing people, I would not be a slave of Christ.” 

Paul had confidence in the power of Jesus’ name because he had confidence in Jesus’ power and authority. 

Many of us are afraid to act in Jesus’ name because we cannot control the outcome. We may be afraid either that Jesus is not actually all that powerful or he may leave us hanging. We wait for some sign or confirmation that the outcome will be what we want before we take the first step of obedience. But God does not work that way and faith does not work that way. The extraordinary miracles God performed through Paul were things that Paul did not control or plan. Like Paul, we need to go where God sends us, not go where God closes doors, and trust in him. We fear because we are afraid of what other people will think. Paul was confident because he focused completely on what God thought. 

There is power in Jesus’ name. The political controversy surrounding the phrase, “in the name of Jesus” is telling; it is illustrative of the world’s recognition and rejection of Jesus’ authority. Jesus – the incarnation of the eternal Word who suffered and died at the hands of human authorities, and rose again from the dead via the power of God – continues to be a scandal and a stumbling block for the world.
There is great controversy about whether it is acceptable for pastors to pray at secular events “in Jesus’ name.” One good example was President Obama’s choice to have Rick Warren pray at the inauguration; there was great debate about whether he should or should not pray in Jesus’ name. 

Mark Roberts, who used to be the pastor at Irvine Presbyterian Church, wrote this before Warren’s inaugural prayer: 

First of all, no matter what Rick Warren says, he will in fact be praying in Jesus’ name because that’s how Christians pray. To pray in Jesus’ name is to pray in his authority and according to his agenda. It doesn’t have to do with saying the name of Jesus in the prayer. Therefore, Warren is under no obligation to say “in Jesus’ name.”

(http://www.markdroberts.com/htmfiles/resources/prayingjesusnamewarren.htm)

I think that is correct. There are a number of passages in the New Testament where Jesus refers to praying “in my name,” but the Lord’s Prayer does not use it. Invoking Jesus’ name does not make a prayer effective; rather it is the heart of the prayer, the petitioner, humbly appearing before God that make it so. As you have listened to me pray here, you hear me say those words. For me, it is an act of worship, of praise, of adoration, of remembering. But even if I did not say those words, you can be assured that I am not praying through anyone else because – like Paul – I am a slave of Christ. 

That said, what about the handkerchiefs and aprons? What do we do with these holy “artifacts”? Isn’t that a little too Roman Catholic? Here is a simple understanding: God chooses the instruments by which he exercises power. There is something biblical about the lingering power of God. When Moses came down from the mountain, he had to hide his face because it shone too bright and scared the people. Previously in Acts, we have seen that God used Peter’s shadow – his shadow – to heal someone. God uses faithfulness to draw others to himself.

Last night, we were at the 40th anniversary of some friends of ours. Together we celebrated God’s blessing on their marriage and the faithful witness they have been. We met some of their friends and heard this story about Ann:

Ann has had her hair cut by a friend for a number of years. The friend’s grown daughter came home one time with a child for whom she was a caretaker. The little girl came in, saw Ann and came right over to her. She kissed Ann on the cheek, stroked her arm, sat down next to her, and began talking with her. Ann was a little surprised, but did not think too much about it. Only later did the daughter tell Ann that the child was autistic, afraid of other people, and had not shown affection for anyone other than her parents for the two years she had been caretaker. There was something about Ann – something about her spirit given over to Christ in service – that drew this child close. 

God used Ann’s faith for a miracle of grace. There is power in the name of Jesus because Jesus has power. There is power in those who know Jesus because Jesus has power. 

The Folly of Misappropriation

Now, let me clear about what I am saying: God’s ways are not our ways, and God’s thoughts are higher than our thoughts. You cannot take pieces of my clothing after a particularly moving sermon and expect to go out and achieve your own miracles – it does not work that way. 

And that is what we learn from the seven sons of a Jewish high priest named Sceva who tried to use Jesus’ name without knowing him. 

It is always dangerous to claim authority of a power we do not understand. These seven sons – even in their incantation – confessed their ignorance of Jesus. They tried to cast out the evil spirit by commanding the spirit “by Jesus whom Paul proclaims.” It was a bad idea. This is like licking your fingers and picking up two bare wires. You never know when you are going to get shocked.
In fact, electricity is a pretty good illustration here. All electrical appliances include warnings. Manuals about electricity contain warnings; the most profound may be this one I found, “Any form of energy, when not properly controlled or harnessed, can result in danger to those who use it.” Yep.

The seven sons were imposters. They were claiming to represent someone they did not know. They were akin to modern day New Age folks and those dabbling in the occult: playing in a spiritual world they neither understood nor controlled. They must have had some success previously because they were known as itinerant Jewish exorcists. They even believed that they knew what they were doing; but they were fascinated by the power that they saw being done through Paul. They thought Jesus was a power to be commanded and controlled by their will, direction and words. They could not have been more mistaken.

And the evil spirit called them on it. In verse 15, the evil spirit says, “Jesus I know, and Paul I know; but who are you?” It gets a little lost in the translation, but the spirit used two different words for “know”:

· Jesus, he ginw¿skw, that is, he knew intimately. You bet he did. As James points out in his letter, “Even the demons believe – and shudder.” 
· Paul, he e˙pi÷stamai, that is, he knew about, possessed information about. This is a lesser known, a lesser instrument, a lesser statement. Jesus and Paul are not equated, Jesus is clearly greater.
Then, the ultimate smack-down, “But who are you?” That question is the great come-uppance of pretenders. It is the declaration of powerlessness. It is impotence. And, to make their humiliation complete, this one man beats down all seven and sends them running out, wounded and naked.

For those of you who wonder about the dangers of alternate religions, for those who wonder why God is so severe in the first command that “you shall have no other gods besides me,” it is because we do not understand the spiritual realm and do not realize what kind of hurt we can find when we stray away from the God who loves and cares for us.

The upshot of the encounter between the evil spirit and seven sons of Sceva was that: 1. Everyone was awestruck; 2. The name of the Lord Jesus was praised; and, 3. Many of the practitioners of magic and other occult practices confessed and burned their valuable spell-books. When they came across the real deal, the pretenders repented and turned toward God.
The Consequence of a True Encounter

A few years ago, there was a Steve Martin movie called, “Leap of Faith.” It was about a con man who had put together a fake mission revival show. He traveled around the Midwest and Texas areas, setting up for a few weeks, fleecing the people for donations, and then splitting town. One of the troupe’s buses breaks down, and so the con-man decides to stage a revival in Rustwater, Kansas. The theme song is, “Are You Ready For A Miracle?” 
The town has been suffering from a drought. They have been economically disabled by the loss and continued potential loss of crops. In the town is a boy whose legs were crippled in a truck accident. The doctors have given up hope of his walking again. The boy takes to the con-man, placing his hope that “if he has enough faith” he will be healed.’

Because the con man was playing upon the need of the boy, the town’s sheriff confronts the con man and urges him to leave town. The con man says,

That’s some plain talk, Will, so I will give you some in return.

Let’s assume for a second I was what you say I was. Up in New York, they’ve got Broadway shows that cost $65 a pop to walk in the door. Now, maybe you like the show, hummin’ a tune; or maybe you don’t, and you kick yourself. 

I give my people a good show: plenty of music, worthwhile sentiment, and most of them go home with a little hope in their lives that wasn’t there before. Now usually, I only play towns that can afford me. But, what about towns like this where people really need me?

As the movie goes on, you can sense the impending crushing blow that the failure to heal the boy will cause – not only to the boy, but to the entire community. 

At the foot of the cross, the statue of Jesus, praying and silently pleading, the boy stumbles and then, miraculously, he begins to walk without crutches. A real miracle, a real healing. 

The con man is stunned, but recovers to shout out, “Hallelujah, another miracle!” Yet, he is shattered. The con man packs up to leave town. He angrily confronts the weeping statue of Jesus, angry essentially for confronting him with the truth. 

At the end of the movie, the con man ditched his troupe and the town, hitching a ride with a random trucker. Just as they're leaving town, it starts to rain. The crippled town will be saved. The con man praises Jesus, laughing.


Yes, it was just a movie. But here’s the point: what we do here in worship is not just a show. We have plenty of music, there is plenty of worthwhile sentiment, and some of you will go home with a little hope in your lives that wasn’t there before. But that’s not the point of worship.

The point of worship is celebrating the God who is real. God is not a myth; God is not a concept. God is real. He is true, his is faithful, and his is worthy of our praise. Ultimately, as Paul will later write to the congregation in Philippi, “at the name of Jesus, every knee will bow and every tongue will confess that Jesus is Lord to the glory of God the Father.” 

Conclusion:

Friends, it is possible to go along day to day, to come to church week by week, year after year and never know the power of Jesus Christ – if we are unwilling to know Jesus personally. There is no substitute for a personal relationship. 

If you have never made that commitment, or if you have that conviction for the first time this morning, come forward and we will pray together. Come forward and we will praise the name of the Lord Jesus. God’s eternal reign – God’s eternal kingdom – includes now. We, here and now, worship the living and reigning king. 
We are personally witnesses to Jesus’ authority. 
We are personally ambassadors – agents – representatives – those commissioned to bear the name of Jesus Christ with power and authority. 

We are personally called to go forth to proclaim him in a world that needs to repent of rebellion against God and turn towards holy faithfulness with obedience.
Who knows what extraordinary miracles God may do through us?
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