“Waking Eutychus”

Acts 20:1-16

August 9, 2009

Read Acts 20:1-16

Deep into Paul’s third missionary journey, Luke just gives us a few words summarizing Paul’s departure from his three-year stay in Ephesus. As we look back with other information, we can see just how crucial a time this was in Paul’s life. At this point in his ministry, Paul was engaged in a battle with the Corinthian church, which he had started with Barnabas during their first missionary journey years ago. Paul’s letters to these people are preserved for us in 1 Corinthians and 2 Corinthians. 

As Paul was setting out from Ephesus, he sent a tough letter to the Corinthian churches carried by Titus. Titus met up with Paul in Philippi and told Paul the tough letter had its effect. In 2 Corinthians 1:23-2:8 Paul wrote to them, 

But I call on God as witness against me: it was to spare you that I did not come again to Corinth. I do not mean to imply that we lord it over your faith; rather, we are workers with you for your joy, because you stand firm in the faith. So I made up my mind not to make you another painful visit. For if I cause you pain, who is there to make me glad but the one whom I have pained? And I wrote as I did, so that when I came, I might not suffer pain from those who should have made me rejoice; for I am confident about all of you, that my joy would be the joy of all of you. For I wrote you out of much distress and anguish of heart and with many tears, not to cause you pain, but to let you know the abundant love that I have for you. 
His anguish over their brokenness was relieved. Luke just says, “he came to Greece, where he stayed for three months.” In reality, Paul’s three month return to Greece was his last visit with the Corinthian church. It was a celebration of the reconciliation between evangelist and congregation. During his time in Corinth, Paul completed and sent the letter to the Romans, detailing his plans to re-trace his steps to gather the collection being taken for the Christians in Jerusalem. He told the Romans his plans so that they could begin collecting funds to support his mission to Spain. 

Now, I give you all this historical detail in order to set up the next bit. But first, a confession: the story of Eutychus is not a main turning point in Acts; it made it into the sermon rotation because I liked the thought of preaching a sermon entitled, “Waking Eutychus.” 

The story here is not that difficult to understand. Paul and his companions were in Troas for about a week, waiting for their ship to be ready to go. The ship was scheduled to go on Monday. Worship with the congregation was Sunday. Paul, never one to miss an opportunity to speak, preach and worship with believers, took his time preaching. Day turned to dusk which turned to dark. Torches were lit in the third floor room. Eutychus was a young man, probably somewhere between the ages of nine and fourteen. He had probably worked that day before coming to worship with his family. The spring evening was warm. The room got hot. The torches were using up the oxygen in the room. Eutychus, trying not to be disrespectful, went to the window to get some fresh, cooler air. Unfortunately, Paul went on even longer and, unable to stay awake any longer, Eutychus lost his balance and fell out the third story window.

A tragedy, right?

Luke, the physician, wrote that Eutychus was picked up dead. He was convinced that the boy had died. Whether he performed an examination is unknown, but his testimony is that the boy was dead. 

Paul came down from the room. You can guess there was a pretty good crowd and quite a commotion. Does Paul offer words of comfort? No. Does he grieve? No. He says to the crowd as he takes the boy in his arms, “Do not be alarmed, for his life is in him.” He sets the boy back down and then he goes back upstairs. What was that? But then, the boy awakes and they take him home.

A miracle, right?

Paul seems mighty matter-of-fact about the whole thing. In fact, it seems more a distraction and disruption than an opportunity to impress with a miracle. As much as there was a miracle in the midst of this narrative, the real story is how Paul experiences ministry. 

This may seem obvious to all of you, but to me it was fairly profound. Paul’s experience here is fairly consistent with what it is like in ministry. First, he had a profound sense of urgency about the message and the meaning of the gospel. In these verses, you can feel Paul’s concentrated focus on making every moment count. Second, he is not overly impressed or surprised by the intervention of the supernatural. 


The urgency of ministry
Look at the setup for this story: Paul had endured, agonized, and wrestled with the church in Corinth until they were reconciled. He recognized in the Spirit that this was probably his last time with the congregation in Troas, and he was spending as much time meeting and discussing with them as he could. There was urgency to the time. The clock was ticking. He had this one last shot to impart everything he could so that they could continue to grow as disciples of Jesus. He did not want to miss any opportunity to give them the tools they needed to survive after he has gone.

Friends, welcome to the life of a minister. Angst. Urgency. Focus. I am absolutely convicted that the gospel is vital for your salvation just as it has been for mine. I am absolutely convicted Jesus is Lord and God raised him from the dead. I am not ashamed of the gospel because it is the power of God saving those who believe. 

I spend an enormous amount of time each week – here on campus or wherever I am – meditating on how to convey that message to all of you. Ask the staff about how I angst over whether you all are not only understanding the gospel, but living it out and sharing it with others. I get precious few minutes with you each week in order to exhort you in the way of an eternal salvation. I have wondered aloud several times, “The people seem comfortable and I am anxious. I think it ought to be the other way around.” There is urgency to the ministry to which you and I have been called and I am trying to help you all see the work that needs to be done. Sometimes I wonder if you see what I see.

I had breakfast this week with Marc Pena. He showed me the new office space Trinity Life has set up. Across the street on Vance is the parking lot for the Village Club Card Room. The parking lot was packed. Marc told me that it is packed every day and every night – it is a 24 hour gambling establishment. The lot was filled, driveways were blocked, and there were people looking to find a spot to park on the street so they could get in. 

Urgency in ministry? Look, I have never been inside and do not know anything about the clientele of the Village Club Card Room. I do know that what they offer there has no lasting value and what we have here has eternal value. Somehow, the message is not getting out.

And it is not necessary to pick on the Village Card Club clientele. I try to time my commute to the office to not get caught in school traffic. There are a number of schools around here and there are literally thousands of kids attending. I see the cars lined up to drop them off and pick them up. Those families live somewhere near in the neighborhood. Sunday mornings? No traffic problems at all. Where are they? Who is taking the gospel to them?

Paul had a sense of urgency about the gospel. His great desire was to see people come to know Christ and to exhort them to become skilled in the word of righteousness. He wanted to celebrate their maturity. There was no time to waste; there is no time to waste. 

The urgency comes from the reality that Christ is coming again. Time is fleeting and Christ is coming again. Paul wrote to the Romans, “Do you not realize that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? But by your hard and impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath, when God’s righteous judgment will be revealed.” 

Last week I said, “It matters what you believe.” It does. This week, “Now, is the time to believe.” Now. We are not among those who shrink back and are lost, but among those who have faith and so are saved. (Hebrews 10:39) You and I have been commissioned to a ministry: we are to be Christ’s witnesses here in this place. There is urgency to ministry.

The urgency of ministry brings us to the other notable thing about Paul in this passage: he went back upstairs.


Miracles illustrate. The gospel is the point.

Paul was not distracted or surprised by the miracle. You can imagine the crowd was surprised. From grief to elation, from sorrow to joy, the people had to have been amazed. Yet, for Paul, this was neither out of the ordinary nor reason to stop focusing on what was important. 

The miracles are testimony for God’s power and sovereignty, for God’s love and activity. However, the miracles are not the point of ministry. Paul did not dwell on Eutychus’ recovery as if that were the reason why he came. Jesus did not stop to revel in the glory of the miracles he performed during his life and ministry. Jesus persisted on in his mission and ministry. Paul went back upstairs. The next day, he and the group left Troas. Their itinerary was complex but focused; Paul was intent on getting to Jerusalem with the collection by the time of the celebration of Pentecost. 

The temptation for many believers is to stop on the miracles and miss the ongoing relationship with God. If we do not move on from the miracle – incorporate it into who we are but not stay and dwell on it as if that were the final moment God will interact in our lives – we stagnate and miss the richness God has intended. 

I have my “A” material illustrations of things I have seen God do:

· The mission trips to Oxford, Mississippi, and the things my friends and I saw God do when I was in Indianapolis;

· Julie Sanyal and Michael Johnson, members of our Bible study in Escondido, being the recipient and donor of a live liver transplant; and,

· Allyson Roach’s miraculous recovery from burns.

I tend to go to those when I am searching for an example of how God is moving and working in real lives in our own personal experience. The mission trip was more than fifteen years ago, the liver transplant was almost seven years ago, and Allyson’s recovery and story of hope continues new chapters these days. Yet, here’s the point: the ministry to which God has called me – the ministry of exhorting all of you to see what God is doing, to celebrate what God is doing, and to proclaim to others what God is doing – is not founded on those miracles. God has done so many other powerful things that I have seen and witnessed. The story of how I was called to CVPC is one good illustration. God continues to do powerful things. Look at how God has answered prayers in the midst of this congregation and look at how God is doing things beyond our prayers. God is more than miracles.
The miracles are consistent with what I know about God, but there is so much more. All of the miracles are consistent with God’s love displayed in the life, the sacrificial death, and the victorious resurrection of Jesus Christ. The message of salvation and a restored relationship with the one true living and eternal God is the message; in other words, being a witness for Christ means glorifying God and enjoying him forever. 

So, welcome behind the curtain to the life of a minister. The joy of ministry is seeing God at work and seeing the transformation God does in the lives of people. The angst of ministry is trying to get God’s people to mature in the word of righteousness and to share their testimony with a world desperately in need of it. 



Only God is the author of life. 

Then, what about Eutychus? As I stand in front of you, the moral of the story seems clear, isn’t it? Don’t fall asleep during the sermon. It could kill you. And then you would have to trust that God would use me to do a miracle to bring you back. Think about that.

More seriously, this is Eutychus’ only appearance in Scripture. It is tough to draw large conclusions, particularly where he is such a passive participant. But perhaps that is the point: in his own power, in his own strength, he fell asleep, fell and died. In God’s power, he has life. 

Friends, how are you living in your life? Are you going along day-to-day, trying to be strong, trying not to need anyone, trying not to need God? Are you getting tired, weary of the struggle and feeling like you are not strong enough to make it on your own?


If so, let Eutychus be an example to you. You cannot make it on your own. Only God is able to save you. Only God is strong enough to sustain you. 

By the way, the same is true for congregations. We cannot make it on our own. We are not strong enough to sustain ourselves without God. We need to place our trust, our hope, our confidence in God – and then obediently follow where God leads. That is more than just words – it is a conviction we must live out when we make choices about the ministries we undertake. The church is different than a business and it is different than the world. We operate by faith. And here is something amazing to think about: what we perceive as being dead, God is able to bring to life. 

Eutychus was dead. Dr. Luke thought he was. Paul came down and declared in the power of the Holy Spirit “his life is in him.” God is the author of life – for individuals and for congregations.

Conclusion:

What is the big picture from this week? 

1. There is urgency to the ministry we have been given. We are to be Christ’s witnesses here and now. 

2. Open your eyes to see the miracles God is doing around you so that you may rejoice and praise his name. But remember: miracles are illustrations, the gospel is the point.

3. Trust God. He is sovereign over all things, including life and death. Trust God. He is trust worthy.   

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

8:30 Prayer and invitation to offering.

10:00 Invitation to Offering
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