Led by the Spirit

Acts 19:1-41

Key Verse: 20:32

In verses 20:13–16 Luke gives a record of where they went from Troas. Paul met Luke and the others at Assos and they went on to Mitylene. The next day they arrived off Chios; the day after that they crossed over to Samos, and on the following day they arrived at Miletus. Paul and his companions were going from one island to the next off of the coast of modern day Turkey. Paul was in such a hurry to get to Jerusalem he decided to sail past Ephesus even though he had a lot to tell them. His primary goal was to make it to Jerusalem by Pentecost. But from Miletus, Paul sent for the Ephesian elders to give them his final message.  

When they arrived he first reminded them of his life among them. Verse 18 reads, “You know how I lived the whole time I was with you, from the first day I came into the province of Asia.” During this time he served the Lord with humility and tears. He was continually harassed by the Jews, but he did not hesitate to preach to the believers anything that would build them up and give them faith and courage. He taught in the Hall of Tyranus and in the Synagogue publically. He visited from house to house delivering this message: Turn to God in repentance and have faith in Jesus Christ. It’s a simple message with profound implications. What does it mean to turn to God in repentance and have faith in Jesus Christ? The first part seems obvious: Turn to God in repentance. We are like Demetrius and the rioters in Ephesus. We are led by our own spirits, which cause us to defend our interests and be led by this and that. What we need most is to repent of doing the things the way we want to do them. But repentance alone isn’t the whole story. If we only repent than we are discouraged because we continually do what we want to do and sin against God. Paul said turn to God in repentance and have faith in Jesus Christ. Having faith in Jesus Christ means having faith that he will help us to walk with the Spirit and turn from our sinful impulses. Even when we mess up and do something that is clearly against the Spirit we can stand on the assurance that Jesus Christ paid for us with his blood. We can lead new lives because of this. Paul himself must have struggled to follow the Spirit. He was such a charismatic and opinionated person that his own ideas must have influenced his thinking. Sometimes this comes through such as in chapter 18 when the Lord spoke to Paul in a vision and told him not to be afraid but to keep on speaking. Paul was a human and like anyone else became discouraged when he was continually opposed. But the Holy Spirit spoke to him and shared with him that there were many people in the city that belonged to him.

By God’s grace Paul was able to continually preach the gospel in the cities that he traveled to. And by God’s grace he was prompted to go to Jerusalem. Paul told the Ephesian elders that he was compelled by the Spirit to go to Jerusalem even though he didn’t know what would happen to him there. He told them that he only knew that the Holy Spirit warned him in every city that prisons and hardships face him. He might even die in Jerusalem because the Jews there were really angry with him. But still, the Holy Spirit compelled him to go to Jerusalem, and Paul was willing to go. He said that he considered his life worth nothing and his only aim was to finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus had given him. What was this task? It was the task of testifying to the good news of God’s grace. It was a mission that he could not abandon. But what is the good news of God’s grace? If it is becoming like Paul then it seems like (from a human understanding) it is the good and bad news of God’s grace. It’s the good news because we are forgiven and no longer separated from God but bad because we must let go of our lives (which we like) and suffer as Paul did. This is probably not the way everyone looks at this but it is the way I look at it. I like the message of the gospel but when it comes time to offer myself I pull back not really wanting to let go of myself. Paul’s example challenges me in multiple ways. But what is the most challenging is that he considered his life nothing. How could Paul do this? Our lives are the most important things we have, but Paul found something more important. He found the Holy Spirit that showed him a glimpse of God’s glory.

In verses 25 – 30 Paul says something that challenges us even more. These verses read, “Now I know that none of you among whom I have gone about preaching the kingdom will ever see me again. 26 Therefore, I declare to you today that I am innocent of the blood of any of you. 27 For I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God. 28 Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood. 29 I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. 30 Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. 31 So be on your guard! Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears.”

In these verses Paul tells the Ephesian elders that he knows he will never see them again. Even worse, savage wolves will devour them after he leaves. Even from their own number men would arise and distort the truth. Even though they were a flock set apart by the Holy Spirit and bought with Jesus own blood they would not be spared. What a terrible thing to know about. Paul would never see them again and they were going to be attacked and scattered. Yet Paul tells them in verse 32, “Now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified.” Even though Paul knew what was going to happen he had in mind the inheritance among all those who are sanctified. What is the inheritance among all those who are sanctified? This is something that earth bound people cannot understand. It is something that is of God and is only shown to those who are led by the Holy Spirit. To our eyes what we see is reality. When we see God’s flock scattered it is a tragedy and can be nothing else. However when Paul viewed the flock he saw the tragedy for what it was but also saw something else. He saw God’s kingdom where Jesus reigned with his flock. 

So what should the Ephesians do in light of what Paul told them? Give up? Become crazy and martyr themselves? Verses 34 and 35 read, “You yourselves know that these hands of mine have supplied my own needs and the needs of my companions. 35 In everything I did, I showed you that by this kind of hard work we must help the weak, remembering the words the Lord Jesus himself said: ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’ ” 

Paul urged them to live giving lives, not seeking material benefit from anyone. He had set the example as a self-supporting tent maker missionary. He quoted Jesus’ own words, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” How could this be the practical advice that Paul gave to the Ephesians in light of the serious threat they faced? We could ask the same question concerning Jesus last words to the disciples. In Acts chapter 1 the disciples gathered around Jesus and asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” Jesus told them, “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. 8 But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Jesus answer to the disciples was similar to Paul’s in that they both gave their disciples the message to wait for the Holy Spirit. The Ephesians could do this by living giving lives that reflected the life of Jesus on earth.

Again this teaching challenges me because I want to do something. If I know that something bad is going to happen I want to prepare for it and avoid it. But being led by the Spirit means patiently waiting for him and not trying to go our own way or circumvent bad things that happen to us. 

After Paul spoke his message to the Ephesian elders he knelt down with them and prayed. They wept and were very sorry because he said that he would not see him again. But Paul was determined to go to Jerusalem. Paul described himself as being compelled by the Spirit. It seemed to be against his will. He was compelled to go to a life-threatening situation. But his attitude was anything but fatalistic. He was not fearful but full of life. When he offered his life to God he was truly alive. Paul’s attitude was one of surrender to the grace of God. Jerusalem was a stop along the way to finishing the task he was given, the task of testifying to the gospel to all creation. Paul offered himself completely over for the gospel of God’s grace. We are scared to do what Paul did because it seems like we would be snuffed out. But he was not; he rather became a refined testimony of God’s eternal and sovereign grace, which is what we so clearly see in the man.

