“Facts in Acts”  ( 18 part sermon series on Book of Acts )
07/26/09  Sermon # 11:   “ The Way Proclaimed in Ephesus! ”  

( Text:  Acts 19:8-22 )

************************************************************************

     I have a question for you.  What would it take for us to acknowledge all the many sins and evils in our life – our evil desires, thoughts, words and deeds; the wicked things we do and the good things we fail to do?  What would it t take for us grieve over these sins and recognize that each and every one of these sins deserves God’s wrath?  
     In addition, what would it take for us to believe that God forgives us and loves us even though we deserve His wrath?  What would it take for us to believe that God knows what’s best for us?  What would it take for us to start saying “No!” to sin and “Yes!” to God’s loving plan for our lives?  What would it take?  If you want to know the answer to that question, then listen closely as we examine our reading from Acts chapter 19.
     Today you get to hear sermon #11 in my 18 part sermon series on the Book of Acts.  In today’s reading the Apostle Paul ends up preaching God’s Word in the city of Ephesus.  In fact, the title of today’s sermon is:  “The Way proclaimed in Ephesus.”  With that said, let’s examine our reading for today and learn what God wants to teach us.
     At the beginning of our reading we learn that Paul first goes to the Jewish synagogue in Ephesus and he spends 3 months examining the Scriptures with them and teaching them about Jesus and His Kingdom.  

     Luke says that Paul “argued persuasively.”  This means that Paul used Holy Scripture to back up that what he was teaching about Jesus was true.  Those who trusted God’s Word came to faith in Christ.  Those who trusted their own opinions and feelings rejected God’s Word and made trouble for Paul.

     Luke writes:  “But some of them became obstinate; they refused to believe and publicly maligned the Way.”  Now, what is the “Way” that the unbelievers maligned?  Well, remember what Jesus said about Himself?  In John chapter 14 we read these words of Jesus:  “I am the Way and the Truth and the Life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.”
     Jesus is the only way for sinners to be saved.  That’s why Christianity was known as THE Way.  There’s only ONE Way of salvation from sin, death and eternal damnation - and that ONE Way is Jesus.  But some Jews in Ephesus could not accept this.            

     We have the same problem in our world today.  People don’t seem to mind Jesus as long as He is reduced to a mere man who gives us advice about how to live a happy life.  But if you mention that Jesus is God in the flesh who calls us to repent of our sin and who died on the Cross to save us from the eternal damnation we deserve and who then rose from the dead and now lives as our Lord and Savior and calls us to trust in Him – well, such a Jesus is not very popular in our culture.

     In our society many people are being deceived by the philosophy known as relativism.  This evil philosophy says that there is no ONE truth; there is no ONE God; there is no ONE way of salvation.  Instead, all opinions are valid.  If your god and your truth works for you, that’s all that matters.  But God’s Holy Word says otherwise!  There is only ONE way of salvation from sin, death and the devil – and that ONE Way is Jesus!

     Well, Paul ends up having to leave the synagogue because the unbelieving Jews are making too much trouble for him.  Paul then relocates to the public lecture hall of Tyrannus, and there crowds of people meet with Paul every day to be taught by him from Holy Scripture and to learn about the Way – who is JESUS!

     In fact, did you notice that Paul taught God’s Word in that place for two years?  This should remind us that God does not want us to wade merely ankle deep in His Word.  Instead, God wants us to submerge ourselves in His teaching and make time for the study of His Word a priority in our lives.  If we do this, we will be blessed spiritually beyond our imagination!

     In addition, Luke says that all the Jews and Greeks in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord because of Paul’s teaching in Ephesus.  How did this happen?  Obviously Paul could not teach everyone in Asia!  The answer is that those who learned from Paul also taught others, and they, in turn, taught others, and so on.  The same blessing can continue today as laypeople like you take time to learn from their pastors, and then pass on what they’ve learned to their friends and family, and so on.

     Next, Luke tells us that God did extraordinary miracles through Paul.  I want to make a very brief comment about this.  Simply put, God allowed His Apostles to do miracles as a sign that they were His chosen representatives and that their teaching would be the foundation for believers of all ages.  We can read the Scriptures almost 2000 years later and know that these Scriptures were written by men specially chosen by God to pass on His Word to us.  The miracles they performed prove this!

     At this point I want you to look at verses 13-16 of our reading.  Apparently, some unbelieving Jews took notice of the miracles performed by Paul.  They became jealous and wanted to be known as miracle workers themselves.  But how could they do this?

     They decided to use the name of Jesus!  There was only one problem.  They really didn’t believe in Jesus as THE Way.  Instead, they thought the “Name of Jesus” was some magic formula or good luck charm.

      However, they quickly learned otherwise when they tried to use the Name of Jesus to overpower a demon-possessed man.  Remember what the evil spirit said?  “Jesus I know, and I know about Paul, but who are you?”  At that point the evil spirit  gave those unbelievers quite a beating!  Simply put, if you don’t have faith in the TRUE Jesus who is the ONLY WAY, then you are nothing and you have no defense against the devil.
      On the other hand, if you trust in Jesus as your Lord and Savior from sin, death and the devil – then you have nothing to fear!  Listen to these words of God from 1st Peter chapter 5:  “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.  Resist him, standing firm in the faith,…”  Also, in Ephesians chapter 6 Paul writes:  “…be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power.  Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.”

      Well, what happened as a result of this incident with the seven sons of Sceva and the demon-possessed man?  Luke writes:  “When this became known to the Jews and Greeks living in Ephesus, they were all seized with fear, and the name of the Lord Jesus was held in high honor.  Many of those who believed now came and openly confessed their evil deeds.  A number who practiced sorcery brought their scrolls together and burned them publicly.”
     So, what would it take for us to “burn” our “scrolls?”  In other words, what would it take for us to confess our sins, turn away from our life of rebellion, and trust that God’s Way is best?  It would take JESUS!  Once the word of Jesus had captured their hearts they recognized the evil of their ways and ran to Jesus for forgiveness and the strength to live a new life.

     Luke says that the total cost of all those pagan scrolls came to 50,000 drachmas.  So, what was that worth?  Well, a drachma was a full day’s wages.  Simply put, a middle-class American would have to work for 139 years without a vacation to pay for the cost of the scrolls that were burned that day.  
     So, those believers sacrificed a lot!  But it was worth it to them!  They willingly gave up the evil treasures of this world to gain the far greater treasures of God’s forgiveness, love and eternal life through faith in Jesus, THE WAY!

     So, then, what will it take for us to “burn” our “scrolls?”  What will it take for us to repent of the sins that enslave us?  What will it take for us to turn away from the evil treasures of this world so that we can receive God’s everlasting treasures?

     The answer is JESUS!  The only way we can let go of the sins that enslave us is to know that God offers us something far better.  Through Jesus, the WAY, God gives us forgiveness, love and the hope of eternal life in His Kingdom.

     The teachings and temptations of the devil may seem appealing at first.  The sins we embrace may bring us happiness for a time.  But the teachings of the devil are lies that will mislead us and the sins we embrace are poison that will lead us into eternal death.

      But Jesus, the WAY, gives us forgiveness, love and abundant life – purchased for us by His holy life, His sacrificial death on the cross, and His victorious resurrection from the dead.

      In fact, just as the Way was proclaimed in Ephesus almost 2000 years ago, you have heard the Way proclaimed to you today.  You “burned” your “scrolls” when you sincerely confessed your sins, and then you heard your pastor say to you:  “In the place of Christ and by His command I say to you:  ‘Your sins are forgiven!’”

      Now, please understand something.  Just because we “burned our scrolls” doesn’t mean that we will never be tempted or never struggle with sin again.  The fact is that sincere Christians continue to struggle with various sins every day.  I know I do!  In fact, sometimes sincere Christians can fall into some horrible sins during times of weakness.

      However, if you are a sincere Christian you will not be comfortable with the sin in your life.  Instead, the Holy Spirit will convict you of guilt and shame.  You will long to know that you are forgiven, and God’s forgiveness will give you the desire to turn from your sin and live according to God’s will.

      Therefore, “burning our scrolls” is not a one time act.  Instead, “burning our scrolls” is something we have to do every day of our lives until we die.  The Christian life is defined by daily repentance and faith in Jesus, who is THE WAY.

      So, when you leave this place today, remember that Jesus is your Lord and Savior.  You have been rescued from sin, death and the devil.  You have what it takes to leave behind your life of sin and walk in THE WAY.  You have what it takes because you have Jesus!

Amen!

