
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #9

“Going and Growing”

Acts 16:1-5

Nobody wants to be “Wally Pipped.”

Wally Pipp was the starting first baseman for the New York Yankees from 1915-1925. It was Pipp, not teammate Babe Ruth, who was the first Yankee to lead the American League in home runs, topping the field in 1916 and 1917. He was considered one of the best power hitters in the dead ball era. But that’s not what Wally Pipp is remembered for.

One June 2, 1925, Pipp showed up at Yankee Stadium with a severe headache, and asked the team’s trainer for two aspirin. Miller Huggins, the Yankees’ manager, noticed this, and said “Wally, take the day off. We’ll try that kid Gehrig at first today and get you back in there tomorrow.” Lou Gehrig played well and became the Yankees’ new starting first baseman, playing in a then-record 2,130 straight games. Wally Pipp played a few more years for the Cincinnati Reds, but was seldom heard from again. Pipp was later quoted to have said, “I took the two most expensive aspirin in history.” Due to his famous replacement by Gehrig, players began to say they were “Wally Pipped” when replaced permanently in a lineup, especially if it was due to a minor injury.

It wasn’t a minor injury that caused a hole in Paul’s missionary team; it was a major blowup that led to his split with long-time associate Barnabas. On their first missionary journey, Barnabas and Paul took John Mark as a young assistant, and I am sure he proved valuable to them…at least as long as he was there. After evangelizing the island of Cyprus, John Mark left the team once they arrived in Perga. Paul didn’t forget this abandonment, and when Barnabas wanted to take the young man along again, the apostle refused. Barnabas ended up taking John Mark with him back to Cyprus while Paul teamed up with Silas and headed back to Galatia. I’m sure, though, there were times when Paul thought to himself, “I wish I had someone like John Mark about now.” In Acts 16, he would find such a replacement.

A Quality Associate 

According to the last verse of Acts 15, Paul and Silas first traveled the familiar territory of Syria and Cilicia, where people knew Paul and welcomed his teaching. After passing through the Taurus Mountains, they reconnected with the churches that Paul and Barnabas had previously planted in Derbe, Lystra, and Iconium.
 Unlike the first journey, they approached their destination from the east, so they came first to Derbe and then to Lystra, in reverse order of the previous chapter.
 Here Paul finds a quality associate, as Luke writes in verses 1-2, “[Paul] came to Derbe and then to Lystra, where a disciple named Timothy lived, whose mother was a Jewess and a believer, but whose father was a Greek. The brothers at Lystra and Iconium spoke well of him.”
Since Lystra is the last-named place, it is to be presumed that Timothy lived there rather than in Derbe.
 Luke describes his parents as a Jewish-Christian mother and a Greek father. The way Luke speaks of Timothy’s father, using the imperfect tense “was” (hypērchen) in the original language, may suggest that he was dead at this time.
 At any rate, there is nothing to suggest that the father was either a convert to Judaism or a believer in Christ.

Though his father was an unbelieving Gentile, Timothy had a godly upbringing under his mother Eunice and his grandmother Lois, according to 2 Timothy 1:5 and 3:15: 

I have been reminded of your sincere faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am persuaded, now lives in you also… how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.

Jewish blood ran through Timothy’s veins, thanks to his mother, but he didn’t receive a Hebrew upbringing in the synagogue. He received biblical training at home—apparently before his mother and grandmother came to Christ—but he never became a true “son of the covenant” through circumcision, most likely because his father objected to the rite.

It is likely that mother Eunice and grandmother Lois came to Christ through Paul and Barnabas on their first missionary journey, and perhaps Timothy did as well. How old was Timothy at this time? We can work backwards from Paul’s first letter to Timothy written about ad 63. At that time Paul charged Timothy, “Let no one despise your youth” in 1 Timothy 4:12. The statement could have been used for a man of forty or for a man of thirty. Timothy was fifteen years younger when he started out with Paul on this mission, so he could have been as young as 15 or as old as 25.
 Most view him as a teenager.

At any rate, Timothy was Paul’s favorite companion and coworker, described as “my son whom I love” in 1 Corinthians 4:17 and “my true son in the faith” in 1 Timothy 1:2, perhaps the son Paul never had but always wanted.

A Questionable Action 

Acts 16:3 presents us with what some might call a questionable action: “Paul wanted to take him along on the journey, so he circumcised him because of the Jews who lived in that area, for they all knew that his father was a Greek.”
Why would Paul do this, especially after fighting so vehemently against the need for the circumcision of Gentile Christians? Doesn’t this fly in the face of the Jerusalem Council and his own letter to the Galatians? Paul almost brags in Galatians 2:3 that he refused to have Titus circumcised, so why switch course here?

These two situations were very different, though it may not appear as such at first glance. Titus was a Gentile, and the argument with the Judaizers was that Gentiles must be circumcised and follow the Mosaic Law in order to be saved. Timothy, however, falls into a different category. F. F. Bruce explains,

It was Timothy’s mixed parentage that made Paul decide to circumcise him before taking him along as his junior colleague. By Jewish law Timothy was a Jew, because he was the son of a Jewish mother, but because he was uncircumcised he was technically an apostate Jew. If Paul wished to maintain his links with the synagogue, he could not be seen to countenance apostasy. He set his face implacably against any move to circumcise Gentile believers like Titus, but Timothy was in a different situation. For Paul, circumcision in itself was a matter of indifference; only when it was regarded as a condition of acceptance with God did it involve a lapse from grace and the obligation to keep the whole law of Moses. Timothy’s circumcision was a minor surgical operation carried out for a practical purpose—his greater usefulness in the ministry of the gospel.

Timothy would be working with both Jews and Gentiles in the churches, and it was essential that he not offend them. It was not a matter of Timothy’s salvation or personal character, but rather of avoiding serious problems that would surely become stumbling blocks as the men sought to serve the Lord.
 John Stott comments,

Little minds would have condemned [Paul] for inconsistency. But there was a deep consistency in his thought and action. Once the principle had been established that circumcision was not necessary for salvation, he was ready to make concessions in policy. What was unnecessary for acceptance with God was advisable for acceptance by some human beings.

Paul taught that if one is circumcised in order to be saved, Christ is voided as Savior. However, if one is circumcised in order to be accepted by those who insist on it, then circumcision ceases to be a ritual and becomes a tool in reaching the lost for Christ. Paul is having Timothy adopt his own strategy stated in 1 Corinthians 9:22: “I have become all things to all men, that I might…save some.” He will practice other Jewish customs as a means of conciliation or in order to further the Gospel. At the same time, he will not hesitate to use Roman citizenship, Greek culture or Jewish scruples for the same purpose, so long as they are not seen as the basis of salvation. That is reserved only for the grace of God!

This is an important lesson for us. Times and cultures change, but truth does not. We may change the methods of evangelism in order to reach various people, but we dare not change the message of evangelism. And let’s not be quick to judge those who use methods that may not appeal to us. They’re not trying to win us for Christ; they’re trying to win them. As long as the truth is not compromised, we are free to be creative.

A Quantitative Addition 

Luke reports a quantitative addition in verses 4-5,

As they traveled from town to town, they delivered the decisions reached by the apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey. So the churches were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers.

In short, the churches grew. The effect of the missionaries’ visit was to establish the churches and make them more effective in evangelism. Paul’s missionary strategy of following up an evangelistic campaign with a further visit was amply justified.

Verse five states that the churches were “strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers.” They taught the people the doctrines of Christianity, that is, they were grounded in biblical truths.
 A good mental image for the Greek term stepeoo would be a preadolescent boy filling out as muscle replaces baby fat. As the churches grew stronger, they also grew larger.
 With depth of insight, and clarity of understanding, growth inevitably follows. I agree with Clint Gill, “It is a lesson desperately needed by the twenty-first century church whose primary weakness is Biblical illiteracy!”

Church growth should not be measured only by numbers. The New Testament says as much (if not more) about growing up in Christ as it does growing in size. Yes, we should want to see more people come to faith in Christ, but we should also want to see those same converts mature in their faith so that they can lead others to the Lord. I am not interested in a church that is a mile wide and an inch deep! What we see in the Scriptures, though, is that a church that is growing deep in their faith and growing up in becoming like Christ will see their numbers grow. Inevitably they will attract unbelievers to them who will come to the Lord and be added to the local church.

Nobody wants to be “Wally Pipped,” not even in the Christian church. But the Bible clearly teaches that nobody is irreplaceable in the Kingdom of God. Barnabas took John Mark and went his own way, but Paul found Silas and then Timothy to fill the gaps. Pastors and teachers come and go, but the church of Jesus Christ moves on. If we keep our eyes on Him, we’ll keep going and growing, regardless of whom He may use in His service!
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