
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #18

“A Loose Grip”

Acts 19:21-20:16

Woody Allen is quoted as saying, “If you want to make God laugh, tell Him about your plans.”
 Normally I would not turn to Woody Allen in matters of theology, but I think he has a point here. Mankind likes to think that they’ve got it all under control. We’ll plan and project our futures, right down to the last minute. Go into the office supply section of any store and look at how many items are available for scheduling: calendars, day-planners, even computer programs that allow us to keep track of our hectic schedules. But when something unexpected happens, all of those plans and schedules get interrupted. Toss in something beyond our realm and we find out just how little control we have in our lives.

I am not suggesting that we should not make plans. Like the old saying goes, “He who fails to plan, plans to fail.”
 We ought to plan, but our plans need to be tentative and flexible. Hold them with a loose grip. Let God be God. Let Him surprise and redirect you. Just make sure our plans are big enough that God can get into them. Don’t limit God by our restraints.

Solomon strikes this balance in Proverbs 16:1-4 and 9, 

To man belong the plans of the heart, but from the Lord comes the reply of the tongue. All a man's ways seem innocent to him, but motives are weighed by the Lord. Commit to the Lord whatever you do, and your plans will succeed. The Lord works out everything for his own ends—even the wicked for a day of disaster… In his heart a man plans his course, but the Lord determines his steps. 

He concludes in Proverbs 19:21, “Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.” We will see this principle lived out in the life of Paul in our text this evening. 

Turn with me to Acts 19. Paul is enjoying his most successful ministry of his career, a three-year stint in the strategically important city of Ephesus. But this ministry was drawing to a close. Paul, ever the pioneer missionary, saw new frontiers for his evangelistic ministry. We read in Acts 19:21-22,

After all this had happened, Paul decided to go to Jerusalem, passing through Macedonia and Achaia. “After I have been there,” he said, “I must visit Rome also.” He sent two of his helpers, Timothy and Erastus, to Macedonia, while he stayed in the province of Asia a little longer. 

Clint Gill comments, “Acts 19:21-22 is breathtaking in its vision and strategy.”
 Here is the first mention of Paul’s plan to go to Rome. He would soon write to the saints in Rome and express this desire to them in Romans 1:13–15 and 15:22–29. But first he had to visit the churches in Macedonia and Achaia in order to complete the “love offering” that he was taking for the poor saints in Jerusalem.

Notice that Paul says he must see Rome, not in the sense of a tourist who says, “I must see Venice,” but in the same sense as Jesus who was conscious that the course of his life was dictated by a “must” that had its origin in the purpose of God (Luke 4:43; 9:22).

Paul’s purpose in visiting Rome was not with the intention of settling down there but of stopping there for some time on his way to Spain. For Spain, the furthest western outpost of Roman civilization, was the new Macedonia which called him to come over and plant the faith among its unevangelized inhabitants.
 His vision had no limits.

Yet, as so often happens, “man proposes, God disposes,” and Paul’s plans are temporarily changed.
 And Paul will learn the value of holding his plans loosely.

A Furious Instability

Luke first records a furious instability beginning in Acts 19:23-27,

About that time there arose a great disturbance about the Way. A silversmith named Demetrius, who made silver shrines of Artemis, brought in no little business for the craftsmen. He called them together, along with the workmen in related trades, and said: “Men, you know we receive a good income from this business. And you see and hear how this fellow Paul has convinced and led astray large numbers of people here in Ephesus and in practically the whole province of Asia. He says that man-made gods are no gods at all. There is danger not only that our trade will lose its good name, but also that the temple of the great goddess Artemis will be discredited, and the goddess herself, who is worshiped throughout the province of Asia and the world, will be robbed of her divine majesty.” 

This text shows an example of the practical results of preaching the Gospel where people make their living from sin.
 F. F. Bruce notes, “When religious devotion and economic interest were simultaneously offended, a quite exceptionally fervid anger was aroused.”

Paul’s ministry had undermined the occult economy of Ephesus, and this stirred up “a great disturbance.” Demetrius, a local craftsman whose livelihood began to dry up when Paul came to town, began to organize the merchants in protest of the new religion. The issue was money, first and foremost. He didn’t object to “the Way” on religious grounds. He didn’t dispute the existence of God or even defend the reality of Artemis. As a good businessman, he did a sales forecast and saw disaster looming, not just for the trades, but for the city itself. People who stop buying trinkets and charms also stop worshiping Artemis. The magnificent temple of Artemis, one of the seven wonders of the ancient world, drew many thousands of pilgrims from all over the empire. These pilgrims brought money to Ephesus—lots of it. So much cash, in fact, that the temple had become one of the largest banking institutions in the world. Demetrius did not start a religious riot; he sparked an economic panic.

Not that Demetrius played directly on their greed, however. He was subtle enough to develop three more respectable motives for concern, namely the dangers that their trade would lose its good name, their temple its prestige, and their goddess her divine majesty. Thus vested interests were disguised as local patriotism—in this case also under the cloak of religious zeal.

Notice that Paul did not arouse this opposition by picketing the temple of Diana or staging anti-idolatry rallies. All he did was teach the truth and witness to the lost people in the city. As more people got converted, fewer customers were available. We share God’s truth, not man’s lies. Our motive is love, not anger; and the glory of God, not the praise of men. This is why the church goes on, and we must keep it so.

Verse 28 reads, “When they heard this, they were furious and began shouting: ‘Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!’” This sounded better than “Great is the income from the tourists!”
 Luke goes on in verses 29-32,

Soon the whole city was in an uproar. The people seized Gaius and Aristarchus, Paul’s traveling companions from Macedonia, and rushed as one man into the theater. Paul wanted to appear before the crowd, but the disciples would not let him. Even some of the officials of the province, friends of Paul, sent him a message begging him not to venture into the theater. The assembly was in confusion: Some were shouting one thing, some another. Most of the people did not even know why they were there. 

The theater has been unearthed by archaeologists, and could accommodate at least 25,000 people.
 Although the instigators of the riot understood their purpose, the majority of the crowd “did not even know why they were there.” Luke highlights the irony of the mob using the theater for their demonstration. One commentator notes, “Greek comedy frequently parodied people’s stupidity; Luke’s readers would laugh at the crowd not knowing the purpose of their rioting.”
 

As the mob rushed along, they laid hands on two of Paul’s companions, Gaius and Aristarchus, and dragged them into the theater with them. It is likely that the vividness of Luke’s description of what went on in the theater owes something to the account given by one or the other of these two men.

Verse 33 states that the Jews pushed a man named Alexander to the fore, probably to assure the crowd that they had nothing to do with Paul and his gospel. But the bigotry of the Ephesians against the Jews came to the surface and they shouted him down, too.

The city clerk finally quieted the crowd in verses 35-41, talking sense to the restless mob. His reasoning was similar to that of the Jewish authorities in Jerusalem: Keep the peace, or the Romans will come in and squash us! Eventually reason returned and the gathering disbanded.

Throughout this uproar and upheaval, Paul kept his head, able to stay calm in spite of the panic of difficult circumstances. His attitude and actions of peace and calm in the midst of panic and confusion are worth pondering as we consider how we ought to respond to disturbing events in our life that threaten to undo us.

If you’re facing an uncertain future or uncontrollable situation, remember that God knows the future and He’s always in control. Not for a second did Paul wonder whether the world somehow got away from God’s sovereign grip. Though he desired to enter the crowded theater to come to the aid of his companions and perhaps proclaim the gospel to such a large crowd, it became clear that this wasn’t the wisest course of action (Acts 19:30-31). Instead of panicking and pushing his own will, Paul stepped back and let the circumstances unfold.

A Flexible Itinerary

As Acts 20 begins, Paul departs from Ephesus. Apparently he traveled overland north to Troas, where he had received the call to Macedonia. We catch a glimpse of this occasion in 2 Corinthians 2:12-13,

Now when I went to Troas to preach the gospel of Christ and found that the Lord had opened a door for me, I still had no peace of mind, because I did not find my brother Titus there. So I said good-by to them and went on to Macedonia.

Remember from earlier chapters that Macedonia included the cities of Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea. He probably spent several months revisiting these churches he had founded on his second missionary journey, “speaking many words of encouragement to the people.” Nothing encourages and strengthens the people of God like the Word of God.
 According to Romans15:19 Paul claimed that he had preached the gospel as far as Illyricum, and this period is the most likely for this mission.
 The period between his departure from Ephesus and his leaving Macedonia for the province of Achaia, including his stay at Troas and his missionary and pastoral activity in Macedonia, may well have covered about a year and a half—from the summer of ad 55 to the late part of 56.

Somewhere during this time, Paul met up with Titus, who had come from Corinth to report on the progress there. At this time Paul wrote what we have as 2 Corinthians (although it was probably the fourth letter he wrote to them).
 The letter of 1 Corinthians would have been written earlier from Ephesus.
 From this Corinthian correspondence we learn of the importance which Paul attached to the collection of money which he was taking from the Gentile churches to help the impoverished Christians in Jerusalem.

Eventually Paul made his way to Corinth, where he spent three months, probably the winter of ad 56/57. During this time he lived in the home of a man named Gaius (Rom. 16:23), where he wrote his letter to the church in Rome (cf. Rom. 15:23-16:2). If Gaius was the same man as Titius Justus (Acts 18:7), which is possible, Paul lived next door to the synagogue and continued to lead church services there.

At the end of the three months, Paul planned to travel to Jerusalem to deliver the collection from these largely Gentile churches. Apparently he wanted to arrive there by Passover, which would have been early April. However, we learn in verse three that the Jews in and around Corinth plotted to kill Paul on the voyage to Syria, so the apostle decided to go back via land through Macedonia again. As a person who dislikes changes in plans, I admire Paul for his courage, stamina, and adaptability. In spite of the complications and delays in travel today, we have a much easier time than Paul did—and we complain! He kept going!

Luke names Paul’s companions in verse 4: Sopater son of Pyrrhus from Berea, Aristarchus and Secundus from Thessalonica, Gaius from Derbe, Timothy, and Tychicus and Trophimus from the province of Asia. This entourage included representatives from each of the Roman provinces touched by the gospel through Paul’s ministry: Galatia, Asia, and Macedonia.
 They went ahead to Troas and waited for Paul there.

In verse six we see yet another companion joining the group: Luke himself. Note that he writes, “But we sailed from Philippi after the Feast of Unleavened Bread, and five days later joined the others at Troas, where we stayed seven days.” Luke had ministered in Philippi ever since Paul and Silas had been asked to leave town during the second missionary journey, and now he accompanies Paul through the rest of the book of Acts.

Paul and Luke stayed at Philippi through the week of unleavened bread, the week leading up to Passover. Then they set sail, presumably from Neapolis. Their five days’ journey to Troas was over twice as long as the journey had been a few years before; the wind, which had helped them on the earlier occasion, was blowing against them this time. At Troas they rejoined their companions who had sailed from Achaia, and spent a week there with them and the local Christians.

This occasion—indeed the rest of Paul’s life—would be a series of adaptations to challenges presented by unfortunate circumstances, and his flexibility would become the means by which God would advance His agenda.
 We can learn from Paul how to be flexible, to hold our plans loosely, and to allow God to move us in His direction.

A Frightening Incident

At the end of their weeklong stay in Troas, Luke records a frightening incident in verses 7-12,

On the first day of the week we came together to break bread. Paul spoke to the people and, because he intended to leave the next day, kept on talking until midnight. There were many lamps in the upstairs room where we were meeting. Seated in a window was a young man named Eutychus, who was sinking into a deep sleep as Paul talked on and on. When he was sound asleep, he fell to the ground from the third story and was picked up dead. Paul went down, threw himself on the young man and put his arms around him. “Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “He’s alive!” Then he went upstairs again and broke bread and ate. After talking until daylight, he left. The people took the young man home alive and were greatly comforted. 

The reference to the meeting for the breaking of the bread on “the first day of the week” is the earliest text we have from which it may be inferred with reasonable certainty that Christians regularly came together for worship on that day.
 They probably met in the evening, though, after the normal workday.

Paul, perhaps realizing he would not be passing through this way again, preached “on and on” until midnight. (And you thought I was long-winded!) A youngster named Eutychus, probably between 8–14 years old,
 fell asleep and then fell out of a third-story window. Dr. Luke perhaps declared that he was dead, but Paul prayed over his body and life was restored to him, similarly to Elijah and Elisha and Peter.

Luke concludes in verses 13-16,

We went on ahead to the ship and sailed for Assos, where we were going to take Paul aboard. He had made this arrangement because he was going there on foot. When he met us at Assos, we took him aboard and went on to Mitylene. The next day we set sail from there and arrived off Kios. The day after that we crossed over to Samos, and on the following day arrived at Miletus. Paul had decided to sail past Ephesus to avoid spending time in the province of Asia, for he was in a hurry to reach Jerusalem, if possible, by the day of Pentecost. 

 This effectively ends Luke’s account of Paul’s third missionary journey. The apostle had completed the work he planned.
 Having established a mission center in Ephesus through which to reach the whole province of Asia, and spearheading a special collection for the suffering Christians in Jerusalem, Paul could have written, “Mission Accomplished.”

What can we learn from this period of Paul’s life? God certainly had a plan for the apostle’s life, though it wasn’t always the same as Paul’s. The Lord didn’t stop working in the first century. He still has a plan and He will continue to see it through. 

Elisabeth George writes,

Yielding to God’s will also means being flexible. As we try to be attentive to God’s presence and mindful that He choreographs our days, we will hold loosely the plans we’ve made. Although we’ve asked His blessing on the schedule of the day and the goals of our life, we know that His own schedule and His own plan may supersede our ideas. When that happens—when God reveals His will to us and changes our plans—we recognize His hand and adjust accordingly. Knowing God and expecting Him to make His presence known in our day-to-day life, we bend when He reveals His will for us and we yield to His wise and loving plan.

She explains how this works practically in her life:

After giving God everything, I give God Plan A for the day. Giving God my schedule for the day means laying before Him all of the projects I want to get done. Committing my plans to God through prayer helps me fight a better battle against impulsiveness and laziness. It also helps me be more sensitive to His leading me to do something other than what I have planned— which brings me to the third point in my daily prayers. I give God Plan B for the day. Wanting my plan to be His plan for me, I commit my day, my goals, and my energies to Him. Although I have a plan, I want God’s will for my life. I therefore hold my plan loosely and stand ready to defer to what He would have me doing during the course of the day.

The perspective which comes with this surrendering my agenda to God reduces my frustration. I make Plan A and submit it to God. But when I give Him Plan B, I am acknowledging His right to create an alternative plan for my day. I try to approach each day thinking, “Plan A is good unless God moves me to Plan B. Then Plan B is better because Plan B is God’s plan.” Realizing that God is behind any unexpected event, I can then more easily accept whatever happens. When God reveals His will through Plan B, I want to accept it as His will. We are to make a plan for the day, pray over that plan, and then proceed with that plan. When we are willing to regard the unexpected as God’s intervention, we can flex with the new plan, recognizing it as God’s plan.

Chuck Swindoll lists four principles we can take from this passage:

· First, hold all personal plans loosely.
· Second, don’t waste time lamenting a ruined plan. 
· Third, be prepared to adapt your plans when circumstances change. 
· Fourth, never forget that your adaptation was always God’s “Plan A” God doesn’t have a “Plan B.” When plans fall apart, look for how the Lord might use the situation to advance His redemptive plan, and then join Him.

In this way we take responsibility for our lives while allowing for God’s sovereignty to guide and direct our paths. As Proverbs 19:21 states, “Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.”
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