TEXT: Acts 19:21-41PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Acts 24


Today, with God's blessing, we'll continue our study of Acts, looking for what Jesus Christ is doing in the world. 

THE STORY


The story takes place in Ephesus.  Paul had gone there about two years before and enjoyed remarkable success.  Preaching every day in "the school of Tyrannus", he won many Jews and Greeks to Christ both in the city and throughout Asia Minor.  


But Paul was not called to pastor one church or to evangelize one city.  He had a universal calling; and a desire to preach the Gospel where it had never been heard before.  


And so, led by the Holy Spirit, he decides to quit Ephesus for Macedonia, Jerusalem, and Rome.  But before he does, he sends two good men ahead of him, "Timothy and Erastus".  Maybe they've gone to rent a house or to find a place for Paul to work.  In any event, he's about to leave Ephesus.


But before he does, there's a Farewell Party in the works.  It's being planned at the Union Hall where Demetrius and the local silversmiths have met.  


They're very worked up about the Gospel.  Because it puts their jobs in jeopardy.  You see, these men don't make silverware or jewelry.  They make idols.  And the Gospel says 


"They are not gods which are made by hands". 


If Ephesus turns to Christ, the idol-makers are out of work.  They don't want that, so they leave the Hall shouting,


"Great is Diana of the Ephesians!"  


Soon the whole city is up in arms (though many don't know why)!  Three of Paul's friends are grabbed and hauled into the theater.  One of them tries to answer the people, but when it's found out he is a Jew, the mob begins chanting,


"Great is Diana of the Ephesians!"  


This goes on for two solid hours.   Paul would have joined his friends to defend Christ in public, but the disciples won't let him.  "There is a time to speak and a time to refrain from speaking" the Bible says.  When people are this mad, it's better to say nothing.  So Paul lays low while the mob rages on. 


Finally, the City Clerk shows up to calm the people.  He begins the way any politician would--by saying, "You're right".  


"What man is there who does not know that the city of the Ephesians is Temple guardian of the great goddess, Diana, and from the [sacred] image that fell down from Zeus?"  

Everyone knows the city is devoted to Diana--and no Jew is going to change that!  Not Alexander; not Paul; and not Jesus.


Then he urges prudence.  If these men are undercutting your trade, don't riot, sue them!  


"The courts are open and there are proconsuls...if you have any further inquiry, it shall be determined in a lawful assembly".    


He closes with a warning,


"We are in danger of being called in question for today's uproar, there being no reason which we may give to account for this disorderly gathering".  

The Imperial Government was soft on most things--but not on rioting!  The first sign of chaos would bring down the iron heel of the Roman Army.  


Thinking of that sobers up the crowd in a hurry.  And they quietly go home. 


That's the story.

THE MESSAGE


Now, what does it mean?    


It means Jesus Christ is perfectly capable of restraining His enemies.  


Think of the enemies arrayed against Christ in Ephesus.  


Start with Demetrius.  


Demetrius is not a good but misguided man.  He is an idol-maker.  According to Romans 1, no one sincerely believes in idols, but worships them because he hates the True God and wants to change Him into something he can manipulate!  


If that's not bad enough for you, look at his motives.  He has no interest in the truth of the Gospel (or it's beauty or goodness), but only how it will affect his income.


Observe his methods.  He doesn't reason with the Christians; he incites a riot against them.  


Go on to the pagans.  Even by the low standards of the Empire, Ephesus is an atrociously wicked city.  It is devoted to Diana, a fertility goddess, who was worshiped by fornication.  


These bad people are at their worst, shouting down the Lord Jesus and praising their goddess with one voice.  


Add to them the Jews of Ephesus.  They seized Alexander and put him before the raging mob.  Why?  Because of envy, one of the ugliest traits known to man.     


Then there is the Roman Government whose unity was based on the worship of Caesar, and who would later feed the Church to the lions for their amusement.  


Behind them all--Demetrius, the pagans, the Jews, and the Romans--stands


"The prince of the power of the air, the spirit who now energizes the children of disobedience".   

In other words, Satan.  


All these stood against Jesus Christ in Ephesus that day.  


And look who stood for Him--a handful of men.  Men without money, without position, without influence.  


Surely the raging mob would tear them to pieces.  And put an end to the Church in Ephesus.  


But that's not what happened.  


Do you know why?  A casual reading credits the Romans with restoring order and saving the Church.  


That's what people saw.  But there was Someone at work they didn't see.  The Romans were not acting on their own, but under the direction of Someone Else.  Who's that?  Jesus Christ, Lord Protector of His Church.       


The enemies of Christ--be they ever so many, or hateful or  united, can do nothing without His permission.  


The Bible plainly teaches this.  Psalm 76:10 says


"Surely the wrath of man shall praise You; the remainder of wrath you shall restrain".  

The same is illustrated throughout Scripture. 


Think of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  They are rich men in a foreign land and so the objects of bitter envy.  What's more, they do many dangerous things (like denying their wives, committing a massacre, ambushing five kings, and so on).  Yet no one lays a finger on them.  


Is that because the Canaanites were a peace-loving people?  Or that the Patriarchs had better armies?  No.  Then, how do you explain their survival in a threatening world?   


Jesus Christ!  It was He who,


"Rebuked kings for their sakes, saying `Touch not My anointed and do My prophets no harm'".  


It's not only bad men He controls, but Satan as well.  The devil wants to afflict Job, but he can do nothing without the Lord's permission.  At first, He allows him to wipe out Job's fortune and take his family, but not touch his body.  Later, the devil can touch his body, but is not allowed to take his life.  Satan is powerful, but can do only what Jesus Christ allows him to do.  


This is seen in the Gospels with our Lord Himself.  Very often He said and did things that scandalized the powers of Israel.  Yet they could not touch Him because,


"His hour had not yet come".  


Even when it had come, our Lord mocked Pilate's claim by saying,


"You have no power at all against Me except it were given you from above".  

The same thing occurs throughout the Book of Acts.  Why didn't the Hebrew Council wipe out the Apostles?  Why didn't Herod kill Peter?  Why wasn't Paul torn to pieces in Antioch or Ephesus or Jerusalem?  


Because Jesus Christ is perfectly capable of restraining His enemies.  


That's why the Psalmist said,


"If it had not been the LORD who was on our side--let Israel now say--If it had not been the LORD who was on our side, when men rose up against us, then they would have swallowed us up alive, when their wrath was kindled against us.  Then the waters would have overwhelmed us, the stream would have gone over our soul.  Then the swollen waters would have gone over our souls...  


Blessed be the LORD who has not given us as prey to their teeth.  Our soul has escaped as a bird from the snare of the fowlers.  The snare has broken and we have escaped.  Our help is in the name of the LORD who made heaven and earth".       


Do you understand, dear believer?  "If God is for you, who can be against you?"  


Implied answer: nobody.  Not that we don't have enemies--we do.  "All who live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution".  And it's not that our enemies aren't craftier and mightier than we are--they are!  But our enemies can't touch us without the permission of our Almighty Friend in Heaven.  That's why,


"No weapon that is formed against you can prosper".  


The Lord is perfectly able to prevent men or devils from laying a glove on us.  


But what if He doesn't do that?  What if He allows them to mock us or to exclude us or even to persecute or kill us? 


Has He let us down?  No He hasn't.  He's only using them to advance His cause in the world and to fit us for glory.  That's why we can say,


"All things work together for good to those who love God and to those who are the called according to His purpose".   


This means:


1.
Quit fearing men!  The worst man in the world can't do a thing to you without the Lord's permission. If He gives that permission, the worst they can do is make you holier or send you to heaven.  


2.
Start trusting the Lord.  "He who believes in Him shall not be put to shame".

Let the amazing events of Ephesus teach us the lesson of Psalm 118:6,


"The LORD is on my side, I will not fear.  What can man do to me?"  
