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You know how I lived among you…from the first day…serving



the Lord with all humility…In all this I have given you



 an example that by such work we must support the weak, 



remembering the words of the Lord Jesus, for he himself 



said, 'it is more blessed to give than to receive.' 







Acts 20:18,19,35


In our yearlong journey through the Bible, we're at the book of the Acts of the Apostles, which is the story of the explosion of the early church, from band of a few disciples meeting in a closed room followed the death of Jesus, to becoming a universal community reaching the center of empire, Rome itself (and even now reaching 2.1 billion adherents, 33% of the world's population).  This book is unlike any other in the New Testament, because it is basically a history (my favorite kind of book), a story of the rise of the early church.  It really should be called the Acts of the Holy Spirit, because it really tells the extraordinary way in which God's spirit led the early disciples to spread the good news in the most surprising places and through the most unexpected ways.  The whole point of the book is to tell us that the church is the creation of the Spirit, not the result of some organizational and rhetorical genius of a few charismatic leaders.  I keep thinking of the Book of Acts every time I meet one of our Ethiopia church partners—as we did early this week.  Ato Girma tells us the church there is now 6 million members (when we first got into partnership it was about ¼ million).  Their descriptions make the explosive character of the book of Acts seem real, and the explanation similar. The Ethiopians, like Luke, the author of Acts,  are quick to say is simply to outpouring of the Holy Spirit, not them. 

Of course, there were leaders, and after the 1st few chapters, Acts is largely the story of the Apostle Paul, his conversion and commission to share the story of Jesus with the Gentiles, his three missionary journeys and his founding of numerous journeys, his conflict with the authorities which led to his being sent to Rome for trial, and eventual execution (that's not in Acts)

In other words Acts is fundamentally about the evangelization—getting the story out—letting people know that there is a loving God who cares for them and wants them to be healed and whole and find joy in loving and serving Jesus.  The E-word scares Presbyterians, and there are all kinds of offensive ways we should avoid, but the evangelical impulse is an essential part of healthy human interaction.  How many of you have ever seen a movie and have told someone "you've just got to see this?" You are en evangelist.  Or tried a new restaurant, and encouraged your friends to try it? You're an evangelist.   If we have found something helpful and hopeful in our relationship with Jesus and the church, then it is natural to want to share that, to evangelize.

Of course although Paul was gifted in his ability to communicate, he didn't have some magic formula.  Indeed the book of Acts offers a variety of approaches—what he did in Athens was different than in Philippi.  One of his most challenging—and successful church plantings took place in Ephesus.  Our text today is Paul's emotional farewell speech to the elders in Ephesus.  


Ephesus was a vibrant commercial city, commanding the entrance of the trade routes into Asia Minor (map).  It was a wild place, full of wheeling and dealing, and every kind of sorcery and superstition and night life could be found there—with accompanying crime- the Las Vegas of its day.  It was particularly noted for the presence of the Temple of Artemis—known as one of the 7 wonders of the ancient world.  (show picture)  --425 feet long, 225 feet wide, 60 feet high.  127 pillars. Inside was the pride of Ephesus, a giant altar, on which rested the black marble image of the goddess Artemis, supposed to have fallen from the stars to insure fertility and prosperity. The silversmiths of Ephesus did their best to capitalize on this landmark, by making silver shrines of Artemis and selling them at an enormous profit to the visitors.   A tough place to preach the gospel, though Paul made it clear he had a great gospel to preach to such a place.  

So he stayed for three years, longer than anywhere else, and several chapters in Acts are devoted to the remarkable inroads he made.  A strong church flourished by the time he made his speech to the elders, urging them to keep at the business of nurturing this fledgling community. His speech offers insights on Paul's style of leadership and especially what makes a good evangelist.  


He says nothing about his speaking ability.  In fact Paul makes the point several times elsewhere he was not eloquent.  He was known to have put at least one congregation to sleep (Euthychus falling out of window).  And he was anything but an impressive presence in the pulpit.  Most pictures show him as paunchy and bald—not that there's anything the matter with being bald! 

Look at how Paul describes the manner of his work among them, "I served the Lord with all humility," he says, "with tears, enduring trials... I didn't shrink from doing anything helpful, teaching you publically (he talked in the lecture hall from 10-4 daily at one point) and from house to house"   I didn't shrink from declaring the whole purpose of Christ…I didn't covet your gold or silver or clothing…I worked with my hands to support myself."—Tentmaking.  "In all this I set an example ---I try to remember the words of our Lord Jesus, how it is more blessed to give than to receive."  His quiet witness over time made a deep dent into this highly secular Ephesian society.  


The church in the 21st c. is grappling hard with how to communicate the gospel in this time and place, into an Ephesus like world.  When Paul wanted to communicate he wrote a letter, (show picture) by hand, made a copy and send it by courier to a church.  That church might make a copy and sent it on to another congregation. A slow process.  Mike Thompson asked the class learning about the 400th anniversary of the KJV what surveys showed was the most significant event of the past millennium.  Do you know what it is? Printing Press, made possible the Reformation, dissemination of knowledge.  

Some would argue that computers and the internet are creating a revolution equal in scope to that wrought by Gutenberg. And we can hardly imagine what implications this has for the church of the future and how we communicate.   A man who works for Google Earth tells me he and his wife go to a church in northern Va.   They rarely are in the building, but on Sunday mornings they might stream the live broadcast and listen to the service while they are on the way to the beach.  They twitter their friends and engage in a couple of church based blogs/chat rooms (don't even know the language) with other couples their age.   Different sense of church.

Want to try an experiment in evangelization.  (picture of cell phone)—Giving you permission to pull them out---now I see you sometimes sneaking a look at e-mail or texting someone during worship.  Giving you permission to do that day.  Pick someone who may not be in church.  Take a moment and text/tweet them right now—What's up? I'm in church, learning about God." or some other message.  It is easier to communicate than ever before.  


But I'm not sure that technological capacity makes us better evangelists.  Paul's emphasis was always on the interpersonal—that gentle way letting people know you are a Christian by your love.  My very simple point in this brief communion meditation today is to say that we, who identify ourselves with the community of faith, in however engaged or peripheral way---are evangelists.  Who we are, how we act, what we say—communicates something about the faith and values we hold.  You who are parents certainly know that.  You are evangelists every day.  Your children know very clearly how important this church business is for you, what difference it makes in your life without ever saying a word.   When I was in high school I had a long conversation with a friend of mine who was struggling with church.  She talked around it for a while, but finally admitted that what made it so hard was seeing how her father, who was viewed as such a pillar of the church on Sunday morning, was so nasty at home, and even abusive to her and her mother.  He was an evangelist in his family,---but with  the wrong message.   


You and I are evangelists---a conveyer of the good news.  We can't help it.  We may do it reluctantly or imperfectly or unconsciously or fitfully.  But we are evangelists, ambassadors for the gospel.    I've told you before that when we lived on Long Island sound, we made a stab at learning how to sail—but more importantly enjoyed some times with people who had boats like this.  I didn't learn much, but I did learn this, that the challenge was directing the boat so it would take full advantage of the wind, whether it was mild or strong.  We couldn't control the wind, but when we caught it properly the effect was exhilarating.  That's the way the Christian life is supposed to be when we get caught up in the wind of the spirit, not onerous duty, but natural and good and exhilarating. 

D. T. Niles, who grew up in poverty in Sri Lankan, often said that "evangelism is simply one beggar telling another where he has found bread."   That is us.  We come to the table today to be fed, nourished by the living Christ who promises to be here.  We're fed so we can feed others, telling others in a natural, comfortable way, where to find the bread of life, the food which satisfies the hungry heart.

THANKS B E TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST!
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