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INTRODUCTION

On the very first occasion when someone stood up in public to
tell people about Jesus, he made it very clear: this message is
for everyone.

It was a great day — sometimes called the birthday of the
church. The great wind of God’s spirit had swept through
Jesus’ followers and filled them with a new joy and a sense of
God’s presence and power. Their leader, Peter, who only a few
weeks before had been crying like a baby because he’d lied and
cursed and denied even knowing Jesus, found himself on his
feet explaining to a huge crowd that something had happened
which had changed the world for ever. What God had done for
him, Peter, he was beginning to do for the whole world: new
life, forgiveness, new hope and power were opening up like spring
flowers after a long winter. A new age had begun in which the
living God was going to do new things in the world — begin-
ning then and there with the individuals who werelistening to
him. ‘This promise is for you) he said, ‘and for your children,
and for everyone who is far away’ (Acts 2.39). It wasn’t just for
the person standing next to you. It was for everyone.

Within a remarkably short time this came true to such an
extent that the young movement spread throughout much of
the known world. And one way in which the everyone promise
worked out was through the writings of the early Christian
leaders. These short works — mostly letters and stories about
Jesus — were widely circulated and eagerly read. They were
never intended for either a religious or intellectual elite. From
the very beginning they were meant for everyone.

That s as true today as it was then. Of course, it matters that
some people give time and care to the historical evidence, the
meaning of the original words (the early Christians wrote in
Greek), and the exact and particular force of what different
writers were saying about God, Jesus, the world and themselves.
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INTRODUCTION

This series is based quite closely on that sort of work. But the
point of it all is that the message can get out to everyone, espe-
cially to people who wouldn’t normally read a book with foot-
notes and Greek words in it. That’s the sort of person for
whom these books are written. And that’s why there’s a glos-
sary, in the back, of the key words that you can’t really get
along without, with a simple description of what they mean.
Whenever you see a word in bold type in the text, you can go
to the back and remind yourself what’s going on.

Thereare of course many translations of the New Testament
available today. The one I offer here is designed for the same
kind of reader: one who mightn’t necessarily understand the
more formal, sometimes even ponderous, tones of some of the
standard ones. I have of course tried to keep as close to the
original as I can. But my main aim has been to be sure that the
words can speak not just to some people, but to everyone.

The book of Acts, which I quoted a moment ago, is full of
the energy and excitement of the early Christians as they
found God doing new things all over the place and learned to
take the good news of Jesus around the world. It’s also full of
the puzzles and problems that churches faced then and face
today — crises over leadership, money, ethnic divisions, the-
ology and ethics, not to mention serious clashes with political
and religious authorities. It’s comforting to know that ‘normal
church lifé), even in the time of the first apostles, was neither
trouble-free nor plain sailing, just as it’s encouraging to know
that even in the midst of all their difficulties the early church
was able to take the gospel forward in such dynamic ways.
Actually, ‘plain sailing’ reminds us that this is the book where
more journeys take place, including several across the sea, than
anywhere else in the Bible — with the last journey, in particu-
lar, including a terrific storm and a dramatic shipwreck. There
isn’t a dull page in Acts. But, equally importantly, the whole
book reminds us that whatever ‘journey’ we are making, in our
own lives, our spirituality, our following of Jesus, and our work
for his kingdom, his spirit will guide us too, and make us fruit-
ful in his service. So here it is: Acts for everyone!
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John Pritchard and Mark Bryant
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ACTS 13.1-12
Mission and Magic

'In the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers:
Barnabas, Symeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen
from the court of Herod the Tetrarch, and Saul. 2As they were
worshipping the Lord and fasting, the holy spirit said, ‘Set
apart Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called
them.” 3So they fasted and prayed; and then they laid their
hands on them and sent them off.

450 off they went, sent out by the holy spirit, and arrived at
Seleucia. From there they set sail to Cyprus, *and when they
arrived in Salamis they announced God’s word in the Jewish
synagogues. John was with them as their assistant. “They went
through the whole of the island, all the way to Paphos. There
they found a magician, a Jewish false prophet named Bar-]Jesus.
’He was with the governor, Sergius Paulus, who was an intel-
ligent man. He called Barnabas and Saul and asked to hear
the word of God. 8The magician Elymas (that is the translation
of his name) was opposing them, and doing his best to turn
the governor away from the faith. *But Saul, also named Paul,
looked intently at him, filled with the holy spirit.

19‘You're full of trickery and every kind of villainy!” he said.
‘You're a son of the devil! You're an enemy of everything that’s
upright! When are you going to stop twisting the paths that
God has made straight? "Now see here: the Lord’s hand will be
upon you, and you will be blind for a while; you won’t even be
able to see the sun!’

At once mist and darkness fell on him, and he went about
looking for someone to lead him by the hand. “When the
governor saw what had happened, he believed, since he was
astonished at the teaching of the Lord.

Jim was full of enthusiasm when he left college. From his
earliest memories he had been passionate about justice,
about fairness, about people respecting one another and being
able to live together in harmony. He had always admired the
police (in England, this used to be quite easy) and had seen
himself as a pillar of the community, helping society to get
along, warning those who were messing about, and himself
gaining respect all round.

1
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Acts 13.1ff

On his first day in the police station, an older officer came
up to him.

‘Now then, young man, he said. ‘Let’s not have any of that
“grand ideal” stuff round here. We don’t want anyone making
a fuss where there’s no need. We’ll tell you who to go after and
who to turn a blind eye to. If we all just blundered ahead with
this crazy notion of justice, we’d never get anywhere! People
are watching, you know. Think of your family, think of your
pension. You'll learn’

And Jim realized he had a choice. Compromise or con-
frontation. A safe passage to mediocrity, or a dangerous route
to getting the job done.

Many Christians in the Western world today simply can’t
bear to think of confrontation (except, of course, with ‘those
wicked fundamentalists’!). There really isn’t such a thing as
serious wickedness, so they think, or if there is it’s confined

2



Acrs 13.1-12 Mission and Magic

to a small number of truly evil people, while everyone else just
gets on and should be accepted and affirmed as they stand.
Christian mission then consists of helping people to do a little
bit better where they already are, rather than the radical trans-
formation of life that, as we have seen, was happening all
around the place in the early chapters of Acts. And so, when we
come to this great turning-point in Luke’s story, the start of the
extraordinary triple journey that would take Paul right across
Turkey and Greece and back again, and then again once more,
and finally off to Rome itself, we would much prefer the story
to be one of gentle persuasion rather than confrontation. We
would have liked it better if Paul had gone about telling people
the simple message of Jesus and finding that many people were
happy to accept it and live by it.

But life is seldom that straightforward, and people who try
to pretend it is often end up simply pulling the wool over
their own eyes. It’s a murky world out there, and though the
choice of compromise is always available in every profession
(not least in the church), there is in fact no real choice. What’s
the point in trying to swim with one foot on the bottom of the
pool? You'’re either up for the real thing or you might as well
pack itall in. And Saul and Barnabas were up for the real thing.

They had to be, after that send-off. Luke introduces ‘the
church in Antioch’ with something of a flourish of trumpets;
Antioch was on the way to becoming a second major centre of
Christian faith after Jerusalem itself, and its leadership team
was well known, with Barnabas and Saul among them. We get
a fascinating glimpse of their regular devotional life: fasting
and prayer surrounding the worship of the Lord, waiting for
the spirit to give fresh direction. Whether they had been
expecting something like this, we don’t know. But to be told,
suddenly, that two of the main leaders were wanted elsewhere
must have come as something of a blow. (At the time of writ-
ing, I have just lost a close colleague who has been called to
new ministry, and I am feeling the loss quite keenly.) But there
are times, when you have been praying and waiting on God,
when a new and unexpected word comes in such a way that
you have no choice but to obey. And it’s just as well that this is
how things happen, because when you then run into problems,

3



Acrts 13.1-12 Mission and Magic

and especially confrontation, it would be all too easy to think,
‘Oh no, we shouldn’t have come.” But the answer, again and
again, is, Yes, you should have come; and it is precisely because
the gospel needs to make inroads into enemy territory that you
need that constant support of fasting and prayer. (One might
speculate and suggest that, since the holy spirit hadn’t men-
tioned John Mark, whom Barnabas and Saul took with them
[as in verse 5], we shouldn’t be surprised that he got cold feet
early on in the trip and went back home; but this may be
stretching the point.)

We are not told that the spirit specified Cyprus as their ini-
tial destination, though Luke omits many details and it’s quite
possible that the direction was clear. In any case, Barnabas
came from that island himself and it was a natural first port of
call. There seem to have been Christian missionaries at work
there already (see 11.19), but we should never imagine that a
few quick visits and a few early converts meant that a whole
town, still less an entire island, had been ‘evangelized’. There
was still plenty to do, and Barnabas and Saul were not simply
going to try to persuade one or two people. They were going to
take the message to the heart of the Jewish community on the
island, and then to the heart of its Gentile community. They
sailed from Seleucia, the port of Antioch (Antioch, like Rome,
sat a few miles up river from the sea), took the short crossing
to Salamis, at the east end of Cyprus, and travelled along the
main road round the south of the island until they came to the
capital, Paphos, at the western end.

Straight away they established a pattern which would be
repeated in place after place. People have sometimes imagined
that, because Paul styled himself ‘apostle to the Gentiles,
that meant he didn’t bother any more with his fellow Jews, but
nothing could be further from the truth. In Romans 1.16 he
describes the gospel as being ‘to the Jew first, and also, equally,
for the Greek’ (‘Greek’ here means, basically, ‘non-Jewish’);
and that describes, to a T, his practice as set out in Acts. Luke
doesn’t tell us what they said in the synagogues in Salamis and
elsewhere, because he is saving that for when they get to
the Turkish mainland, and because he has something sharp
and important to report. When Barnabas and Saul arrived in
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Acrts 13.1-12 Mission and Magic

Paphos, they met two people in particular: the Roman govern-
or, and a local magician.

Both of these are important, as well as in themselves, for
what they signify, for Luke and for us. We have already seen
that Luke is very much aware of the larger Roman world for
which he is writing, and though Roman officials in his book
sometimes do the wrong thing for the wrong reasons he wants
everyone to be aware that he will give credit where credit
is due, and is not prejudiced, or eager to regard all officials,
and especially all Romans, as automatically a danger to God’s
world and God’s people. This is not unimportant for us to
remember in our own world, where political polarization easily
leads people into simplistic analyses and diagnoses of complex
social problems, and to a readiness to dismiss out of hand all
authorities and anyone in power, whether locally or globally.
In this case, the fact that Sergius Paulus had heard about
Barnabas and Saul indicates well enough the kind of impact
they had been making in his territory. The fact that he wanted
to give them a fair hearing — and ended up apparently believing
their message — is a wonderful start for their work.

But there is no advance for the gospel without opposition.
Indeed, so clear is this truth that sometimes, paradoxically, it’s
only when an apparent disaster threatens, or when the church
is suddenly up against confrontation and has to pray its way
through, that you can be quite sure you're on the right track.
On this occasion the gospel was invading territory which was
under enemy occupation, and the enemy was determined to
fight back. The enemy in question was the power of magic,
which has already come up in Acts 8 and will recur in chapter
19. We who live in the curious split-level world, between
modern scepticism on the one hand and the rampant culture
of horoscopes and many other kinds of attempted raids on the
supernatural on the other, would do well not to give a super-
ior smile at this point. There are more things in heaven and on
earth than are dreamed of in modern Western philosophies,
and some of those things are very dangerous.

The confrontation comes to a head as the Jewish false
prophet Bar-Jesus, also known as Elymas (Luke says this is a
‘translation’, but it’s clear he really means ‘alternative name’),

5



Acrts 13.1-12 Mission and Magic

tries to persuade the governor not to listen to what the apos-
tles are saying. But now it is the turn of Paul to do what Peter
had done in chapter 8. Notice the ‘looking intently’ in verse 9,
a feature we’ve observed before. Sometimes, in a context of
prayer, it is possible to see right into someone’s heart, even if
we would rather not. When that happens, the only thing to
do is to take the risk and say what you see. And what Paul saw
was ugly indeed, though not (alas) uncommon: a deep-rooted
opposition to truth and goodness, a heart-level commitment
to deceit and villainy and, as a result, an implacable opposition
to the good news about Jesus. Paul reacts sharply, declaring
God’s judgment on him in the form of temporary blindness
(which he himself had suffered, of course, in chapter 9; did
Paul hope that in Elymas’s case, as in his own, this would lead
to repentance and to embracing the gospel?). The result is that
the governor believed the gospel. Luke says that he was aston-
ished at the ‘teaching of the Lord’; this clearly doesn’t just
mean the theological content of what was being said, but the
power which it conveyed.

One obvious lesson from all this is that when a new work of
God is going ahead, you can expect opposition, difficulty,
problems and confrontation. That is normal. How God will
help you through (and how long he will take about it!) is
another matter. That he will, if we continue in prayer, faith and
trust, is a given.

One final note. Luke switches in this passage from the name
‘Saul’ to the name ‘Paul’, which he will now continue to use.
‘Saul’ was a Hebrew name, most famously used for the first
Israelite king, whose noble and tragicstoryis told in 1 Samuel.
Paul seems to be aware of this; he, like that king a thousand
years earlier, was from the tribe of Benjamin, and on one
occasion he quotes, in reference to himself, a passage about the
choice of Saul as king (Romans 11.2, quoting 1 Samuel 12.22).
Paul also mentions the king in Acts 13.21, in the speech we are
about to hear. But the name ‘Saul’ didn’t play well in the wider
non-Jewish world. Its Greek form, ‘Saulos, was an adjective
that described someone walking or behaving in an effeminate
way: ‘mincing’ might be our closest equivalent. It was, to put it
delicately, not a word that would help people to forget the
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AcTs 13.13-25 Address in Antioch

messenger and concentrate on the message. So, like many Jews
going out into the Greek world, Paul used a regular Greek
name, whether because it was another name he had had all
along, which is quite possible, or because it was close to his
own real name, just as some immigrants change their names
into something more recognizable in the new country. One
thing was certain. Paul was serious about getting the message
out to the wider world. When you even change your own
name, you show that you really mean business, even if it will
lead you into confrontation.

ACTS 13.13-25
Address in Antioch

13Paul and his companions set off from Paphos and came to
Perga in Pamphylia. John, however, left them and went back to
Jerusalem. “But they came through from Perga and arrived in
Antioch of Pisidia, where they went into the synagogue on the
sabbath day and sat down. "“After the reading of the law and
the prophets, the ruler of the synagogue sent word to them.

‘My brothers, he said, ‘if you have any word of exhortation
for the people, let us hear it

16S0 Paul stood up and motioned with his hand for
attention.

‘Fellow Israelites,” he said, ‘and the god-fearers among you:
listen. "The God of this people Israel chose our ancestors, and
he raised the people up to greatness during their stay in the
land of Egypt. Then he led them out from there with his hand
lifted high, '®*and for about forty years he put up with them in the
desert. "He drove out seven nations from the land of Canaan,
and gave them the land as their inheritance 2*for about four
hundred and fifty years. After that, he gave them judges, up
until Samuel the prophet. 2'After that, they asked for a king,
and God gave them Saul the son of Kish, a man from the
tribe of Benjamin. He ruled for forty years, 2and after God had
removed him he raised up for them David as king. He is the
one to whom God bore witness when he said, “I have found
David, son of Jesse, a man after my own heart; he will accom-
plish all my purpose.”




AcTts 13.13-25 Address in Antioch

2‘From this man’s offspring, in accordance with his promise,
God has produced a saviour for Israel: Jesus! 2/Before he
appeared, John had announced a baptism of repentance for the
whole people of Israel. ZAs John was finishing his course, he
said, “What do you suppose I am? I am not the one. But look:
someone is coming after me, and I am not worthy to untie the
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sandals on his feet.

I sat in the small meeting room, intrigued at what I was hear-
ing. I had been invited to a presentation organized by local
councillors and businessmen in a particular area. They had a
project, and they wanted support for it. There was an old fac-
tory, covering several acres, which the owners had abandoned.
Now the council, together with local interest groups, wanted
to develop the site in quite a new way, to make it a tourist
attraction, to bring in visitors and, they hoped, new income for
a deprived area.
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Acts 13.13-25 Address in Antioch

But they didn’t start with the project. They began some-
where very different. They talked about the town, and about
its history. They showed slides of how things used to be at the
height of prosperity. They talked about the people who had
grown up in the area, about how they had given their lives to
working in the old factory, about the community spirit and
the sense of place and history. They did everything, in fact, to
demonstrate what a splendid community this had been, and
should be.. .. and could be. Only then, when they had done
everything to demonstrate what a rich culture and heritage the
area had, did they start, very carefully, to talk about the new
plan. They stressed its continuity with what had happened in
the past. They showed how the new innovations would fit in.
They knew perfectly well that what they had come up with
was quite different from anything that had happened before,
but they wanted us on board and knew that simply to slap the
proposal on the table would invite instant rejection. As I write,
the proposal is still under discussion.

It’s good sense; and of course it’s what Paul does again and
again, as he effortlessly now takes the lead where before it
was Barnabas leading and him following. Perhaps, now that
they are in Turkey, which was Paul’s home territory (Pisidian
Antioch is about 200 miles west of Tarsus, and further inland),
Paul feels himself more at ease. This is a typical diaspora
synagogue; he knows how these people tick, the stories and
songs they are familiar with, how to get the point across. We
will see a few chapters from now that when he is faced with
different audiences — most noticeably in Athens in Acts 17 — he
takes a very different line in order to achieve the same effect.
But here he launches in to the history his audience knew and
the hopes they already cherished.

Paul had an easy platform to do this, because it was cus-
tomary in synagogues to allow visitors to give a fresh word
of exhortation, following the reading from the law and the
prophets. Indeed, some have suggested that Paul and Barnabas
(John Mark has already left by this stage, as we see in verse 13)
wore clothes which signified their status as qualified Jewish
teachers, rather like someone showing up in an academic
gown or a clerical collar; but this may be far-fetched. The
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important point is that the instant fellowship of Jewish people
around the world, and the ready acceptance of previously
unknown visitors to public worship, provided a natural con-
text for Paul to announce the good news, as he was committed
to doing, ‘to the Jew first. (He also mentions ‘god-fearers’;
these were Gentiles who attended the synagogue, and wor-
shipped the God of Israel, but who had not yet become pros-
elytes and hence full members of the community.)

His approach was obvious. Like Stephen in chapter 7, he
tells the story of Israel, bringing out particular points. But
whereas Stephen had concentrated on Abraham, Joseph and
Moses, Paul makes his way swiftly through the early years to
arrive at the monarchy of Saul and David. What he says
about the early period, though, is enough to establish the fact
that God’s method of operation is to choose his people, to pre-
pare them, to lead them through one stage after another, and
then, finally, to give them ‘the man after my own heart’ as king.
In other words, perhaps the main point of verses 17-20 is to
stress that God’s purposes normally take a while to unfold, to
get to the place where the ultimate purpose can be revealed.
Unlike some in our own day who see the Israelite monarchy
merely as a dangerously ambiguous flirtation with the wrong
sort of power, Paul is quite clear: this was God’s will, and God
was delighted to have arrived at the choice of King David after
such a long time.

Now of course Paul would have been the first to agree that
David, though he may have been ‘the man after God’s own
heart’ (verse 22, quoting a combination of Psalm 89.20 and 1
Samuel 13.14), was also himself a man with deep and tragic
faults and failings. Paul, indeed, cites David as a classic peni-
tent, dependent on God’s grace for forgiveness (Romans
4.6—8). But the point is not that the story stopped at David,
but that in working with Israel for several hundred years to
produce the king who would establish the pattern of someone
ruling over God’s people with justice and truth (that seems to
be what ‘after God’s own heart’ is getting at), God was estab-
lishing a further pattern as well: the notion of waiting for the
true king, the ultimate king, ‘great David’s greater son’.
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And so, as soon as he gets to David in his story, Paul moves
on. In the next section of the address he will explain, in
line with Peter’s sermon in Acts 2, how it is that things which
David himself said or sang must be taken as referring, not to
David himself, but to the descendant in whom they would be
fulfilled. Here he simply declares, slicing through a thousand
years of further waiting, that now at last God has produced for
Israel the one who will rescue them. Notice, he says for Israel.
Paul believes, of course, that what God has done in Jesus he has
done for the whole world, but he makes it very clear, through-
out thisaddress, that the first stage is always to see Jesus in rela-
tion to Israel itself. He speaks, as one might to a synagogue
audience, of ‘this people Israel’ (verse 17), and the whole point
of the address is not that this is a model for how one might
speak to just any audience, but that this is what has to be said
to God’s people themselves. What God promised to our ances-
tors he has now fulfilled. The good news which bursts out of
this for the Gentiles is exactly that: the good news that the
creator God has fulfilled his covenant promises with Israel,
promises which always envisaged blessing for the world. It is
fatally easy for the church to tell the story of Jesus while simply
ignoring the entire story of Israel. That is the way to produce a
shallow, sub-biblical and ultimately dangerous theology.

Notice, too, that Paul refers to Jesus, right off the top, as
‘saviour’ or ‘rescuer. He hasn’t said what Israel needed rescu-
ing from. Later on he will talk about ‘forgiveness of sins’, but
every Jew in the first century knew that all was not well on
several levels; that Israel, though God’s people, were not living
in freedom, were not being much of a light to the nations, and
were often finding it difficult to keep their own law, whether
because of pressure from pagan society or laziness within the
Jewish community. All was not well: when would God’s pur-
poses finally come true, when would Israel be rescued from her
continuing plight? That is the implied question, a corporate as
well as an individual problem, to which Paul offers the solu-
tion of Jesus the Saviour. It is vital, of course, that Jesus is a
descendant of David; this was well known in the early church,
and Paul refers to it at the foundation of his ‘gospel’ statement
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in his greatest letter (Romans 1.3). Hidden in the long years of
gestation, the promise of a coming Messiah contained, not just
a message for Israel, but good news for the whole world, as
Psalms like 2, 72 and 89 had always insisted. But the message
had to come to Israel first.

It is interesting to find John the Baptist playing such a
prominent role in verses 24 and 25, corresponding of course to
the place he has in all four gospels. It is as though one could
hardly expect the Messiah to come unannounced, without
Israel being prepared. And John, according to Paul here, was
doing two things in particular. He was getting people to repent,
to turn back from everything which would hinder them from
joining in the new work of God’s kingdom. And he was point-
ing ahead to the one who was coming. Paul is setting up a
system of signposts, from David a thousand years before to
John a mere 15 or so years earlier. And all the signposts point
to one person: Jesus the Messiah, the Rescuer. Paul’s strategy is
a challenge to us all, to understand our audience well enough
to know how to tell them the story in a way they will find com-
pelling, how to set up signposts in a language they can read.

ACTS 13.26-43
The Messianic Challenge

2‘My brothers and sisters, Paul continued, ‘children of
Abraham’s family, and those here who fear God: it is to us that
the word of this salvation has been sent! #?The people who live
in Jerusalem, and their rulers, didn’t recognize him, and they
fulfilled the words of the prophets which are read to them
every sabbath by condemning him. 2Even though they found
no reason to condemn him to death, they asked Pilate to have
him killed. #When they had completed everything that had
been written about him in prophecy, they took him down
from the cross and put him in a tomb. 3*But God raised him
from the dead, >'and he was seen for several days by those who
had come with him from Galilee to Jerusalem. They are now
his witnesses to the people.

32We are here now to bring you the good news which was
promised to our ancestors, 3*that God has fulfilled this promise
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to us, their children, by raising Jesus. This corresponds, indeed,
to what is written in the second Psalm:

‘You are my son; this day I have begotten you.

34‘That he raised him from the dead, never more to return to
corruption, conforms to what was written:

‘I will give you the holy and faithful mercies of David.

35‘Because, as it says in another place,

‘You will not hand over your holy one to see corruption.

3%‘Now David served his own generation, and in the pur-
poses of God he fell asleep and was gathered to his fathers. He
did experience corruption. ¥But the one God raised up did not
experience corruption. 3So let it be known to you, my brothers
and sisters, that forgiveness of sins is announced through him,
and that everything which could not be set right under the law
of Moses »can now be set right for all who believe.

40‘Beware, then, lest what the prophets foretold comes true
of you:

1‘Look out, you scoffers — be amazed, and disappear!

I am doing something in your days, a work which you
wouldn’t believe

Even if someone were to explain it to you’

“2As Paul and Barnabas were leaving, they begged them to
come back the next sabbath and tell them more about these
things. ¥Many of the Jews and devout proselytes followed
them once the synagogue was dismissed. They spoke to them
some more, and urged them to remain in God’s grace.

At the time I am writing this there is a massive global debate
taking place. Led by senior figures in science and government,
people everywhere are asking whether the world and its
atmosphere are really warming up at the alarming rate that
they seem to be doing, whether this is in fact caused by human
agency as many people think and, if so — since the dangers
from this warming are massive — what can be done about it.
This is a hugely important debate, and it carries a note
of urgency. If it is indeed true that global warming and its
attendant dangers are being caused by things we are doing,
particularly by how we run our industries, then we must act
swiftly. If we do nothing, the moment will pass, and the
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dramatic changes to our world will happen, with loss of life
and livelihood and huge risks for social and cultural stability,
leading potentially to massive displacement of people, to food
and water shortages, and to the violence and war that des-
perate people resort to when everything s at stake. Fortunately
(in my view) the churches around the world seem now to be in
the forefront of this movement, as is only right.

There are no doubt many turns and twists, and not all the
arguments advanced for the emerging consensus are as good
as they should be. But few doubt that the situation is urgent
and must be addressed at once. This is something strange and
new in the Western world, where the prevailing philosophy
most of us have imbibed is that we’ve more or less got every-
thing right with our modern democracy, our business, com-
merce and industry, and that, if we just have more of the same
and remain calm and sensible, a bright future is assured for us,
our children and our world. The message is, This May Not Be
the Case, and we need to do something about it urgently.

That is the kind of urgency which Paul now injects into
his address. This isn’t simply a history lesson with a new end-
ing. It is a history lesson which is rapidly turning into a warn-
ing: something new is happening under your very noses, and
unless you join in you will miss out! God is doing a new thing,
the new thing which he had long planned and promised. When
that happens, it isn’t just something you might think about
in long winter evenings and discuss over a drink with your
friends, like the question of which is the best rock group in
the last 30 years, or what to do about crime, or why the price
of beetroot has dropped. This is more like someone rushing
into a hotel bar and shouting that the river is rising, there are
just a few boats left, and if you don’t want to swim for it you'd
better get on board right now.

Because the resurrection of Jesus, which is the main subject
of this second half of Paul’s address, has introduced a new note
of urgency into everything. Jesus is risen, so new creation has
begun. Jesus is risen, so God has at last fulfilled his promises to
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, to Moses, David and the prophets.
Especially, here, David: Paul, like Peter in Acts 2, goes for
the Psalms and for the teasing but pregnant things they have
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to say. Psalm 2, quoted in verse 33, speaks of the new birth of
God’s own son, the Messiah who is to rule and judge the
nations. Psalm 16, quoted in verse 35, speaks here, as Peter said
it did in 2.27, of an extraordinary promise: that this Davidic
figure, though he might die, would not experience the normal
corruption and dissolution of the body that takes place after
death. How on earth can that be?

Well, in David’s case it didn’t happen. He died, was buried,
and decayed. But — and this is a strong indication, if any such
were needed, of what Luke, like the rest of the New Testament,
thought ‘the resurrection’ was all about — Jesus did not experi-
ence corruption. He was raised up after being thoroughly dead
and buried, so that his body did net decay. This, declares Paul,
is the sure sign that he is indeed the one promised to David
and through David, the one through whom God is bringing in
the new world order for which he called Israel into being in the
first place.

Paul also quotes a passage which was not in Peter’s address
in Acts 2, a passage which is of great interest for various rea-
sons. ‘T will give you the holy and faithful mercies of David.’ As
those words stand, this is a prophecy that what God promised
to David, the sacred words to which God would be faithful, are
now being fulfilled in Jesus. But the verse comes from Isaiah
55.3, which in context — and Paul knew his scriptures, not least
Isaiah, very well indeed — belongs with the wonderful promise
of new life breaking out for the whole world on the basis of the
achievement of the Servant in chapter 53 and the consequent
renewal of the covenant in chapter 54. ‘Ho, everyone who is
thirsty!” shouts the prophet, ‘Come to the waters! Come and
drink! It’s all free! And it’s for everybody! And the point about
the fulfilment of the promises to David in Isaiah 55.3 is that
the promise is now being thrown open to all and sundry. No
longer just for one man, or one family, but for all people. There
is no contradiction here. As Paul would insist, it is because
God has been faithful to his promise in and through Jesus that
the message can now go out to all the world. He is the Messiah
(‘Christ’), and those who follow him are Messiah-people
(‘Christians’). And, on this basis, Isaiah 55 continues with the
wonderful, world-changing promise of the fresh word of God
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going out to renew, heal and transform the entire created
universe.

With that message of resurrection and renewal as the focal
point of his message, Paul needs to do two other things. First,
as the lead-up to the explanation of resurrection, he needs to
explain how it was, granted that Jesus was indeed the true heir
of David, that the people of Jerusalem, especially their leaders,
missed the point and didn’t recognize him. Here he touches,
briefly but tellingly, on a deep and dark mystery which it will
take all of Romans 9—11 to address in full. The Jerusalemites
and their leaders, he says, didn’t understand the scriptures that
were read to them sabbath by sabbath, but they fulfilled those
scriptures by condemning him. It isn’t just that the scriptures
spoke of the coming Messiah, and they failed to understand
them. The scriptures spoke of the coming Messiah being
rejected by his people and, all unwittingly, they fulfilled pre-
cisely those prophecies. This is a twist in the story which takes
us down, deep down, to the mystery of God’s call of Israel in
the first place: when God wanted to save the world, he called
a people whom he knew to be part of the problem, as well as
being, from then on, the bearers of the solution. This is one
of the hardest things Paul has to say, but it can’t be avoided.
All, Jew and Gentile alike, must be humbled before God if they
are to receive his rescue and new creation as what it is, a gift of
grace and not a favour automatically reserved for a special few.

But this is at once balanced, at the end of the address, by
the open and eager invitation. The new world which God is
creating through the death and resurrection of Jesusis all about
‘forgiveness of sins’. At every level. Your sins and mine. The
wickedness, the folly, the failing, the rebellion; the shameful,
dirty, lying, cheating, glittering, sophisticated, flashy, corpor-
ate, international, global, local, personal, individual sins — the
whole lot. All dealt with. The law of Moses enabled you, says
Paul (verses 38—39) to get rid of a good deal of sin, to be
declared ‘in the right’ in relation to them. But there were all
kinds of other things still muddying the waters, and they can
now all be sorted out. Nothing need stand in God’s record
against you any more. You can be ‘justified’, declared to be in
the right, forgiven, a full and free member of God’s people.
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That is the immediate effect of the good news that Jesus is
risen as the Messiah, God’s son.

Accepting this is, of course, quite a challenge. That’s why
there’s a warning attached, again taken from the prophets,
this time Habakkuk 1.5, the chapter before the same prophet
declares, as Paul just has, that there will be a way of
justification open to all on the basis of faith (Habakkuk 2.4).
Watch out in case you miss out. No wonder they followed Paul
and Barnabas down the street and asked to hear some more.
No wonder, too, that Paul and Barnabas urged them to con-
tinue in God’s grace. The whole address was about grace: the
great story of God’s amazing mercy to the world, to the human
race, to Israel, now coming to its climax in Jesus. Stick with the
story, they say. Learn it, live in it, live from it. Don’t imagine
you can possess it. Let it possess you.

ACTS 13.44-52
A Light to the Gentiles

#0n the next sabbath, almost the whole city came together to
hear the word of the Lord. $But when the Jews saw the crowds,
they were filled with righteous indignation, and spoke blas-
phemous words against what Paul was saying.

*6Paul and Barnabas grew very bold.

‘God’s word had to be spoken to you first,’ they declared.
‘But since you are rejecting it, and judging yourselves un-
worthy of the life of God’s new age, look! We are turning to the
Gentiles! This is what the Lord has commanded, you see:

‘I have set you for a light to the nations,
So that you can be salvation-bringers to the end of the earth’

¥When the Gentiles heard this, they were thrilled, and they
praised the word of the Lord. All those who were marked out
for the life of God’s new age became believers. ¥And the word
of the Lord spread through the whole land.

50But the Jews incited the devout aristocratic women and the
leading men of the city. They stirred up persecution against
Paul and Barnabas, and drove them out of their district. * They,
however, shook the dust off their feet and went on to Iconium.
52The disciples were filled with joy and with the holy spirit.
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Acts 13.51

Everyone who works with words — the poet, the journalist,
the philosopher, the translator, the theologian — knows it all
too well. We use a word one day and it seems perfectly all right.
It does the job. The next day we are told it now means some-
thing different, or is now regarded as impolite. Often words do
what T. S. Eliot said they do, cracking and sometimes breaking
under the burden and tension we put on them, slipping, slid-
ing, perishing and decaying just when we wanted to rely on
them. This happens particularly when there is an embarrassing
or unpleasant social reality for which any name is going to be
tricky: witness the slipping and sliding between ‘negro’, ‘nigger,
‘black’ and ‘African-American’ (and many more) in the United
States over the last two or three generations. Sometimes the
words crack, break or decay with imprecision when the reality
is so great that it can hardly be conceived: reviewers who really
like a novel, a film or a concert quickly run short of adjectives
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to say that this wasn’t just ‘great’, ‘beautiful’,‘powerful’ or what-
ever — those have been said so often, and this was different! —
but something more. And sometimes the words stay the same,
in traditional contexts, while the meaning moves on, slowly,
silently, unnoticed until it’s almost too late. The word which
meant one thing is now used, without anyone realizing it, for
almost the exact opposite. (People have often pointed out that
the euphemism for ‘strike’, namely ‘industrial action’, is exactly
wrong, since what is happening is ‘industrial inaction’.)
Something like this latter move — a word staying in place
while popular perception changes — has happened in the Western
church in relation to ‘resurrection’ At the beginning, as we
have seen, it clearly and unambiguously referred to someone
being bodily alive again after being bodily dead. But years of
imprecision have meant that many people today, when they
say ‘resurrection’, actually think ‘disembodied immortality’.
Something very similar to this, and for the same reason, has
happened to a well-worn phrase which trips off the tongue
so easily: ‘eternal life. What do you think of at once when
you hear that phrase? Chances are, if you are part of a church
within, or influenced by, the Western church of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, you will think of a final state which
is beyond space and time: an ‘eternity’ in which, as one hymn
puts it, ‘time shall be no more’, and space and matter as well.
But the phrase which has so often been translated ‘eternal
life’ actually means ‘the life of the age’. No wonder, you may
think, we don’t put it like that; nobody would have a clue what
we were talking about. But Jews of Paul’s day and many other
times would know exactly what was meant. For them, there
were two ‘ages), or ‘periods of world history’: the present age
and the age to come. And the ‘life’ of the ‘age to come’ is the
state to which all devout Jews would aspire. Indeed, we know
of debates among Jews of Paul’s day and thereafter as to pre-
cisely who will inherit this life, the life of ‘the age to come’
But the point is: nobody, thinking within the framework of
thought which this phrase reflects, imagined that this ‘age’
would be ‘eternal’ in our sense — timeless, spaceless, matterless.
It will be a whole new period of history, when everything will
be put right at last. It will be the ‘great restoration’ we met in
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Acts 3.21. Everything will be different; but it will still be a
world like ours, only much, much more so, more solid, more
throbbing with life and energy, because the curse of corrup-
tion and death itself will have been banished, making it ‘eter-
nal’ in that sense but not in our usual ones. It is our inability,
in the Western thought of recent centuries, to conceive of such
aworld (is it actually inability? or is it unwillingness?) that has
made it so hard to speak of some of the foundational beliefs of
the early Christians.

Because, when Paul and the others spoke of ‘eternal life),
they didn’t mean something (as we say) ‘purely spiritual’ The
life of the coming age had already begun when Jesus came out
of the tomb on Easter morning, and will be complete when
God does for the whole world what he did for Jesus that day.
And all those who share in that Easter life in the present are
assured of a full share in it in the future. That is what it means
to be part of ‘the life of the coming age’ now, and on that great
day.

And that is what verses 46 and 48 are talking about, heavy as
they are with both warning and joy. If you turn away from this
message, declares Paul to the synagogue audience, then you are
declaring that you don’t see yourselves as belonging to God’s
coming new age! How can you do that? This is your ancestral
hope, your dream, your future — and you’re rejecting it! While,
at the same time, the Gentiles, who had not been looking for a
‘coming new age’ or the special kind of life that is proper to it,
were discovering it. They celebrated the fact that, according to
the scriptures Paul was now quoting, God’s new age, his rescue
from corruption and decay and all that thwarts truly human
existence, was open freely and equally to them. Paul says some-
thing closely parallel to this in Romans 9.30-33.

At the heart of this passage stands one of the great biblical
witnesses to the turn-around which was taking place in the
first generation of Christian faith. As so often, it is from the
central section of the book of Isaiah, the passage which speaks
of God’s word doing new things, working through the strange
ministry of the Servant to restore Israel and thereby to send out
the message of salvation to the whole world. The poem which
Luke’s readers heard (Luke 2.32) on the lips of old Simeon in
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the Temple, as he welcomed the baby Jesus, come back to
mind:

A light to lighten the Gentiles
And the glory of your people Israel.

The point, which we go on emphasizing because it is so
important throughout Luke’s work, as indeed throughout
Paul’s, is that within the hope of Israel there always lay the
promise — sometimes buried under the rubble of anger against
the wicked and blaspheming pagan nations who were oppress-
ing them, but always available to be rediscovered, dusted
down and put once more to good use — the promise that when
God did for Israel what Israel longed for him to do, then the
Gentiles would come into the picture. Abraham had been
called so that in him all the families of the earth might be
blessed. Israel at Sinai was called to be a nation of priests.
David was celebrated, in hope rather than actuality, as the king
whose dominion would eventually stretch to the ends of the
earth. And Isaiah specifically said that the work of the servant,
the one who embodies Israel and puts God’s plan for Israel
into effect, will not merely be to restore the tribes of Israel, but
to be a light to the nations.

It is at this point where, without too much reflection, we can
see why many of the Jews who heard this message in the first
century rejected it angrily. It must have sounded to them like
a compromise. All these years they had been maintaining their
Jewish distinctness, keeping themselves clean from the impure,
pagan lifestyle of the wider world. They had been true to the
commandments which marked them out from the world full
of idols all around them. They had suffered many things,
mockery, social ostracism, sometimes physical abuse or even
death, to be true to this heritage and this calling. And now —all
these pagans surrounding them were going to come flooding
in to their world, without so much as a by-your-leave? This
was blasphemous nonsense! And the ‘righteous indignation’
which welled up in them, deeply understandable as it was —
and corresponding exactly to the reaction of the young Saul of
Tarsus only a few years before — was, again, this thing called
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‘zeal’ (Acts 13.45). Not ‘envy’ or ‘jealousy’, as some translations
have it, but ‘zeal’, righteous indignation, zeal for their God and
his law: the thing Paul himself confesses to in Galatians 1.14,
Philippians 3.6 and (by implication) Romans 10.2.

And it was this ‘zeal, in Antioch as in so many other
places later on, that led to the trouble which caused Paul
and Barnabas to leave town in a hurry. Jesus had spoken of
apostles wiping the dust off their feet when a town refused
their message of peace (Luke 10.11). That is what they did
now, faced with leading local people coming out in support
of those of the synagogue community who had been stirred up
to anger. The gospel doesn’t leave things intact. At the end of
this first major missionary visit, we have three distinct groups:
the angry and aggressive people who don’t want to know; the
joyful, spirit-filled local people who had believed the message;
and the two apostles, escaping persecution and scurrying on to
the next town.

Oh, and the word of God (Acts 13.48), which,though ‘attacked
by voices of temptation), is doing its own work as usual.

ACTS 14.1-7

Iconium

'What happened in Iconium was much the same. They went
into the Jewish synagogue and spoke, with the result that a
large crowd, both of Jews and of Greeks, came to faith. 2But the
unbelieving Jews stirred up and poisoned the minds of the
Gentiles against the brothers. *They stayed there a long time,
speaking boldly on behalf of the Lord, who bore them witness
to the word of his grace by giving signs and wonders which
were done at their hands.

‘But the inhabitants of the city were divided. Some were
with the Jews, and some with the apostles. *But then the Gentiles
and Jews, with their rulers, made an attempt to ill-treat them
and stone them. ¢They got wind of it, however, and fled to
Lystra and Derbe, cities of Lycaonia, and to the surrounding
countryside. "There they went on announcing the good news.
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Acts 14.1-7

I once knew a young man who suffered seriously from depres-
sion. He was grappling with all kinds of issues, memories,
buried fears, imagined guilt (and some real guilt, too). He had,
on my recommendation, been to see one or two doctors,
because his condition was becoming clinical. But, he told me,
he got frustrated with the medication he’d been prescribed,
and which he had taken for a while.

‘All the highs and lows disappeared, he complained. ‘OK, I
don’t like the lows. In fact, they’re terrible. But the highs went
as well. I just felt like a cow, mooching around, never getting
excited about anything. I can’t live like that. It’s just not me.

And he came off the medication and went on working
with a counsellor who, through patience, wisdom and prayer,
brought him steadily through the worst.

Now for all I know they may have improved the medication
since then. I’'m not an expert in that area. Sometimes medica-
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tion may be the only way to help someone out of the deepest
part of a depression so that they can begin to work on the real
issues. But that notion stuck with me, of doing away with the
highs and the lows. And I find myself thinking of it as I read a
passage like this and compare it with what I know of ordinary
church life in today’s Western world.

Those of us in what we like to think of as ‘mainstream’
denominations — Roman Catholic, Anglican, Methodist, Re-
formed, and some others — are, by and large, respectable. All
right, we are not as socially acceptable, in many places, as we
once were. But there are two things you won’t find much of in
our ordinary day-by-day life. You won’t find much in the way
of persecution. Nobody is stirring up and poisoning people’s
minds against us (well, they do sometimes, but not as sharply
as they might). And you won’t find much in the way of signs
and wonders. Nobody is running and jumping about the streets
showing that God has healed them (well, they do sometimes,
but we are normally so afraid of ‘extremism), and of charlatans
claiming to be healers when all they’re interested in is money,
that we tend to fight shy of even the possibility of healing).

And I can’t help reflecting that we have become like my
young friend on medication. The lows have gone, but so have
the highs. What is the medication that we have taken which
has made us the ecclesiastical equivalent of a herd of cows,
mooing and mooching to and fro, doing nobody any harm,
but never getting excited either? Nobody much gets healed,
and nobody much gets stoned.

Let’s ask the question this way. We have already looked at
the impact Paul’s message had on the synagogue in Antioch. It
is not unlike the impact Peter’s similar message had on his
hearers in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost itself: some were
thrilled, others very angry. We have seen that the main message
that emerges for us out of all that is that the ancient promises
of God were being fulfilled in and through Jesus, as Messiah,
for Israel and thence for the whole world. Israel — Jews both in
Judaea and Palestine and all around the world — had to hear
about it as soon as possible; these were their promises that
had been fulfilled! But part of the message was precisely that
the fulfilment was a complete fulfilment in the sense that the
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underlying purpose of the promises, that through Israel God
would bless the whole world, was now being accomplished.
The synagogue communities were being invited to embrace a
fulfilment of their own long-cherished hopes, which necessar-
ily meant a relativization of their own ‘special’ sense. When the
postman has delivered all the letters, he is no longer the special
person he once was as he walks down the street, not because
there was anything wrong with being the postman, but pre-
cisely because it was his job, and he’s finished it.

Now, once we’ve got our minds round that, and watched in
passages like the present one as the same pattern unwinds once
again, we can address the question: how might we, in today’s
mainstream churches, go about a more apostolic witness to
our wider community? Is there, shall we say, a less depressing
way of living and speaking the gospel than the one in which
many find themselves caught?

For astart,it’simportant to make sure we really are announc-
ing, and living by, the gospel itself — the full message about
Jesus as the risen son of God, fulfilling God’s ancient promises
for the benefit of the whole world, offering forgiveness of sins
(not just a comforting, cosseting spirituality) and the hope of
God’s new world (not just pie in the sky when you die). If we
really sort that out, that’s one step in the right direction.

For another thing, we need to pray more seriously, perhaps
with fasting. As we have seen, the genuine gospel is bound to
confront other power-structures, other thought-systems. We
will need all the spiritual resources we can muster.

But, when those are in place, what is the equivalent, for us,
of what Paul and Barnabas were doing when they went into
the local synagogues? (I am assuming that most of my readers
are not themselves Jewish; there is a very specific question to
be addressed in that context, and it isn’t what I'm talking
about here.)

The synagogue wasn’t just a place of worship. It was the
main community centre for Jews in each locality, the place
where they came together to address and settle all kinds of
issues. The equivalent in many towns and cities wouldn’t
necessarily be a ‘religious’ building, but what we often call ‘the
public square’ — which might literally be just that, a public
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square, but might well be a network of council chambers,
government offices, town halls, health services, police stations
and all the other paraphernalia of contemporary civic life. And
the message wouldn’t be simply a ‘religious’ one about God,
heard in terms of private spirituality and an escapist ‘heaven’
to hope for hereafter, with some odd moral codes thrown in
for the present. It would be, for our world and our day, what
Paul’s message to the synagogue always was: that for which
you have longed is here, but it doesn’t look like you thought
it would.

But what is our society longing for? Peace; justice; freedom;
a voice and a vote which will count; health. Around and above
all of those, love. Inside and through all of those: to satisfy
the hunger of the heart, a hunger which no amount of money,
fine houses, fast cars, luxury vacations and love affairs will ever
begin to reach. And the task of the church, though it certainly
goes much wider and deeper than this, at least includes the
following: that we should, in prayer and with wisdom, be able
to tell the story of our world, our increasingly neo-pagan
society, in terms of the long history of promises we have clung
onto and pledges we have made and broken. We should be
prepared to think it all through so we can tell the story that
people know is their story, the one they always knew they
wanted to hear. And we have to tell it so that, like Paul telling
the story of Israel, it ends with Jesus, not artificially or like a
conjuror pulling a rabbit out of a hat, but so that he appears as
what and who he is: the truly human one, the one in whom are
hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge, the living
bread through whom all our hungers are satisfied.

And of course it’s no good at all simply trying to say it. We
have to live it. We have to create, and sustain, communities
where this life is being lived in such a way that when we
speak of it we are obviously telling the truth. That is the hard
part. As long as our churches are places where we struggle to
sustain an hour or two’s public worship per week, with ‘real
life’ only minimally affected by it, we will indeed end up like a
bunch of vaguely religious cows in a field, mooing on Sunday
mornings and chewing the cud the rest of the time. No highs
and no lows. But if we really worked at trying to be for our
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world what the apostles were for their Jewish world, things
might change. The gospel might come alive. Vested interests
would be challenged, and they would bite back. But we would
be on the map once more: the map which Luke is offering us,
even as the apostles hurry on once more to the next cities and

districts, ready for more highs and more lows in the cause of
God’s kingdom.

ACTS 14.8-20
Confusion in Lystra

8There was a man sitting in Lystra who was unable to use his
feet. He had been lame from his mother’s womb, and had never
walked. °He heard Paul speaking. When Paul looked hard at
him, and saw that he had faith to be made well, °he said with
a loud voice,

‘Stand up straight on your feet!

Up he jumped, and walked about.

"When the crowds saw what Paul had done, they shouted
loudly in the Lycaonian language,

‘The gods have come down to us in human form!

12They called Barnabas ‘Zeus’, and Paul, because he was the
main speaker, ‘Hermes’. "*The priest of Zeus, whose temple
was just outside the city, brought oxen and garlands to the city
gates. There was a crowd with him, and he was all ready to offer
sacrifice.

“But when the apostles, Paul and Barnabas, heard of it, they
tore their clothes and rushed into the crowd.

15Men, men, they shouted, ‘what on earth are you doing?
WEe are just ordinary humans, with the same nature as you, and
we are bringing you the wonderful message that you should
turn away from these foolish things to the living God, the one
who made heaven and earth and the sea and everything in
them. *¢In earlier generations he allowed all the nations to go
their own ways, 7but even then he didn’t leave himself without
witness. He has done you good, giving you rain from heaven
and times of fruitfulness, filling your bodies with food and
your hearts with gladness.’

18Even by saying this, they only just restrained the crowds
from offering them sacrifice. *But some Jews arrived from
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Antioch and Iconium, and persuaded the crowds to stone Paul.
They dragged him outside the city, thinking he was dead. #The
disciples gathered round him, however, and he got up and
went into the city. The next day he and Barnabas went off
to Derbe.

I have a sneaking sympathy for the medical profession.

Two or three generations ago, everybody knew that there
were all kinds of diseases that the doctors couldn’t cure. They
would do their best with what was available. They would offer
sympathy, wisdom, encouragement and sometimes actual
cures for actual diseases. But often all they could do would be
alleviate pain for a while, as the disease either ran its course
and cleared up or finished the patient off altogether.

Now we all assume, in the Western world, that the doctor
ought to be able to cure everything, more or less at once. We
have believed the boast of a kind of scientific imperialism
(not that anyone in the medical profession has said it, but it
has crept into our consciousness unawares): that the time is
rapidly approaching when nobody will have to suffer anything
very much, that the doctors will be able to sort it all out, and
that they should have it all completed by next Tuesday.

And then when the doctor, or the hospital, doesn’t deliver
the goods on time, we push them off the pedestal we’ve built
for them and declare that they are useless, or fakes. We grum-
ble when we can’t get an appointment at once (or we pay
a lot of money to make sure we can). We complain bitterly if
someone goes to hospital with one disease and contracts a
different one while they are in there — while in many countries,
certainly in my own, we would grumble even more if our taxes
were raised so that, like France and some other places, we
could have the kind of hospitals we would all really like. One
way or another, we make the doctors either gods or devils.
We either divinize them or demonize them. It can’t be much
fun. (Not that anyone does that with clergy, now, do they?)

Paul and Barnabas go through this process in quick succes-
sion, and not without more touches of Luke’s comedy. Here is
Paul, doing one of the things he does best, healing a disabled
man. And here, all of a sudden, is a great solemn procession,
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pagan religion at its most serious, with garlands of flowers
and oxen all ready for a great celebratory sacrifice, exactly the
kind of thing that Paul wanted to declare was irrelevant to
worshipping the true God. There are ancient texts and inscrip-
tions which speak of Zeus and Hermes arriving on earth
and being entertained by an ordinary pair of mortals; there
is some evidence to suggest that this old story belongs in the
part of Turkey where Paul and Barnabas now found them-
selves. It may be that the townsfolk were, so to speak, always
on the lookout in case it really happened one day. So Paul
and Barnabas — who if they are anything in the pagan world
are missionaries on behalf of the One True God, the God
of Abraham, the God of Jewish monotheism who stands
over against all pagan idols and declares that they are a load of
empty nonsense — this Paul and Barnabas are not only faced
with the full show of pagan worship, but they are themselves
identified with the very gods they have come to debunk! It is
remarkable what can happen to a message when the hearers
insist on inserting it firmly into their own worldview.

But as soon as Paul and Barnabas have explained the mis-
take (which they do with difficulty (verse 18) because, once
people are bent on having a ritual and a party and a celebra-
tion meal all rolled into one, which pagan sacrifices were, then
they are going to be disappointed if you stop them) the mood
of the crowd changes. If these people aren’t Zeus and Hermes,
who on earth are they? They must be imposters! At this point,
Luke tells us, some Jews came from Antioch and Iconium, still
righteously indignant at the message which flew in the face
of their traditions — just at the point when Paul and Barnabas
have been explaining that the message flies in the face of the
pagan traditions as well. The result is inevitable: violence.
What is remarkable is that Paul survived it. As the main
speaker by this stage (which was why he was identified with
Hermes, the messenger of the gods) he seems to have become
the main target; though you might have thought that, if
people reckoned Barnabas had been impersonating Zeus, that
might not have been the most popular thing in town, either.
We tend to think of ‘stoning’ as more or less automatically
meaning ‘killing), and of course often it did; but if all it means
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is that several people picked up middle-sized rocks and threw
them at him, they might well stun him or hurt him badly with-
out actually completing the job.

But the heart of the passage is of course the remarkable
things that Paul and Barnabas say when they realize what the
crowds are about to do. This passage (verses 15-18) is totally
unlike what Paul said in the synagogue at Antioch, for the very
good reason that there he was addressing devout and poten-
tially suspicious Jews and here he was addressing, in haste
and under pressure, devout and very muddled pagans. In fact,
what he says to them could just as well have been said by a
non-Christian Jewish missionary, and the same could be said
for a good deal (not all) of the longer, more measured, address
to pagans in Acts 17.

He begins with God the creator: the God who made the
heaven, the earth, the sea and all that is in them. This foun-
dational Jewish doctrine comes (to those who appreciate its
significance) as a huge sigh of relief to those who have lived
in a world of many gods and goddesses, each concerned with
their own business, ready to do favours or lash out if annoyed,
but above all eager to be placated by hapless humans. No,
declares the Jewish tradition ancient and modern. There is
one God, and he made the lot. He is responsible for all the
good things in the world, and if you don’t see that then you are
guilty of ingratitude to one who loves you and cares for you.
Crops and good weather, seedtime and harvest, are all signs of
the goodness and love of this one true God.

What then can we say about the muddles and messes that
humans have got themselves into? God is prepared to overlook
all that, says Paul (verse 16; compare 17.30, and Romans 3.25).
He has been preparing a long, slow plan to set the whole
world right. It has taken all this time because the principal way
the creator wishes to work in his world, in accordance with
his original intention, is through human beings, and it was
bound to take time to bring the people he chose to the right
place (none of this is said, but all of it is I believe implied).
Now, however, it’s time to set things straight. Paul doesn’t get
a chance even to mention the name of Jesus. But if he had,
without explaining the worldview within which Jesus and his
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identity, achievement and message make sense, they would no
doubt have tried simply to fit him into their pagan thought-
world, as indeed happened in Athens (Acts 17.18).

One of the things this passage highlights is the almost bot-
tomless pit of potential misunderstandings that await anyone
who tries to speak, and live out, the essentially Jewish message
of the gospel, with its remarkable news of the one true creator
God. There are so many barriers in the way, so much anger
against the way the world is (often with people simultane-
ously blaming God for all the bad and declaring that they
don’t believe in him), so much distortion of what the message
is, through bad teaching, or bad experience of church or
synagogue. But the point of this whole narrative, in its larger
framework, is precisely to show the explosive, if deeply con-
fusing, effects of taking the message of Jesus out into the wider
world. The journey of the gospel from Jerusalem ‘to the ends
of the earth’ (1.8) is unstoppable, but uncomfortable. That
comes with the territory.

ACTS 14.21-28
Opening the Door of Faith

2They preached in Derbe, and made many disciples. Then they
returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, strengthening the
hearts of the disciples, and urging them to remain in the faith.
They warned them that getting into God’s kingdom would
mean going through considerable suffering. #In every church
they appointed elders by laying hands on them. They fasted,
prayed, and commended them to the Lord in whom they had
believed.

#They went through Pisidia and came to Pamphylia; 2’and
when they had spoken the word in Perga they went down to
Attalia. 26From there they sailed to Antioch, which was where
they had been commended to God’s grace for the work which
they had accomplished. ?Once there, they called the church
together, and told them all the things which God had done
with them, and how he had opened a door of faith for the
Gentiles. 28They stayed there a long time with the disciples.
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Acts 14.21-28

I stood at the back of the exhibition, and chatted with the
artist. He was a local man, and we were glad to support him.
We had even bought one of his paintings, a marvellous study
of a bird in flight.

‘What does it feel like, I asked, ‘seeing people buy these
paintings which you've taken such a long time over, and
watching them take them away knowing you’ll probably never
see them again?’

‘Very strange, he replied. ‘It’s like sending children off to
college, only worse. You don’t know what company they’ll get
into. You don’t know whether people will look after them.
With paintings, you don’t know whether they will hang them
somewhere special, or just shove them in an attic and forget
them!

I came home and prepared for the big event of the next
week: two ordination services. And I realized that I was in
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something of a similar position. I was about to lay hands on
20 or so people, all carefully selected, trained and prepared.
We would spend several days in prayer together, and then
join with enormous congregations to pray together for the
ministry they would have. Then I would lay hands on them,
smile for the cameras afterwards, and off they would go to
their various parishes. Of course, I would see them again —
quite frequently, I hope. But they are, in all sorts of senses, out
of my hands.

If that was true for me, how much more was it true for
Paul. We worry, today, about whether we are preparing people
properly for ministry because the longest course we normally
offer is still less than three years. (I am jealous of my Roman
Catholic colleagues who still demand seven years from their
students!) We worry about whether we’ve got the proper pro-
gramme of post-ordination follow-up training so that new
ministers receive proper support. We remind ourselves that the
world out there (at least in the UK) is by no means as sym-
pathetic to the church, and to clergy, as it used to be. The newly
ordained will need encouragement on a regular basis, perhaps
in the form of a mentor, a senior and experienced pastor who
can be on hand to field questions, to head off silly ideas, to set-
tle people down and point them in the right direction.

And all that Paul did was to come through town, a few days
or weeks after his first preaching, to appoint ‘elders), to fast and
pray and lay hands on them, and then to move on. Apart from
the odd letter, and a follow-up visit in a few years’ time if they
were lucky, that was it. They were on their own.

But they weren’t, of course. The entire enterprise, the whole
movement, everything about following Jesus from top to bot-
tom, is built on the belief that Jesus is Lord over the church
as well as the world, and that by his spirit he calls, he equips,
he guides, he warns, he rebukes, he encourages. It’s his busi-
ness. And that is what the laying on of hands, with prayer and
fasting, actually signifies. It isn’t a method of control. Some-
times people imagine that the more ritual you have at that
point the more you're setting up some kind of hierarchical
system in which the people at the top have all the power and
the people down below simply do what they’re told. That
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may be how it works in some places, for all I know; it’s cer-
tainly not what I believe, or what I try to practise. The whole
point about the laying on of hands, with fasting and prayer,
is, as Luke says in verse 23, to ‘commend;, or ‘entrust’ them ‘to
the Lord in whom they had come to believe’. Laying hands on
people isn’t a way of grabbing control over them; it’s a way of
relinquishing control, of declaring publicly that they are now
responsible to the Lord himself for what they do. Of course,
if they get into trouble in my world, it'll come back to me
sooner or later. But ordination itself isn’t about that. It’s about
the fact that the church belongs to Jesus, that ministers belong
to Jesus, and that he is responsible for them.

This is in fact only the second mention of ‘elders’ in Acts,
the first being in 11.30 with reference to the Jerusalem ‘elders.
Luke makes no attempt to explain who they were; he assumes
his readers will know, or guess. It is assumed that churches,
even new and small ones, will need, and will have, local lead-
ership, trained on the job. Of course, the encouragement and
teaching of the apostles, as in verse 22, is foundational and
vital. But, going back once more to 2.42, it is only one part
of the whole. There is also the common life, the breaking of
bread, and the prayers; and each church must look after those
for itself, without departing from ‘the apostles’ teaching.

Another theme is starting to become prominent in the
story: ‘the grace of God. When Barnabas went to Antioch in
11.23, he rejoiced ‘because he saw the grace of God), in other
words, he saw that God was powerfully at work reaching people
who had no qualifications, nothing to commend them, no
social or cultural status, no pride of race or ancestry or moral
achievement. Then in 13.43 Paul and Barnabas exhorted the
believers in (Pisidian) Antioch ‘to continue in the grace of
God; that is, to continue a life of trusting the generosity of God
rather than trying to grab back control, or pride of achieve-
ment, for oneself. Now, as they get back to (Syrian) Antioch
(verse 26), Luke reminds us that that was where they had been
‘commended to the grace of God’ for the work they had com-
pleted: in other words, that the initial prayers of the church
had been for the powerful, sovereign love of God to be at work
in, through and around them, both guiding them and reaching
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out through their words, their life and their prayer to do new
things in the world, works of healing of hearts and minds
and bodies. In other words, ‘grace’ is not just a doctrine to be
believed; it is a fact you can lean your weight on. That is pre-
cisely what ministry is about, including the ministry of plant-
ing churches and commissioning or ordaining new ministers
in turn.

In particular, it is through this grace that God has ‘opened a
door of faith for the Gentiles’. Clearly Luke doesn’t mean that
until this particular mission no Gentiles had believed in Jesus.
He himself has told us at length about the Ethiopian eunuch,
at even more length about Cornelius, and more allusively
about Gentile Christians in Antioch (11.19-26). What he
seems to mean is that out there, in obviously Gentile territory,
there were new communities being planted, some of which
had no connection even to the synagogues; and that in these
communities what counted was not who your parents were
but the fact that you believed in Jesus. As Paul himself says,
writing later to Rome: God will justify the circumcised by their
faith, and the uncircumcised through their faith (Romans
3.30). He never loses the sense that Gentiles come in from the
outside into the community of the people of God, so that even
though the badge of membership they wear is identical to the
badge which the Jewish Christians wear — that is, faith in Jesus
as the crucified and risen Messiah and Lord — there is, for the
Gentile Christian, a sense of entry into something totally new,
while for the Jewish Christian there is a sense of the radical
renewal of a family membership already possessed in theory.

Something of exactly this delicate sense, of absolute and
complete equality of status within the church but different
routes to get there, persists not only in Romans but also in
Galatians; and, though the matter remains hugely contro-
versial, I agree with those scholars who think that Galatians
was written at around this moment in the story which Luke
is telling, in other words, before the great Council of Acts 15. I
am inclined to think — along with a good many archaeologists
and historians — that the ‘Galatians’ addressed in the letter
were precisely the churches of (Pisidian) Antioch, Iconium,
Lystra and Derbe, and that the ‘agitators’ who had come in to
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disturb them by insisting on circumcision had done so fairly
soon after Paul had left them behind. I am inclined to think
that the ‘long time’ in verse 28 that Paul and Barnabas spent
in Antioch was the time towards the end of which Peter came
to Antioch (Galatians 2.11), after which certain people came
from Jerusalem (Acts 15.1; Galatians 2.12) to teach something
very different from what Paul had been teaching in southern
Turkey. If that is so — and, actually, even if it isn’t, but I think
it works quite well — then we have to say that Luke’s quiet
emphasis on ‘grace’ at this point corresponds quite closely to
Paul’s insistence on ‘grace’ in Galatians. It was grace that
was at stake throughout the controversy that now erupted.
Was the gift of new life in the gospel to be dependent utterly
on God’s free gift, or did it have something to do with human
qualifications, even qualifications which were themselves part
of God’s calling to his people?

The worrying thing, of course, is this: when Paul and
Barnabas laid hands on the newly appointed elders, and then
left them to it, that didn’t mean they were automatically ‘safe’.
Indeed, it probably meant that that was when new times of
testing would burst in on them. That is often how it works.
But Paul meant what he said in verse 22: it is through much
suffering that we shall enter God’s kingdom. And sometimes
the suffering comes in the form of terrible, church-dividing
controversy.

ACTS 15.1-11
Is Circumcision Necessary?

1ISome people came from Judaea to Antioch and, on arrival,
began to teach the Christians that they could not be saved
unless they were circumcised according to the custom of
Moses. 2This caused considerable uproar and dispute between
them and Paul and Barnabas, and the church decided to send
Paul and Barnabas, and some others from their fellowship,
to the apostles and elders in Jerusalem, to try to sort out the
problem. So they were sent off by the church. They travelled
through Phoenicia and Samaria, telling people as they went
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about the conversion of the Gentiles. They brought great joy to
the Christian communities.

“When they arrived in Jerusalem they were welcomed by the
church, the apostles and the elders, and they told them all the
things that God had done with them. SBut some believers from
the party of the Pharisees stood up.

‘They must be circumcised, they said, ‘and you must tell
them to keep the law of Moses.”

6The apostles and elders gathered together to see what to do
about this matter. 7After considerable argument, Peter got up.

‘My brothers, he said, ‘you know that from our early days
together God chose that it should be from my mouth that the
Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and believe. 8And
God, who knows the heart, bore them witness, by giving them
the holy spirit just as he did to us. °He made no distinction
between us and them, but he purified their hearts through
faith. °So now, why are you putting God to the test, by placing
a yoke on the disciples’ neck which neither we nor our ances-
tors have been able to bear? !'Rather, we believe that it is by the
grace of the Lord Jesus that we shall be saved, just like them.

‘I thought wed settled this!’

Dennis was furious. Halfway through the second week of
term and it had happened again.

They had sat around the kitchen table, the five of them, in
the old house they had rented for their second year at college.
They all knew they needed to get on with their work; and
they needed some house rules in place so they wouldn’t keep
getting angry with each other over points of disagreement.
They had drawn up rotas for cooking and cleaning; that part
was working fine. They had agreed an absolute ban on music
after midnight, and that was fine too. But, partly because
one of them was allergic to tobacco smoke and another had
recently given up smoking and didn’t want to be lured back
into it again, they had agreed an absolute ban: no smoking in
the house. The two smokers had agreed somewhat reluctantly,
but they’d gone along with it. There was always the garden
shed, or the lane at the end of the street.

And then, ten days in, Dennis (who was allergic) began to
sneeze while sitting working at his desk one evening. Surely it
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Acts 15.1-11

couldn’t be.. . . but they’d promised, hadn’t they? How could
they? And, sniffing the smell (and making himself sneeze some
more), he got up from the desk, stormed out into the corridor,
and let fly. ‘I thought we’d settled this!’

Jim’s door opened and he appeared, crestfallen and apolo-
getic. You see, his father had come to visit, just for the evening;
and he didn’t want to go out; and he always had a smoke after
supper; and he’d thought, perhaps, it would be all right . . .

But it wasn’t. A blazing row, another kitchen table confer-
ence, lots of sullen stares, and a further and final agreement on
the absolute ban.

Now, to be fair, and get a balance to things before we launch
into Acts 15, we ought to tell a story that goes in the opposite
direction. Let us go and visit Moira.

Moira is the cellist in a string quartet. She comes originally
from Germany, where she was taught by a man who was taught
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by a man who had known Brahms personally, had played the
Elgar concerto under the great man’s baton and, in addition
to substantial solo work, had performed in both quartets and
orchestras across the world. Moira is, naturally, proud of this
pedigree, and she does her best, through study and assiduous
practice, to keep up her high standards. The public appreciate
it; often, a cellist isn’t the main star in a quartet but, though the
violinists and viola player are excellent, many people, asked
why they have come to the quartet’s concert or bought the
CD, will name her playing as the main reason. She carries with
her a gentle but clear sense of the noble tradition of European
music; she seems to breathe the air of the great concert-halls
of Vienna, Milan, Paris and Berlin as they used to be before the
disastrous wars of the twentieth century shook European cul-
ture to its foundations.

So when the quartet plays Beethoven, or Brahms, or Mozart,
there is always a sense that she provides not just the ground
bass for the music but the solid, substantial sense of what the
music is really all about. She can feel in her bones the way the
themes, the subjects, the harmonies and the rhythms flow this
way and that,across the different movements and even between
different quartets in the same set. She is, in short, a purist, and
her colleagues and public value and love her as such.

So imagine Moira’s reaction a few weeks ago when the
leader of the quartet, a brilliant but very young violinist, came
to the group excitedly with a new contract proposal. A well-
known radio station wants them to branch out. They will play
their favourite movements, or even parts of movements, from
their Top Twenty quartets of all time. They will play them on
the radio, they will make recordings of their selections, they
will have special ‘pop quartet’ concerts in major venues. The
radio station will splash advertising everywhere. There will
be a phone-in so people can call and say which bits they like
best, and then they can play them again, over and over! Tens of
thousands of people who’ve never heard quartet music before
will flood in. It’s a whole new market! They want it, we can do
it, they will pay good money ...

And Moira is livid. How can they? How can they? Why don’t
they dress up in silly costumes and dance the can-can at the
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same time, then? Why don’t they hum old Bavarian folk-songs
while they’re at it? What is this — a serious music outfit or a
three-ring circus? You can’t just rip movements out of quar-
tets; you might as well pull 20 lines out of a Shakespeare play
and have someone stand up on stage and recite it, as if that
would make any sense. Or cut up the Mona Lisa and sell it in
little squares as souvenirs! Brahms would be turning in his
grave. Someone has to make a stand. If only her teacher, or his
teacher, could hear this nonsense! He’d put them right! If the
general public want to understand what real music is all about,
people should put on proper concerts instead of this let-’em-
all-come-anyway rubbish . . .

Moira, bless her, is a Pharisee. Of course she is. She under-
stands tradition. She knows that you can cut a tree down in
ten minutes but you can’t grow another one in ten years. She
knows that people have worked, slaved in poverty, struggled
and even died in the effort to reach the very pinnacle of cre-
ative art. She knows that all around there are people who are
only too ready to add saxophones to fifteenth-century ensem-
bles, to turn a noble symphonic theme into an advertising
jingle, to pretend that the important thing about Mozart was
his sex life, to psychoanalyse Brahms yet again as though
everyone didn’t already know about his poor mother and as
though that would add one iota to the sheer, heart-stopping
beauty of his German Requiem. She speaks up for the rock on
which the whole Western musical tradition stands, before
someone blows it to pieces to sell it off in bits, stamped with
pictures of famous composers. Had Moira been in Jerusalem,
faced with the news from Antioch, not to mention Turkey, she
would have been quite clear. Circumcision matters, because
Moses said so, and that was a millennium and a half ago (and
anyway it was given to Abraham in the first place, two thousand
years ago) and people have died because of their determina-
tion to keep the laws and the customs. That is our identifying
mark as God’s people. It’s a solemn sign of the covenant. It
says so in the Bible. What will it be next — pulling down the
Temple? Telling us we should all keep pigs and eat pork?

And Dennis, in my first story, is of course playing the part
of Peter or Paul. Look: we had all this out before, at the time of
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the Cornelius business. It was quite clear that we had to decide
what we did. We laid it down (11.30) as a fixed principle: ‘God
has granted Gentiles, too, repentance that leads to life’, without
them needing to be circumcised. Never mind the fact that, since
then, pressure has grown, that people have arrived who say we
have to do it anyway. It was agreed. That’s where we should stand.

We can understand Dennis. We can understand Moira. We
can understand Paul and Peter, and we can and should cer-
tainly understand the ‘circumcision faction), who are here
named more precisely as believing Pharisees (verse 5; Paul was
himself of course a believer who had belonged to the Pharisaic
party, but he would have claimed that he had thought through
the implications of faith in Jesus as the crucified Messiah more
fully than they had). But we must become very, very clear
about one thing. Acts 15 is not simply a matter of ‘tradition’
versus ‘innovation’. It cannot be used as a stick with which to
beat anyone who resists any new proposal (‘but look, in Acts
15 it was the traditionalists who were wrong!’). Acts 15 is
about the reassertion and the working through of the principle
already established in chapter 11, which concerns not a gen-
eral or abstract point about tradition and innovation, but a
very specific and concrete point which is central to the whole
of early Christianity: precisely because God has fulfilled his
covenant with Israel in sending Jesus as Messiah, the covenant
family is now thrown open to all, without distinction. It isn’t
a matter, it can’t be a matter, of belonging to one particular
ethnic group, no matter how sacred, how chosen, how blessed
with God’s presence and entrusted with carrying his promise
to the world. It is time for that promise to be delivered, not
kept as a private possession. This was what the ‘tradition, at its
best, was actually about all along.

The Moiras of this world might say that this is a way of
saying that the tradition, in order to be true to itself, must then
self-destruct, and that this is absurd. Perhaps so. But that is
surely why, writing only a few years later, Paul declared that
the gospel of Jesus crucified and risen is not only foolishness
to the Greeks, but a scandal to the Jews. He should know. He
had been where Moira was. That was his world. But God had
turned that world upside down. And Peter (whatever he had
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said or done in Antioch a few weeks or months earlier) agreed.
It was a matter, once more, of grace. ‘It is by the grace of the
Lord Jesus that both they and we shall be saved.” If it was a
matter of ethnic identity, and of converts taking that on as of
necessity, then grace would no longer be grace.

ACTS 15.12-21
The Judgment of James

12The whole company was silent, and listened to Barnabas and
Paul describing the signs and wonders which God had done
through them among the Gentiles. “After they had finished,
James replied.

‘My dear brothers, he said, ‘listen to me. “Symeon has
explained how, at the beginning, God graciously favoured the
Gentiles, to take from them a people for his own name. !*This,
indeed, is in accordance with the words of the prophets,
which say,

16‘After this I will return, and will rebuild the tabernacle of
David which had collapsed,

And I will build the ruins again, and set them straight,

7So that the rest of the human race may seek the Lord,

And all the nations upon whom my name has been called.

Thus says the Lord, who has made these things '*%known
from of old.

19“Therefore this is my judgment: we should not cause extra
difficulties for those of the Gentiles who have turned to God.
2Rather, we should send them a message, warning them to
keep away from things that have been polluted by idols, from
fornication, from what has been strangled, and from blood.
21Moses, after all, has from ancient times had people proclaim-
ing him from city to city, since he is read in the synagogues sab-
bath after sabbath.

One of the difficulties about living in the new European Union
(I realize that this remark may be out of date as soon as it’s
written, since new proposals come forward every few weeks,
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but the general truth still stands) is that there are at least four
different attitudes towards law, towards constitutional matters,
and towards the responsibilities of citizens under the law and
under constitutions, within Europe as a whole.

Running the risk of substantial caricature, we could label
them like this. The Greeks and Italians may be glad that a new
law has been passed. There ought to be a law on such matters.
They themselves have no intention of keeping it, of course,
but it’s useful to have it on the statute books just in case. The
Germans, however, coming from a strong philosophical tradi-
tion where things are thought out from first principles, pass
laws and expect them to be enforced. How else can you run a
society efficiently? The French ... well, perhaps I had better
not comment about the French. But we British: well, we tend
to favour the attitude brilliantly summarized in a recent
popular work of sociology: ‘What do we want? Gradual
change! When do we want it? In due course!

How you keep those different attitudes to laws and con-
stitutions together under one roof is something the politicians
are still working at. The phrase ‘sack of ferrets, which one
of my friends sometimes uses to describe an awkward group
of clergy, comes unbidden to mind. But we should note
that often, when people discuss theological controversies,
they assume a basically German approach: once something has
been discussed, agreed and settled, that ought to be that. No
ifs and buts, no clever exception clauses; if it’s right it’s right
and we must put it into practice, no matter what anyone feels.
And, without making any kind of a case for a Greek/Italian, or
a British, solution (still less a French one) to the theological
problem that faced the conference in Jerusalem, I think we
need to loosen our grip on the somewhat rigid either/or
approach which has so often been adopted. Basically, James
and the conference as a whole were clear on two things. First,
the law should not be imposed on Gentile converts. Second,
they should be told that they had better keep some significant
bits of it just in case. Get it? No? Well, let’s come at it from the
side and see what happens.

First, though, a word about this character James. We have
met him only once before in this book: when Peter, about to go
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underground for a judicious time (12.17), tells the assembled
church to tell James what has happened. He can’t mean James
the brother of John, because he’s just been killed, and there
seems no reason for him to single out James son of Alphaeus,
one of the Twelve. He must mean this James, James the broth-
er of Jesus himself.

James, like Jesus’ other brothers, had not believed in him or
followed him during Jesus’ public career (John 7.5). But Jesus
had appeared to him, in a special and separate occasion, after
his resurrection (1 Corinthians 15.7). And James had become
part of the young church; then a prominent member; then,
perhaps after Peter’s brush with disaster in Acts 12, the nat-
ural leader, even though he wasn’t one of the Twelve. In fact,
when Paul is describing his early visits to Jerusalem in Galatians,
he refers to him as ‘one of the so-called “pillars”’ (Galatians
2.9, referring back to 1.19 where the identification is explicit).
And it is ‘from James), according to Paul (though not Luke in
Acts 15.1), that certain people came from Jerusalem to Antioch
to insist on circumcision for Gentile converts (Galatians 2.12).
James, by all accounts, became far and away the most promin-
ent leader in the first generation of Christianity, standing at
the centre of a worldwide movement (once we step back from
the heavy concentration on Paul we find in Acts, this becomes
clear), and quite probably the author of the New Testament
letter that bears his name. As time went on he acquired a
reputation, even among those Jews who resolutely refused to
believe in Jesus, for great piety and devotion: one later legend
says that he spent so much time on his knees, praying for his
people, that his knees became hardened, like camel’s knees. He
was eventually killed by some zealots in AD 62. At least he did
not live to see the awful days of the war, and the siege and
destruction of his beloved city.

So James’ judgment, summing up the debate and its results,
is extremely important. He begins by picking up what Peter
has said (referring to Peter as ‘Symeon’, which may be Luke’s
way of indicating that the debate was conducted in Aramaic),
and emphasizing that what counts is the grace of God. But
then, crucially, he cites a biblical passage which sums up so
much of the theology both of Acts and of Paul: when the house
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of David has been re-established, then the Gentiles will come
flocking in to share in the blessings that will follow. This pas-
sage, from the end of the prophet Amos (9.11-12), follows
hard on the heels of a warning about God’s judgment on his
own people, a judgment so severe that Israel’s own election is
downgraded to be merely one example among many of what
God has done with various peoples (9.7). But, once ‘the house
of David that has collapsed’ is restored — and James, like all
early Christians, believed as a first principle that that was
what had happened through Jesus being established as
Messiah by his resurrection — then not only will the nations
come flocking in, but Israel itself will be restored (9.11-15).
James goes for the centre of the passage, and draws the con-
clusion that the Gentiles are indeed welcome as they are, on
the basis of God’s grace and with faith in Jesus as their only
badge of membership.

That, however, is the point at which the ‘rigid application’
school would say: That’s been decided, so the Mosaic law is
a dead duck, so let’s hear no more of it. That is all very well.
Two initial comments. First, there was nothing wrong with
the Mosaic law itself. If it had been decided, after lengthy and
biblically rooted discussion, that people had been behaving in
a way that offended God or oppressed their neighbours, then a
decree banning the behaviour in question would have been
instant and without exception. When Paul says No to incest in
1 Corinthians 5, he doesn’t mean, ‘Well, not very much, any-
way’; he means, ‘None of that!’ But saying that the Mosaic law
doesn’t apply to Gentiles isn’t that kind of thing.

Second, it is important to consider the impact that the
decision will have on the church as it spreads throughout the
larger world, not least where it will be living side by side, and
perhaps intermingled, with substantial Jewish communities
who will be perplexed by it. What is it, this body which looks
very Jewish from one angle but very un-Jewish from other
angles? And so James and the others work out the double prin-
ciple of no needful circumcision on the one hand and no need-
less offence on the other. I have to say, having spent half my
adult life in the academy and the other half in the church, that
this sounds much more like the kind of solution that emerges
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from real discussions in real churches, whereas the absolute
line of “This is the decision so that’s that’ sounds much more
like the conclusion reached in a coffee-enhanced seminar
room.

No needful circumcision. The Gentiles who have believed in
Jesus do not have to be circumcised; that is, they do not have
to become Jewish in order to become Christians. They are
not second-class citizens. They are not in a separate category
when it comes to salvation itself. Paul and Peter had got the
result they wanted, and nothing was going to change that; the
Pharisees could huff and puff (and they continued to do so, as
we see in Acts 21), but this point stood.

But no needless offence. Every city and town in the world
had Jewish inhabitants at this time, according to the historian
Josephus. So, wherever you went, people would be used to
hearing what the law of Moses said. And, precisely since the
Christians claimed that in Jesus as Messiah the law and the
prophets had been fulfilled, and because this claim was always
going to be at best puzzling and at worst offensive, the Gentile
Christians were to be encouraged not to offer needless slaps
in the face to their as-yet-unbelieving Jewish neighbours. It
would therefore be a great help if they would observe the most
obvious point: to keep well away from pagan temples and from
everything that went on in them. Though the interpretation
of the decree remains controversial, it seems most likely that
what James had in mind was the actual performance of the
various rituals involved in pagan worship, including the drink-
ing of blood, ritual prostitution and other orgiastic elements
that — even if they were not practised in all pagan temples all
of the time! — were assumed to be practised in at least some
temples some of the time. This would have been the most
obvious and (to Jews) offensive form of continuing pagan
behaviour for any Christian to indulge in, and it is hardly ask-
ing a great deal for a follower of Jesus Christ to abstain from it.

In fact, all this looks strongly like a way of saying something
to the Gentile Christians out in the wider world while really
saying something to the Pharisees back home: ‘Look, it’s all
right; admitting these Gentiles who have believed won’t mean
a total collapse into idolatry and immorality; it needn’t result
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in chaos or church/synagogue disputes.’ It wouldn’t be the last
time an agreed statement from a church body was designed
more to send out signals than to become part of a code of law.

There are various puzzles left over after this decision, and
we shall look at some of them again in the next section.
What impresses me, and what I long to see in the church of
today and tomorrow, is the realism with which the question is
addressed, rather than the brittle absolutism that so many
might prefer. And if anyone thinks that this is some kind of a
compromise, it is not only a compromise which stands here in
scripture itself, but is one which James himself argued on the
basis of scripture. Let the reader understand.

ACTS 15.22-35
The Letter to the Churches

2Then the apostles and elders, with the whole assembly, decided
to send people from their number, Judas Barsabbas and Silas
(men well thought of by the Christian community) to Antioch
with Paul and Barnabas. #They sent a letter with them, which
read as follows.

‘The apostles and elders send greetings to our Gentile
brothers and sisters in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia. #Since we
have heard that some of our number (not, however, sent by us)
have been saying things which have troubled you, causing you
distress of heart, Zwe resolved unanimously that it would be
best to send to you men whom we have chosen, together with
our beloved Barnabas and Paul, ¥who have risked their lives
for the name of the Messiah, the Lord Jesus. ZSo we have sent
Judas and Silas, and they will tell you the same things face to
face. 28For it seemed good to the holy spirit and to us not to
lay any burden on you beyond the following necessary things:
»that you should abstain from what has been sacrificed to
idols, from blood, from what has been strangled, and from
fornication. If you keep yourselves from these, you will do well.
Farewell.

3050 they went off and came down to Antioch, where they
gathered the people together and presented the letter. *When
they read it, they were delighted with the message it contained.
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%Judas and Silas, who were themselves prophets, said a good
deal to encourage the brothers and sisters, and they gave them
strength. *When they had spent some time there, they left the
family in peace and returned to those who had sent them. **But
Paul and Barnabas stayed on in Antioch, teaching and preach-
ing the word of the Lord, with many others as well.

Yet again in the news there is a story of a ‘leak’ from govern-
ment sources. Official documents may say one thing, but
someone whispering round the corner to a friendly journalist
has said another. One minister denies that there is a problem;
another one is reported as having said we need a public
enquiry to find out what’s going on. How can you tell?

If we think we have problems, with all our electronic and
printmedia rumbling away all the time, they had a parallel but
different problem in the early church. When someone sends
a letter, how can you be sure it really did come from them?
This was something Paul had to face early on (or, if you want
to read it like that, it was a problem which a forger cunningly
anticipated): in the second letter to the Thessalonians he sug-
gests that a letter might come from someone, pretending to be
him, saying that ‘the day of the Lord’ had arrived. Don’t believe
it, he says. Look at my handwriting, and don’t trust a letter
without it (2 Thessalonians 2.2; 3.17). The question of where
something had come from, especially an apparently official
document or edict, was often a problem in the ancient world.

For many people, this problem was resolved quite simply: a
trusted intermediary would carry the letter, and would himself
or herself report on the sender’s instructions and vouch for
the authenticity of the content. Thus Phoebe is sent to Rome
with Paul’s greatest letter; Tychicus, himself originally from
Colosse, is sent there with Colossians; and so on.

In the present case, with the official letter from James
and the Jerusalem church, there was a pressing need to make
sure that the letter got through and was properly heard and
understood. We know from Galatians that people had been
spreading rumours about Paul — that he was really a junior to
the Jerusalem apostles, that he had muddled up the message
he should have been preaching, that he normally taught that
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people should be circumcised but had simply missed out
that bit of the message when he was in Galatia, and so on.
That’s why, in that letter, Paul has to spend such a long time
explaining his personal movements and his meetings with the
Jerusalem apostles, somewhat as Peter in Acts 11 had to give a
blow-by-blow account of his visit to Cornelius. It is sad that
people within the family of the church should be so suspicious
of one another as to make this necessary, but if it was so more
than once in the first 20 or 30 years of the Christian movement
perhaps we should not be surprised if it has continued that
way since.

In particular, the message from Jerusalem to Antioch was
so important, and agreed so strongly with the basic position
that Paul had been arguing, that it was vital for it not to be
misunderstood. The church in Antioch needed to know,
beyond all doubt, that Paul had not simply written this letter
himself and passed it off as an official document. So James and
the others choose two of their number who would be trusted
on all sides: Judas (‘Judas) i.e. Judah) the name of the great
royal patriarch, was very common, which is why this Judas is
distinguished in verse 22 by his second name, Barsabbas) and
Silas. Judas and Silas will add the personal touch to a letter
which is, frankly, a bit stiff and formal, more like a committee
report than a personal message. And they will be able to add
further teaching to make sure that nobody is in any doubt as
to the mind of the church.

The document is very clear that Paul and Barnabas, so far
from being seen in Jerusalem as trouble-makers, are very much
persona grata. They are ‘beloved’, and they have risked their
lives for the name of Jesus. They are not, in other words, to be
marginalized or regarded as holding unorthodox opinions. In
any case, the opening greeting demonstrates how matters
stand. The Gentile believers in Antioch and the surrounding
districts are ‘brothers and sisters’, members (in other words) of
the same family as James and the others, even though they
have not been circumcised. This already concedes the substan-
tial point at issue. And then comes the disclaimer: the people
who went to Antioch from Jerusalem may have come ‘from us’
in the sense that they were part of the Jerusalem church, but
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we did not send them or commission them to say what they
said to you.

This seems to correspond directly to the problem men-
tioned in Galatians 2.12-13. There, Peter’s vacillating behav-
iour, eating with Gentiles one minute and withdrawing the
next, was precipitated by the arrival of some people ‘from
James. If the letter was written before the Council, Paul would
still not have known for sure whether they were saying what
James had told them to say, or whether they were simply using
his authority to say what they themselves had wanted to say.
As Paul puts it sorrowfully, ‘even Barnabas’ — Barnabas, who
had shared so much of his work precisely with Gentile con-
verts, who had seen God’s grace at work among Gentiles in
Antioch, who had supported Paul through thick and thin —
even Barnabas was carried along with this play-acting, this
putting on of a mask of Jewish separatism on top of the real-
ity, which was a single fellowship consisting of believing Jews
and believing Gentiles united in Christ (Galatians 2.13).

The letter then gives the instructions which were mooted
in James’s speech. Gentile believers are not to be required to
undergo circumcision; that is the meaning of the rather vague
‘not to lay any burden on you’ (from the very beginning, it
seems, official church documents lapsed by some kind of inex-
orable law into abstractions!). And they, the Gentile believers,
are requested to make sure that they stay well clear of the main
areas in which pagan culture, particularly pagan temples and
what went on there, would give offence to Jews, whether
believers or not. The final flourish, ‘if you abstain from these,
you will do well} could sound a little grudging, but again it
should be understood as ‘official-ese’. The real meaning is:
‘That’s all we ask, and if that’s in place we are delighted to
regard you as full members of the family.” We should note that
this doesn’t mean, ‘If you find it hard to comply with these,
your very salvation is in doubt, but ‘If you cannot comply, it
would make things much, much harder for all of us on this
side of the fence’

The main problem remaining about this ‘apostolic decree’
is, of course: what happened to it afterwards? Why does Paul
never refer to it — for instance in 1 Corinthians, where it might
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have seemed not just appropriate but very helpful to him,
particularly in chapter 8? Part of the answer may be that, as
in Galatians, Paul was anxious that believers in churches
founded through his ministry should not see him as a kind
of second-hand (or second-rate!) emissary from Jerusalem
and its leaders. He was a primary apostle in his own right, and
nobody should imagine that they could appeal over his head to
a higher authority. (It is interesting to note how the question
of dispersed and centralized authority, which has been a fea-
ture of debates in various parts of the church in recent years,
was there from the beginning.) In addition, Paul’s attitude to
controversial questions in ‘his’ churches tended, where pos-
sible, to be not ‘Here is the rule which you are to learn and
keep’, but ‘Here is how to think as men and women in Christ.
Give a church a rule and you guide them for a day; teach
a church to think and you guide them for life. So Paul,
while urging the Corinthians not to go into pagan temples (1
Corinthians 10), does not refer to the decree. There are of
course other ways of explaining this (for instance, as many
think, that Luke’s chronology is completely inside out and
that the Council only took place much later, after most of
Paul’s letters had already been written). But the way I have
approached it seems to me to make good sense historically,
and in terms of what Paul, and Luke, actually wrote.

One final note. Those with sharp eyes will have spotted
that there is no ‘verse 34’. The earliest and best manuscripts of
the New Testament have the text as we now see it. But there
is a puzzle. Luke says (verse 33) that Judas and Silas returned
to Jerusalem; but a few verses later (verse 40) Paul chooses
Silas as his new companion. So did Silas go back to Jerusalem,
or did he stay in Antioch? There is of course no necessary con-
tradiction. Paul was quite capable of sending a message to call
Silas back. But at some point at least two scribes, independ-
ently, decided to tidy things up, and wrote various things to the
effect that Judas only returned to Jerusalem while Silas remained
in Antioch. When the New Testament verse-numbering was
done, this additional material was still in the text people were
using, and was called verse 34. All contemporary translations
now omit it.
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Paul and Barnabas are back at base, continuing their work
both of evangelism and of teaching the believers. The major
problem has been addressed, discussed, and laid to rest. All
seems well. But that is the very moment when we should learn
to watch out for fresh storm clouds on the horizon.

ACTS 15.36—-41
A Huge Row

% After some days, Paul said to Barnabas, ‘Let’s go back and visit
the brothers and sisters in all the various cities where we
preached the word of the Lord, and see how they are doing’

Barnabas wanted to take John, called Mark, along with
them. *But Paul reckoned that it was not a good idea to take
with them someone who had left them in Pamphylia and had
not gone on with them to the rest of the work. *There was a
huge row, which resulted in them splitting up. Barnabas took
Mark and sailed off for Cyprus. “Paul chose Silas, and went off,
having been commended by the church to the grace of the
Lord. #They went through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the
churches.

There is no point beating about the bush with this one. There
are times in church work when leaders, including bishops,
really want to knock two people’s heads together and tell them
not to be so pig-brained (though actually most pigs wouldn’t
dream of behaving like this), and I imagine every generation of
readers has felt like that about Paul and Barnabas at this point.
In fact, if anyone suggests that Luke, writing this book, is try-
ing to whitewash early church history, or make out that the
apostles were fledged angels, they should think again. This is a
shameful episode, and the fact that it stands in scripture
should not make us afraid to say so. On the contrary, its scrip-
tural status should be interpreted as a sign that the Bible
itself is warning us against allowing such a thing to happen.
When Paul writes, as he often does in his letters, about the
dangers of anger, bursts of rage, and so on, he must many
times have looked back on this incident and hung his head
in shame.
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In case anyone supposes it wasn't after all as serious as all
that, they need to have a look at the word at the beginning of
verse 39, the word I have translated ‘a huge row’ The word in
Greek is paroxysmos, from which of course we get ‘paroxysm’.
When the word is used in a medical context it can mean ‘con-
vulsion’ or refer to someone running a high fever. It carries
overtones of severely heightened emotions, red and distorted
faces, loud voices, things said that were better left unsaid. A
sorry sight.

Part of the trouble is, as usual in this kind of thing, that both
men were, in a sense, in the right. Paul was thinking back to
what had happened in (Pisidian) Antioch, Iconium, Lystra and
Derbe. John Mark hadn’t even, as the Americans say, made it
to first base in the Turkish leg of the trip; supposing a mob set
on themagain? Supposing stones and rocks were flying around
once more? It would be much harder for him to run off back
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to Mum in Jerusalem once he was in the central uplands of
southern Turkey. Paul knew he desperately needed people he
could rely on totally, whatever happened (look at what he says
about Timothy in Philippians 2.19-24!). Is it possible, as well,
that there was a suggestion that Mark, a young Jerusalemite,
might not have liked the fact that Paul seemed keen on mov-
ing out of strictly Jewish circles and into Gentile territory and
Gentile evangelism?

At the same time, Barnabas — the ‘son of encouragement),
living up to his name as usual — could no doubt see that John
Mark was only a youngster and that he’d simply panicked on
the previous trip. He had probably now had a chance to settle
down, and needed another opportunity to show he was up
to it this time. I'd be prepared to bet that Barnabas had spent
a quiet hour or two with John Mark during the visit to
Jerusalem. They were after all cousins, according to Colossians
4.10 (quite a few people in the early church were related to one
another). He had probably figured out that Mark had matured
just a little bit, perhaps grown in his own spirituality as well.
So of course he should have a second chance. And this would
show the Jerusalem church that they, Paul and Barnabas, were
wanting to cement the partnership between Antioch and
Jerusalem which had been firmly and publicly established
through the Council.

The worst rows, of course, happen when both people are
in the right. We can all too easily imagine the scene. And,
unfortunately, it has the memory of Galatians 2 falling like a
shadow across it. Barnabas had apparently wobbled (when
those wretched men came from Jerusalem) in his commitment
to what Paul saw as a fundamental principle. Paul had been
shocked; and even though they’d clearly made it up, and had
gone together to Jerusalem and won a great victory for the
point at issue, there may have been not just a shadow, but a
dark cloud, in the back of Paul’s mind as he thought ahead to
the problems that might await them in Galatia. Would Barnabas
wobble again - on this issue, or perhaps on some other? Would
he be able to trust him?

For Barnabas himself — just to indulge further in the dan-
gerous game of trying to think inside someone else’s head at
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the distance of two thousand years and several major changes
of culture — there would be anger as well. Paul, after all, had
been his protégé. He had introduced him to the Jerusalem
apostles when they had all been suspicious of him. He had
fetched him from obscurity in Tarsus and given him the chance
to become a famous preacher and teacher in Antioch. He had
taken the lead in their first missionary expedition, and if Paul
had more or less taken over as the chief speaker after that there
was still a sense that Barnabas was a senior figure. Paul surely
owed him something. Could he not bend on this point?

I doubt if there is a senior church leader anywhere who does
not look at this scene and say, ‘There but for the grace of God
go I, or as it may be, ‘There despite the grace of God went .’ It
is all too easy to see. At the same time, we should note — since
grace is after all one of Luke’s great themes at this point in the
book — that something fresh came out of it all. Two missionary
journeys instead of one, with Barnabas and Mark going off to
Barnabas’ native Cyprus to consolidate the work there, and
Paul taking Silas — a Roman citizen, as it happened, which was
going to be important in ways neither of them could have
imagined at that point — on a trip which turned out to be far
more than a revisit to Syria and Cilicia, but instead a whole
new venture into uncharted territory both geographical and
theological. (Silas, by the way, is the same person as ‘Silvanus’
who appears in the two letters Paul wrote to Thessalonica, and
who is also mentioned in 2 Corinthians 1.19. Whether or not
he is the same as the ‘Silvanus’ mentioned in 1 Peter 5.12 it is
impossible to say.) The God who makes human wrath to serve
his praise has done it again (Psalm 76.10). That doesn’t excuse
sinful human wrath, of course. It simply shows once again
what the gospel message itself massively demonstrates: that
God can take the greatest human folly and sin and bring great
good from it.

That is a humbling and necessary lesson for the church to
learn in each generation. Luke could quite easily have found
aless embarrassing way of explaining the new missionary pair-
ings. I have a hunch that he told this shocking little story partly
at least because he wanted this lesson to be heard and taken
to heart.
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ACTS 16.1-10
Timothy — and New Developments

'Paul went on further, to Derbe and then Lystra. There was a
disciple there by the name of Timothy, the son of a believing
Jewish woman, but with a Greek father. 2The Christians in
Lystra and Iconium spoke well of him. *Paul wanted to have
Timothy go with them, so he took him and circumcised him
because of the Jews in those regions, since they all knew that
his father was Greek. ‘When they went through the cities, they
handed on to them the decisions which had been taken by the
apostles and elders at Jerusalem, so that they could observe
them. 5The churches were strengthened in faith, and grew in
number every day.

§They went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, since
the holy spirit had forbidden them to speak the word in the
province of Asia. "When they came to Mysia, they tried to go
into Bithynia, but the spirit of Jesus didn’t allow them to do so.
8So, passing by Mysia, they came down to Troas. °Then a vision
appeared to Paul in the night: a man from Macedonia was
standing there, pleading with him, and saying, ‘Come across to
Macedonia and help us!” "When he saw the vision, at once we
set about finding a way to get across to Macedonia, concluding
that God had called us to preach the good news to them.

A few weeks ago I had to choose a new close colleague to
work with. It was difficult. There were some splendid people to
choose from. Together with trusted friends and wise advisors,
I prayed for God’s guidance, I did as much homework as I
could, I prayed some more. I called some key leaders together
and we prayed for wisdom. We met some of the likely candi-
dates. So much talent, so much giftedness, so many possibil-
ities. We could see ourselves working with this person, with
that person, with the other one too. Eventually the choice came
back to me.

I went for a long walk, praying as I went. You can’t rush
these things, and I didn’t have to. But, step by step, I found
to my surprise that one particular person kept coming to my
mind. I could see myself working with him. Praying with him.
Laughing with him. Trusting him totally in the complexities
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of the work we’re trying to do. I challenged myself. Was I just
making it up? Was I just secretly hoping it would be him
and forcing the issue? Back came the answer, No, this wasn’t
the case. There was something special about this, a matter of
shared vocation. And if you pray for wisdom about a partic-
ular decision, and then find that your mind starts making itself
up in a way you hadn’t expected, you either go with it or you
imply that you didn’t really mean that prayer in the first place.

Now I have no idea whether Paul went through something
like that before he chose Timothy as a travel companion and
assistant, but I think it extremely likely. He may well have
met Timothy and his family earlier. According to one of the
letters to Timothy, both his mother and his grandmother were
believers (2 Timothy 1.5), and there can’t have been that
many Christian families in Lystra, even by this stage. Paul
knew he would need help of various kinds and at various
stages, and after his previous experiences he knew he had to
have someone he could totally trust. He had become con-
vinced of that in Timothy’s case. When, several years later, he
mentioned Timothy in one of his most personal letters, in a
passage we referred to earlier, it’s clear he had been right
(Philippians 2.19-24).

But there was a problem. And it’s precisely at this point
that some people have accused Paul of rank inconsistency.
Paul’s missionary methods, as we have seen, were to go in the
first place, whenever he got to a new town, to the Jewish syn-
agogue. That meant that he and his companions would have
to be acceptable as fully-fledged Jews — not ‘acceptable’ in the
sense of being ‘acceptable to God’, but able to move freely
among the Jewish community without putting up the wrong
kind of barrier at the wrong moment. Timothy was indeed
Jewish: his mother was Jewish, and the primary qualification
for Jewishness is through the mother’s side (since, according to
the pragmatic rabbinic thinking, long before DNA testing, you
can never be absolutely sure about paternity but you can about
maternity). But because Timothy’s father was Greek, he hadn’t
had him circumcised when he was a baby. So Paul circumcised
Timothy: not (I stress) because Timothy needed circumcision
to become a full member of God’s people, but because it was
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going to be much easier to advance Paul’s mission if his com-
panions were all able to be seen as proper Jews. (Paul discusses
this principle in 1 Corinthians 9.12, 19-23.)

This, then, is the opposite of what happened in relation to
Titus in Galatians 2.1-5. Titus was a Gentile; some of the hard-
liners in Jerusalem wanted him to be circumcised before they
would regard him as a proper member of the family; and Paul
refused. We sometimes think it would be nice if life were not
complicated, but it is, and the complexities matter. They are
part of God’s world and God’s work.

So off they set, Paul, Silas and Timothy. But where were
they to go next? A natural route would have been to continue
westwards, eventually coming down the Lycus valley past
Laodicea and the other towns there and emerging at the coast
at Ephesus. But the holy spirit had told them they were not to
preach the word in ‘Asia), the Roman province which occupied
the whole western end of modern Turkey. So they headed
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north, up through Galatia (Derbe, Lystra and the other towns
on the first journey are in the south of Galatia), and then west
into the region of Phrygia. It’s quite some way; we are talking
about a couple of hundred miles, depending on which route
they took (which is a matter of considerable discussion, for the
very good reason that no firm evidence exists). Two hundred
miles on foot takes two or three weeks at the very least; what
did the little company think they were doing, and where did
they suppose they were going? This must have been something
of a testing time for all of them, with Paul and Silas establish-
ing a partnership, and Timothy, as the younger colleague,
getting to know them but wondering what on earth he had
let himself in for. It’s one thing to trust God’s guidance when
it’s actually quite obvious what to do next. It’s something else
entirely when you seem to be going on and on up a blind alley.

It got worse. They came to north-west Turkey, and concluded
that maybe God wanted them to go into Bithynia, the Roman
province that ran along the north edge of Turkey, on the south
shore of the Black Sea. Wrong again: ‘The spirit of Jesus) says
Luke, ‘didn’t let them.” (How did they know? Was this a specific
word of prophecy which one of them received? Or was it a
deep, growing, internal conviction?) Well, there was only one
way left: down to the coast at Troas. What are we doing here?
Troas is in the province of Asia, and we’ve been told not to
preach here. It seems that at this stage they had all been think-
ing of developing the work within Turkey, which was after all
where two of them, Paul and Timothy, came from in the first
place.

And then it happened. A vision at night. Paul sees a man
from — Macedon! Northern Greece! Across the sea and into a
totally new area! ‘Come over and help us!’ pleads the man. The
weeks of walking and waiting, of wondering and praying, had
led to this. They weren’t going to do more primary evangelism
in Turkey at all. They were off to Greece, crossing one of the
great frontiers in the ancient, as in the modern world. This
really would be breaking new ground.

And a new companion seems to have joined the party, too.
Notice the ‘we’ in verse 10. Many people have tried to guess
what this means. The most obvious solution is that the author
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of Acts has, at this point, joined Paul and his companions.
Alternatively, the author has had access here, and in some
other passages later on, to the journal of someone who had
been with Paul. It is of course always possible to dream up
more and more complex theories, and there has been no
shortage of attempts. But the best solution, in my judgment, is
also the simplest. At Troas, Paul and his companions met Luke,
who came with them for the next part of the story.

ACTS 16.11-24
Preaching and Prison in Philippi

1'So we sailed away from Troas and made a straight course to
Samothrace, and the next day to Neapolis. 2From there we
went on to Philippi, a Roman colony which is the chief city of
the district of Macedonia. We stayed in this city for some days.

130n the sabbath day we went outside the gate to a place by
ariver where we reckoned there was a place of prayer, and there
we sat down. Some women had gathered, and we spoke to
them. ¥There was a woman called Lydia, a godfearer, who was
a seller of purple from Thyatira. The Lord opened her heart to
pay attention to what Paul was saying. *She was baptized, with
all her household.

‘If you have judged me faithful to the Lord, she begged us,
‘please come and stay at my home.’

So she persuaded us.

16As we were going to the place of prayer we were met by a
girl who had a spirit of divination. She and her oracles made
a good living for her owners. ’She followed Paul and the rest
of us.

‘These men are servants of God Most High!” she would
shout out. ‘They are declaring to you the way of salvation!’

18She did this for many days. Eventually, Paul got fed up with
it. He turned round and addressed the spirit.

‘I command you in the name of Jesus the Messiah, he said,
‘come out of her!

And it came out then and there.

“When the girl’s owners saw that their hope of profit had
vanished, they seized Paul and Silas, dragged them into the
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public square before the authorities, 2%and presented them to
the magistrates.

‘These men) they said, ‘are throwing our city into an uproar!
They are Jews, 2land they are teaching customs which it’s il-
legal for us Romans to accept or practise!’

2The crowd joined in the attack on them, and the magis-
trates had their clothes torn off them and gave orders for them
to be beaten with rods. 2When they had thoroughly beaten
them, they threw them into prison, and gave orders to the jailer
to guard them securely. #With that instruction, he put them
into the innermost part of the prison, and fastened their feet in
the stocks.

A friend of mine, a few years after being ordained, was sent
to work in an inner suburb where, for a long time, vice had
reigned unchecked. The police knew what was going on but were
following a policy of containment rather than confrontation:
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as long as it didn’t spread, they could keep an eye on it with-
out interfering. Drugs, sex and stolen goods of all sorts were
readily available; petty and not-so-petty crime flourished. And
my friend, perhaps with cheerful naivety and perhaps with
a strong sense of God’s call, began to preach the gospel in a
way that that particular church hadn’t experienced for many
years.

His preaching had an impact. People on the street took
notice. Some came to faith, and began to pray for the neigh-
bourhood. More people came to believe the gospel. Addicts
and prostitutes started to drop in to the church; people would
pray with them and try to help them out of their damaging
and dehumanizing lifestyles.

But then, before too long, the unofficial powers that ran the
area began to take notice as well. Threatening letters started to
arrive. Objects were hurled through the windows. And, more
sinister still, my friend was struck down with a mysterious ill-
ness. For a while he was completely incapacitated. He was only
healed through urgent and prolonged prayer. He realized, and
the whole church had to take on board, that what he had done
was to walk into a spiritual field of force and to challenge it.
The dark powers that had run the place for many years, and
had made a lot of money for a few people out of the misery
of the many, were striking back. That is how it often happens.
I don’t wish to be melodramatic; many people go through an
entire lifetime of faithful ministry without anything like this
ever coming near them; but it does sometimes happen.

This is certainly what was going on in Philippi. Paul, Silas,
Timothy and Luke (if it was him) had walked into territory
where all kinds of forces, all sorts of powers, were at work, and
three of them in particular come rushing together in this story.
But first, we note Paul’s regular pattern of evangelism.

After all, you couldn’t just walk into the main street of a
major city in the ancient world and begin preaching. The
authorities would have you picked up in no time. You needed
a base, a place from which to operate. And Paul’s habit, for
good theological reasons, had been as we have seen to begin
where the local Jews were worshipping. That normally meant
the synagogue.
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The trouble was, there wasn’t a synagogue at Philippi.
Perhaps there weren’t enough Jews in the area. What there was
was a regular ‘place of prayer, an informal location, down by a
river outside the town. Somehow Paul and his friends got wind
of Jews meeting there for prayer, and they went and joined
them. It seemed to be mainly a group of women; perhaps,
as with Timothy’s family, it was a matter of Jewish women
with Greek husbands. And not all of them were even actually
Jewish; Lydia, who we meet here, was a godfearer, a Gentile
who, as we’ve seen in other cases, had come to recognize in
Judaism something powerfully attractive and wise which
wasn’t on offer in the normal hurly-burly of pagan ritual and
belief. Lydia was a businesswoman, an independent figure,
dealing in purple cloth; in other words, she was working at the
top end of the market. She was the Karen Millen of northern
Greece.

Luke tells the story of her conversion extremely simply. ‘The
Lord opened her heart to pay attention to’ — in other words, to
give assent to, to believe — ‘what Paul was saying.’ Sometimes
that’s how it happens, rather as with Cornelius in chapter 10.
Here is someone who has been praying, seeking God, opening
themselves to the possibility that this God might come seeking
them. Perhaps, indeed, it was partly through Lydia’s prayers
that Paul had received his vision in Troas. Anyway, the word
Paul preached was in Lydia’s case tapping at a window that was
already open. In came the light, into her heart came the mes-
sage of the Lord, and she and her household were baptized.
Then, realizing that Paul and his companions would be much
better off in establishing a ministry if they were resident in
someone’s home than if they were staying in an inn some-
where, she insisted on inviting them to stay with her. She
already had a ‘household’, and now had four more guests. This
confirms the impression, from her profession, that she was a
woman of considerable means.

But then the three malevolent powers took mattersin hand.
First, the strange spiritual forces, which seem to be stirred up
by a new gospel work, just as in chapters 8 and 13. The ancient
Greek world knew all about ‘divination’, and people regularly
went to places like Delphi to ask the priestess of Apollo for
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advice on everything from getting married to making war.
Sometimes it seems that the system was merely a matter of
cynical folk making a profit out of simple souls, both the ones
asking the question and the ones giving the ‘answer’. But some-
times, as here, it seems to have been a case of someone, often a
young woman, actually possessing some kind of prophetic
spirit. And her ‘minders’ were, of course, making a tidy profit
out of her.

And, like a compass needle swinging suddenly round to
point to a new and powerful magnetic force, the unfortunate
young woman found herself following Paul and Silas and
yelling after them. (We are reminded of the way in which Jesus’
appearance in various places precipitated similar outbursts, in
e.g. Luke 4.33-37.) ‘Slaves of God Most High! she yells at them.
‘That’s what these men are! They’re announcing salvation!

Now that was true; but probably not in the sense either that
she meant it, or that people would understand it. ‘God Most
High’, to someone living in Philippi, wouldn’t mean the God of
Abraham, the One God of Jewish monotheism. It would mean
either Zeus or whoever people thought of as the top god in
the local pantheon. And ‘salvation’ wouldn’t mean what it
meant to a Jew or a Christian, entry into the world of God’s
new creation, overcoming corruption, sin and death. It would
mean ‘health’ or ‘prosperity’ or ‘rescue’ from some kind of dis-
aster, as we shall see later in Acts 16.30-31. In any case, this
was the kind of publicity Paul could do without; he may well,
in addition, have felt deeply sorry for the enslaved young
woman herself. Eventually he turned round and, calling not on
some nebulous ‘Most High God’ but on the name of Jesus, he
commanded the spirit of prophecy to leave her. And it did.

Which, of course, brought the second malevolent force into
play. The profit motive. The girl’s minders were suddenly as
bereft of business as a fisherman whose boat has just sunk. Not
for the last time, when the gospel suddenly impacts someone’s
trade, they turn nasty.

And so they invoke the third force: religious and political
prejudice. They dragged Paul and Silas before the magistrates.
‘These men are Jews), they shouted (which was of course true),
‘and they are advocating customs which we Romans ought
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not to adopt or observe’ (which was of course half true). The
point was this. Philippi was a Roman colony, and proud of it.
The town stood on the main road you would take if you were
travelling between Rome and almost anywhere in Turkey or
further east. As a colony (settled by military veterans after
the wars of the previous century), Philippi needed to keep up
its Roman standards and culture. And these men ... they
aren’t our sort. They’re trying to change our customs. They’re
anti-Roman!

And that’s enough. The combination of religion, money
and politics is asking for trouble, and Paul and Silas got it.
Stripped, flogged and jailed, they discovered what happens to
those who challenge the powers of the world with the power of
the Name of Jesus.

ACTS 16.25-34
Earthquake and Salvation

“Around midnight, Paul and Silas were praying and singing
hymns to God, and the prisoners were listening to them.
%Suddenly there was a huge earthquake, which shook the
foundations of the prison. At once all the doors flew open,
and everyone’s chains became loose. ?When the jailer woke up
and saw the prison doors open, he drew his sword and was
about to kill himself, supposing that the prisoners had escaped.
2But Paul shouted at the top of his voice,

‘Don’t harm yourself! We're all still here!’

»The jailer called for lights and rushed in. Trembling all
over, he fell down before Paul and Silas. **Then he brought
them outside.

‘Gentlemen, he said, ‘will you please tell me how I can get
out of this mess?

31‘Believe in the Lord Jesus, they replied, ‘and you will be
rescued — you and your household.’

22And they spoke the word of the Lord to him, with every-
one who was in his house. **He took them, at that very hour
of the night, and washed their wounds. Then at once he was
baptized, and all his household with him. *Then he took them
into his house, put food on the table, and rejoiced with his
whole house that he had believed in God.
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I remember old Bishop Stephen Neill, who was winning clas-
sical scholarships around the time my father was born, telling
me how we should translate verse 30. He was used to hearing
people quote the panic-stricken question of the Philippian
jailer to Paul and Silas in the words of the old Authorized
(King James) Version.

‘Sirs, says the jailer in that translation, ‘what must I do to be
saved?

That was, of course, the question preachers wanted their
congregations to ask, so that they could be ready with Paul’s
answer about believing in Jesus. So they naturally tended to
invest the jailer’s remarks with all the theological freight of a
much later generation of conscience-stricken Westerners. In a
long line from Augustine to Luther and beyond, not least to
John Bunyan, for whom the question ‘What must I do to be
saved? had been his own deeply personal cry before he dis-
covered the truth of the gospel, they came with a strong sense
that there was a heaven and a hell, that some would go to the
former (‘saved’) and some to the latter (‘not saved’), and that
it was therefore more than a little important to be sure where
one stood.

But of course the Philippian jailer knew none of this. In his
pagan world there were all kinds of theories about the afterlife,
but none of them was anything like so clear, or so precise, as
the medieval heaven-and-hell scenario which dominated later
Western thought. In any case, it was midnight; there had just
been an earthquake; the prison he was in charge of had burst
open; he was going to be held responsible for escaped pris-
oners, which would probably mean torture and death; he was
on the point of committing suicide — and was he about to ask
these strange visitors for a detailed exposition of justification
by grace through faith?

No, of course not, said Bishop Neill. In any case, as we have
seen, ‘salvation’ in the ancient world didn’t mean ‘going to
heaven when you die), and that is by no means how the New
Testament writers use it. Jesus himself frequently speaks of
someone being ‘saved’ when he means ‘healed’ (e.g. Luke 8.48:
‘your faith has saved you’, in other words, ‘has made you well’).
So ‘saved’ meant, simply, ‘rescued;, ‘delivered’ — from what-
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ever problem, be it sickness, financial disaster, personal catas-
trophe, or anything else, might be threatening.

So the wise bishop recommended the form of words I have
used here. It isn’t the strictest word-for-word translation, but
it catches the sense of the jailer’s frantic question. ‘Gentlemen,
will you please tell me how I can get out of this mess?’

And of course he got more than he bargained for, just as
people regularly do when they ask questions which everyone,
from Jesus himself through to the youngest and most inex-
perienced evangelist, can take and deepen. Because of course it
is a deepening, not a change of subject. It isn’t that we hear one
question and answer another (though Jesus himself, in John’s
gospel especially, sometimes sounds to us as though he’s doing
that). Rather, the Christian worldview sees the entire mess
that the world is in, from the global facts of human rebellion,
idolatry and sin, the corruption of human life and relation-
ships, the pollution of our planet, the worldwide systems of
economic exploitation, and so on, right through to this messy
situation here and now, this sudden crisis, this person in des-
perate need or sorrow or fear, and this person whose own
deliberate sin has raised a dark barrier between themselves and
God - the Christian worldview sees all of this under the head-
ing of ‘the way the world currently is’, as opposed to ‘the way
the world will be when Jesus is reigning as Lord — and the way
it can become even here and now, because Jesus is already
reigning as Lord, but his reign must spread through humans
acknowledging that lordship.’ That’s why ‘believe in the Lord
Jesus’ is always the answer to the question of how to be res-
cued, at whatever level and in whatever sense.

In other words, Paul and Silas address both the very
specific question the jailer has asked and the deep, world-
deep, heart-deep, God-deep question which, with practised
eye, they can see lies beneath it. Something of the same
to-and-fro between different levels of ‘salvation’ has already
occurred way back near the start of the book: the disabled man
at the Beautiful Gate was ‘saved’, but the explanation concern-
ing the Name of Jesus involved the claim that in this name
we must all be saved — including those who are not disabled or
beggars (4.12).
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Having made that clear, the confident appeal of Paul and
Silas, that the jailer should ‘believe in the Lord Jesus’ so that he
and his household may be saved, does of course stand as a
classic summary of what the Christian message, the evangel
or ‘good news, is all about. It isn’t about getting in touch with
one’s inner spiritual self. It isn’t about committing oneself to a
life of worship, prayer and good works. It isn’t even about
believing in some particular theory of how precisely God deals
with our sins in the death of Jesus. It is about recognizing,
acknowledging and hailing Jesus Christ as Lord — the very thing
which Paul declares triumphantly at the climax of the great
poem in his letter to this very city (Philippians 2.10). ‘If you
confess with your lips Jesus as Lord’, he wrote to the Romans
(10.9), ‘and believe in your heart that God raised him from the
dead, you will be saved. Everything else is contained within
that — all the volumes of systematic and pastoral theology,
all the worship and prayers and devotion and dogma, all the
ethics and choices and personal dilemmas. The phrase ‘Jesus
is Lord’ is what, from the earliest times, people said as they
came for baptism, as the jailer and his household promptly
did.

So how had it happened? Luke wants us to realize some-
thing about the earthquake. God’s messengers are not pro-
tected from the sufferings that will come when their message
challenges the easy, smug rule of political, economic or reli-
gious forces. But God is not mocked. Vindication will come.
We would much prefer it if we could have the result without
the process, the crown without the cross, but that is never the
way in the kingdom of God, as Paul made clear to the people
of Iconium and Antioch (Acts 14.22).

And there is a larger theme just beginning here, a theme
which will steadily grow and swell throughout the book until
it ends with a great question-mark as the book stops just before
what might have been its final climax. This is the first time
Paul has been brought before Roman magistrates. As we shall
see, there is considerable irony in this, since he was himself a
Roman citizen and should have been able to appeal to them for
protection. Perhaps it was just as well that he should discover
what it was like to be on the rough side of Roman justice
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before he could begin to explore its positive values. But from
this point onwards the book makes its way not least through
a succession of trial scenes, with Paul always the one in the
dock, usually literally and sometimes (as in the Ephesus riot)
metaphorically. It’s easy to miss this, because the ‘travelogue’
aspect of the book is so striking, and so well done, that we can
forget what is happening, again and again, when Paul stays still
for long enough for someone to accuse him of something. But
then it’s always the same: accusations, threats, violence, intimi-
dation and then vindication, whether by public statement of
the authorities or by simple escape. What happens in Philippi
puts down a marker. This is how it is going to be.

But that isn’t a cause for gloom. It is a reason for celebra-
tion. The night-time feast in the jailer’s house sets the pattern
for the bizarre celebration of God’s kingdom from that day to
this. The world is turning the right way up at last, and what
better way of showing it than a Roman jailer throwing a mid-
night party for two battered but rejoicing heralds of King Jesus?

ACTS 16.35-40
Publicly Vindicated

»When day broke, the magistrates send their officers with the
message, Let those men go.’ %The jailer passed on what they
said to Paul.

‘The magistrates have sent word that you should be
released, he said. ‘So now you can leave and go in peace.’

3But Paul objected.

‘We are Roman citizens!” he said. ‘They didn’t put us on trial,
they beat us in public, they threw us into prison, and now they
are sending us away secretly? No way! Let them come them-
selves and take us out’

3The officers reported these words to the magistrates. When
they heard that they were Roman citizens, they were afraid.
»They went and apologized, brought them out of the prison,
and requested that they leave the city. 4°So when they had left
the prison they went to Lydia’s house. There they saw and
encouraged the brothers and sisters, and then they went on
their way.
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One of the most famous cases in ancient Roman law was the
one brought by the young upstart barrister Cicero against the
rich, aristocratic proconsul Gaius Verres.

Verres, like many Roman aristocrats of his generation, had
discovered how to play the famous Roman system of democ-
racy to his own advantage. Of course one had to go through
the official motions of being elected to various offices of state —
quaestor, praetor and so on. No problem: there were friends
who could fix all that, who could buy or manipulate enough
votes to get a candidate safely installed. Even the consulship
itself, the senior position in Roman society, held for one year,
wouldn’t present too much of a problem. Likely candidates had
things worked out months, sometimes years, in advance, and
pressure would be brought to bear on people who threatened
to upset this careful planning with silly ideas that they might
like to put themselves forward to stand against the candidates
who ‘everybody knew’ were going to get elected anyway.

Holding public office was important in itself, but it was the
gateway to something even more important: money. After a
year in office, the normal practice was for the newly retired
‘proconsul;, as they were called, to go off and govern one of the
many Roman provinces. We have met several such provinces
already in this book: Judaea, Syria, Cilicia, Asia, Galatia and
Bithynia. We are currently in Macedonia, and will soon be in
Achaea. All of them were run by people who had held leading
magistracies back in Rome. We shall meet a couple of them in
due course, in the final fateful scenes in Judaea.

Some governors, of course, did their best to rule their
provinces with a measure of justice and wisdom. In fact, by
Paul’s day this had considerably improved from the time of
Cicero, partly because of the very case I am mentioning. But
in the first century Bc it had become common practice for
provincial governors to do on a massive scale what, notori-
ously, tax-collectors did on a small, local scale: make a handy
profit for themselves by extortion. So Verres, after serving his
term as a praetor, set off for Sicily, licking his lips at the
prospect.

He went about it with systematic ruthlessness. Having dis-
covered that with his official powers, and soldiers to enforce
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his will, he could do what he liked, he not only imposed heavy
financial levies. He sequestered whole estates, stripped houses
of art treasures, and grabbed anything he saw or heard of that
sounded even moderately worth his notice. Shiploads of loot
were sent back to his home in Rome. Anyone who objected, or
who threatened to report him or prosecute him, was dealt with
summarily and brutally.

That was where Verres made his main mistake. When
rumours leaked out of what was going on, some frightened
Sicilians appealed to the young barrister Cicero for his help. He
was initially nervous. Verres had friends in high places, and
attacking him wasn’t the best way for Cicero himself to get
on in the world. But the case got under his skin, and he inves-
tigated. What he found appalled him, and it appalled all of
Rome when it came out in Cicero’s devastating presentation
of the evidence, once Verres, after a lot of squirming and legal
wrangling, finally came to trial (in 70 Bc). And the crucial
point in the prosecution, the point which even Verres’ friends
and his many bribed supporters could see was going to topple
their man, was the point at which Verres had crucified a man
who had been trying to tell people what was going on. And the
man was a Roman citizen. The great plea which had echoed
round many nations, ‘'m a Roman citizen) had gone unre-
garded. Verres had had the man flogged and executed, and
with his dying breath he had gone on declaring the citizenship
because of which he should have been exempt. Verres left
Rome before the trial ended and went into voluntary exile.
Years later, he was put to death on the orders of Mark Antony,
supposedly because Antony in turn fancied some of the art
treasures Verres still possessed.

That story, of course, went round the world of Roman pol-
itics and governance as a stinging cautionary tale. I’m a Roman
citizen! It was the ace up the sleeve, the card to play when you
really needed to win the game. Whatever else magistrates knew
about running their local towns or districts, they knew they
shouldn’t do what Verres had done. If news of such a thing got
back to Rome.. .. it didn’t bear thinking about.

And that is more or less all we need to know by way of
background to the present passage. They were afraid when
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they heard that Paul and Silas were Roman citizens. Paul milked
the situation for all it was worth. He took the high moral
ground — and the very high political ground. He demanded a
public apology, and got it. They asked him to leave, and he
took his time over it, going to Lydia’s house first, knowing that
nobody would dare come after him again. Having experienced
the downside of Romanrule, Paul was determined to make the
upside work for him as well if not better.

This passage, and others like it, have raised for many people
the question of whether Paul was right, and whether Christians
today are right, to use their civic status or rights in the service
of the gospel. Ever since the high Middle Ages, when church
and state were more or less identical in European society,
people have questioned whether such an arrangement was
ever a good thing. They have looked all the way back to the
settlement of Constantine, under whom, at the start of the
fourth century, the Roman Empire officially became ‘Christian),
and have asked whether that, too, was an awful mistake. Then,
with the same anti-establishment zeal, this line of thought has
been pushed back towards Paul. The Paul of the letters, people
say, made several covert attacks on the Roman establishment,
insisting in a variety of ways that if Jesus was Lord then Caesar,
ultimately, wasn’t. I agree, broadly, with that reading of Paul.
So why does it make sense, here and later in the story, for Paul
to pull the rabbit out of the hat, to get himself out of trouble
by claiming Roman citizenship?

Some people think that Luke just made all this up, to
advance a very different agenda to that which the real Paul
embraced. I don’t agree. Just as with the apostolic decree of the
Jerusalem Council in the previous chapter, things are usually
more complicated in real life than they seem in the neat, one-
size-fits-all theories of the seminar room. Of course when Paul
says ‘Jesus is Lord’ he meant, among many other things, ‘and
therefore Caesar isn’t. Psalm 2 was near the foundation of his
whole theology. Passages like Isaiah 40—55, with their scathing
denunciations of pagan rulers and their gods, had deeply
informed his thinking and praying. But, as with the apostolic
decree, he didn’t want to end up being so theoretically correct
that he was stuck in a prison cell being correct all by himself
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when he could be out there preaching the gospel. God had
given him the extraordinary position of being a highly trained
Pharisee and a Roman citizen, and had called him to do a job.
Paul took it for granted that the tools God had given him were
tools he should use.

This doesn’t provide an easy template for all subsequent
Christians to figure out how they should employ their political
or civic status within their Christian vocation. That will vary
from time to time, regime to regime, and vocation to vocation.
It does suggest, once more, that we should avoid easy dog-
matisms of this or that kind and, while holding firmly to the
belief that Jesus is Lord and that through him God’s kingdom
is indeed coming on earth as in heaven, be ready for some sur-
prises as to how that latter reality is brought to birth.

ACTS 17.1-9
Another King!

'Paul and Silas travelled through Amphipolis and Apollonia,
and came to Thessalonica, where there was a Jewish synagogue.
2Paul went there, as he usually did, and for three sabbaths he
spoke to them, expounding the scriptures, ’interpreting and
explaining that it was necessary for the Messiah to suffer and to
rise from the dead, and that ‘This Jesus, that I am announcing
to you, is the Messiah’. ‘Some of them were persuaded, and
threw in their lot with Paul and Silas, including a large crowd
of godfearing Greeks, together with quite a few of the leading
women.

SBut the Jews were righteously indignant. They took some
villainous men from the market-place, drew a crowd, and
threw the city into an uproar. They besieged Jason’s house and
searched for Paul and Silas, to bring them out to the mob.
*When they couldn’t find them, they dragged Jason and some
of the Christians before the town authorities.

‘These are the people who are turning the world upside
down!’ they yelled. ‘Now they’ve come here! 7Jason has had
them in his house! They are all acting against the decrees of
Caesar — and they’re saying that there is another king, Jesus!
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$When they heard these words, the crowd and the author-
ities were both greatly agitated. *They bound Jason and the
others over, and then dismissed them.

Just north of where I am writing this, and visible from not far
away, is the small but famous island of Lindisfarne, commonly
known as ‘Holy Island’. It was the first beachhead of Christian
faith in England, long before the Romans sent Augustine from
Rome to the south of England to annexe the flourishing native
movement on behalf of the increasingly powerful Roman see.
Lindisfarne was the island where, in the seventh century, men
like Aidan and Cuthbert were bishops, and where missionaries
like Chad and his brother Cedd were trained and sent out into
the wild lands further south.

The thing that most people know about Lindisfarne, espe-
cially if they’ve tried to get there, is that twice a day it is cut off.
At low tide you can walk across the old pilgrim path, or drive
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a car across the roadway that has now been built (until quite
recently, if you wanted to drive over, you would hire a local
taxi, whose driver would know where to find the more solid
ground). But the tide comes sweeping in around the island,
faster than people normally imagine, covering the road itself to
a depth higher than a car, or a human being. Many people have
been cut off over the years, and several drowned, through
being caught in the middle.

Part of the problem, of course, is that precisely around the
road, and the footpath across the sands, the tide comes in from
both directions. It mainly washes in from the north, but at
almost exactly the same time it comes round the small island
and rushes in from the south. To be caught in the middle, even
supposing you were a strong swimmer, doesn’t just mean you’d
have to go with the flow, ride it out, and hope to land up some-
where safe. You are likely to be thrown around by the double
force and drowned before you can work out what’s going on.

What we have here in Thessalonica, the large port (to this
day) at the north-west corner of the Aegean Sea, is the coming
together of the two tidal waves which we have seen, so far,
sweeping separately up to Paul and his companions. On the
one hand, we have threats and opposition from Jews, as in
Pisidian Antioch. On the other, as in Philippi, we have pagans
who whip up charges about laws, customs and religious ques-
tions to protect their economic and political status quo. What
happens when the two waves meet in the middle and crash
over Paul’s head?

Answer: another riot. We ought to be getting used to this by
now; though, since most people reading this have probably
never seen, let alone been caught in the middle of, a real riot
we ought to pause and think just how frightening that must be.
Here things follow a very similar pattern to what we see in the
gospel accounts of Jesus’ trial: a Jewish charge, easily trans-
formed into a pagan one. This time Paul and Silas are nowhere
to be found, and they escape under cover of night, leaving
behind a young, small church for whom Paul felt strong and
warm pastoral love, as is revealed movingly in the letter we call
1 Thessalonians, written apparently just a few weeks after his
departure.
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Paul follows his normal practice in going to the synagogue;
clearly Thessalonica had a larger Jewish community than
Philippi. As in Pisidian Antioch and elsewhere, he expounded
the scriptures; Luke obviously intends us to imagine addresses
not unlike the one in Acts 13. But this time there is a new note,
which we have not seen since the biblical exposition par excel-
lence delivered by the risen Jesus on the road to Emmaus in
Luke 24. Paul, says Luke, ‘was interpreting and explaining that
it was necessary for the Messiah to suffer and to rise again from
the dead’ Perhaps Paul’s own sufferings had driven him back
again to contemplate not only the sufferings of Jesus but the
messianic nature, the scripture-fulfilling nature, of those suf-
ferings. Perhaps he always mentioned it and it’s only now that
Luke has drawn our special attention to it. One way or another,
this forms an important part of his explanation to the Jews,
since the fact of a crucified Messiah is the major road-block in
the way of any devout Jew believing that Jesus was or could be
God'’s anointed: how could God allow such a thing, how could
God be honoured thereby, and how could God do, through
such a Messiah, the messianic work of bringing peace and
justice to the world, and rebuilding the Temple? Paul was only
too well aware of those questions, and had good answers for
them, but the answers always began, for him, with the scrip-
tures. We can only guess at the passages he employed, but our
guesses can be pretty accurate in view of his use of scripture in
his letters on this topic: Isaiah 53, of course, but also Genesis
22 (Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac, referred to in Romans 8.32),
Psalm 22 (read as a prayer of the Messiah), perhaps Zechariah’s
dark oracles of suffering and vindication.

But, as always, it wasn’t simply a matter of a few proof-texts,
though they would help. It was a matter of the entire plan of
God, the whole sweep of the narrative, the story of Israel going
into the dark tunnel of slavery in Egypt only to be rescued at
the Passover, of David fleeing from Absalom only to be re-
installed after the great victory, of Jerusalem being destroyed and
the nation carried away captive to Babylon, only to be brought
back and rebuilt after a tribulation everyone had thought
would be final . . . in other words, of a story whose main themes
were all about suffering and vindication, disaster and reversal,
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death and resurrection. From there it was only a short step to
the conclusion: if that’s how the story works, and if that’s what
the messianic prophecies are shaped by, it really does appear
that this Jesus, crucified and risen, truly is the Messiah.

That wasn’t, of course, the way many in the synagogue
community wanted to understand the story of Israel; and it
certainly wasn’t the template they had in mind for a Messiah,
should God ever send one. Some were persuaded, as they usu-
ally were, and Luke tells us that a good many of the Greeks who
had been worshipping in the synagogue embraced the gospel
message as well. But, again as usual, there is what we might call
the zeal factor: jealousy, righteous indignation, concern for the
honour of God and the law. ‘How can this man talk such non-
sense? Doesn’t he see that he is speaking blasphemously about
God himself, suggesting such a thing? What happens to the
great law of Moses if we start thinking this way — especially if,
as he says, all these Greeks are welcome in the family without
more ado?’

And so, with the best of motives, they do what ‘zeal’ was
bound to do, and cause a disturbance. If something has to
be done, it doesn’t much matter who does it; so they enlist a
bunch of ne’er-do-wells from the market-place (is Luke
conscious of the irony of this, rejecting Paul but recruiting
no-good pagan layabouts to help their zeal for God and his
law work itself out?) and set the whole city in an uproar. At
this point Luke introduces a character he seems to think we
know, one Jason, whose house the mob attack. We haven’t met
him before, actually, and there is no telling (since it’s not an
uncommon name) whether this Jason is the same one we meet
in Romans 16.21, someone who is with Paul when he’s writing
that great letter. But he seems both to be a local man and
already marked out as a Christian. Since Paul has been in the
city for three sabbaths it is perfectly possible both that Jason
was converted early on in that time and that he has already
been allowing his house to be used for meetings of believers,
and as somewhere for Paul and his companions to stay.

It is Jason and some other local Christians who, this time,
bear the brunt of the mob’s anger. They weren’t beaten or im-
prisoned. But to be dragged by a mob before the magistrates,
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accused of helping foment sedition, and then bound over
to keep the peace is hardly the kind of thing you want to
happen to you too often. No wonder, writing to them not long
afterwards, Paul showed great sympathy for them in what
they had suffered at the hands of their own neighbours and
fellow townsfolk, and took care to place their sufferings on the
larger map of the purposes of God (1 Thessalonians 2.14;
3.1-5).

But the real sting in the tail comes in what the mob said
when accusing Jason and the others. Anyone who suggests that
Luke was writing this book to show the authorities who might
glance at it that Christianity was a peaceful movement which
merely encouraged everyone to be good citizens should look
at this pair of verses and think again. “These people who have
been turning the world upside down), they said, have come
here.” Well, yes. Paul would probably, if pushed, say that they
were turning the world the right way up, because it was
currently upside down, but he would most likely have been
quite pleased to see that people had at least understood that he
wasn’t just offering people a new religious experience, but
announcing to the world that its creator was at last setting it all
right. And, the charge goes on, ‘all of them all acting against
Caesar’s decrees’ — they don’t say which ones, but the meaning
seems to be in the final phrase — ‘saying that there is another
king, namely Jesus’.

Another king! Well, they really have got the message. Jesus
is Lord and Caesar isn’t; the fundamental ‘decree’ or ‘dogma’
of Caesar is that he and he alone is emperor. Northern Greece
had been the site of the awful civil wars a century before, where
Brutus and Cassius had fought it out with Antony and Octavian
after the death of Julius Caesar, and then Antony and Octavian
(Augustus) had fought it out for eventual mastery. A phrase
like ‘another king’ sounded very much as though people were
thinking of starting another civil war aimed at ousting the
Emperor Claudius and installing another candidate. If all this
took place, as seems likely, around Ap 50, we should remind
ourselves that less than two decades later no fewer than three
emperors were hailed, in far-flung parts of the empire, as
‘another king), and installed in quick succession, making up the

78



AcTs 17.10-21 Paul Reaches Athens

‘year of the four emperors’ of AD 69. These things were all too
possible, and the charge all too believable.

So was Paul being a loyal Roman citizen, or wasn’t he? It all
depends on what sort of a ‘king’ you think he thought Jesus
really was. It is easy to quote Jesus’ famous saying, ‘My king-
dom is not of this world’, but what John actually wrote was ‘My
kingdom is not from this world’ (John 18.36), with the clear
implication that, though derived of course from elsewhere,
Jesus’ kingdom was definitely for this world. And it is easy to
show that the charge Luke reports against Jesus, that he was
claiming to be a king (Luke 23.2), was, like the other accusa-
tions hurled around at the time, at best deeply misleading.

But when we stand back from the present incident and look
at the whole sweep of Acts as it unfolds before our eyes, we
begin to see a pattern emerging, a pattern which will grow and
swell until it leaves us . . . wondering what on earth happened
next. In Acts 1—12 Jesus is hailed as Messiah, king of the Jews,
until eventually the present king of the Jews tries to do some-
thing about it but is struck down for his pagan arrogance.
Now, from Acts 13 onwards, Jesus is being hailed as ‘another
king), lord of the world’; but there already is a lord of the world},
and anyone who knows anything about tyrants, particularly
ancient Roman ones, knows well that they don’t take kindly to
rivals on the stage. What is going to happen next?

But before this issue can be taken further, let alone resolved,
there is fresh business to attend to. Fresh preaching and teach-
ing await Paul and Silas a few miles west, in Beroea. But the
lessons learnt in Thessalonica will stay with Paul, and must
stay with us, as we journey on.

ACTS 17.10-21
Paul Reaches Athens

19The Christians in Thessalonica quickly sent Paul and Silas on,
by night, to Beroea. When they got there, they went to the
Jewish synagogue. ''The people there were more generous in
spirit than those in Thessalonica. They received the word with
considerable eagerness, searching the scriptures day by day to
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see if what they were hearing was indeed the case. 2Many of
them became believers, including some of the well-born Greek
women, and quite a few men.

1BBut when the Jews from Thessalonica knew that the word
of God had been proclaimed by Paul in Beroea, too, they came
there as well, stirring up trouble and whipping up the crowd.
4So the Christians quickly sent Paul away as far as the sea-
coast, while Silas and Timothy remained behind. *Those who
were conducting Paul brought him all the way to Athens, where
he told them to tell Silas and Timothy to join him as soon as
possible. Then they left him there.

1650 Paul waited in Athens. While he was there, his spirit was
stirred up as he saw the whole city simply full of idols. "He
argued in the synagogue with the Jews and the godfearers, and
in the market-place every day with those who happened to be
there. 8Some of the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers were
disputing with him.

‘What can this word-scatterer be on about? some were saying.

‘He seems to be proclaiming foreign divinities, declared
others — since he was preaching Jesus and Anastasis.. (‘Anastasis’
means ‘resurrection’.) *So they took him up to the Areopagus.

‘Are we able to know, they said, ‘what this new teaching really
is that you are talking about? 2You are putting very strange
ideas into our minds. We'd like to find out what it all means

21A]] the Athenians, and the foreigners who live there, spend
their time simply and solely in telling and hearing the latest
novelty.

There seems to be an increasing fashion in the sporting world,
especially in sports that originated in Europe, for ‘World Cup’
contests, and similar events organized in geographical regions.
Unless you are a very avid sports fan, these events seem to
come tumbling over one another all the time: one minute it’s
football (‘soccer’), another it’s rugby, another it’s cricket. The
American sporting calendar doesn’t look quite the same, but
the annual round of American football, hockey, baseball and
even golf seems to rattle by, too, with continual competitions
to right and left.

When a team is playing in one of these multi-sided tourna-
ments, the coaches know they have to be prepared to do battle
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with many different types of opponent. In what we English call
football, the Germans have a reputation for thoroughness, the
Brazilians for outrageous flair, the Italians for a sense of style,
and so on. It’s no good getting ready for a game against Holland
as though you were about to play Argentina. And so on.

Luke has shown us how the gospel matches up against two
major opponents: the ‘zealous’ Jews, in synagogues around
Turkey and now in northern Greece, and the economic and
political forces of the Roman Empire. But there is an entire
world of thought — and I mean ‘world of thought’ — which we
haven’t yet had on stage. This is the hugely important sphere
of the prevailing ancient philosophies. They conditioned
how thousands of ‘ordinary people’ saw the world, what they
thought of as reasonable and unreasonable, what they thought
about ‘the gods, what they thought human life was for and
how best you should live it. Millions who had never studied
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‘philosophy’, who maybe even couldn’t read or write for
themselves, were nevertheless deeply influenced by the major
currents of thought that were debated in the schools, just as
plenty of people today who have never studied philosophy or
economics are massively influenced by popular presentations
in the media of large and complex ideas.

And now Luke is taking Paul to where he must meet the
ancient philosophies head on: Athens. This is a different team.
You can’t just say what you say in the synagogue, or even what
you said in a hurry in Lystra. This demands a different game
plan, a different strategy. Luke is building us up for a big set
piece, one of the classic scenes in the whole book. Athens is a
major showdown between the new young faith and the old,
established, tried and tested philosophies of the Western world,
which still, in various modern guises, dominate people’s think-
ing. Until we’ve thought through this confrontation, we are
not ready for the global contest.

It is by no means clear that Paul intended to go to Athens
(or, having done that, to go on to Corinth). Philippi stood on
the Via Egnatia, the high road to Rome. From there you would
naturally go west, through Thessalonica, across northern
Greece, and take a boat across the narrow straits to Brindisi on
the south-eastern coast (the ‘heel’) of Italy, and so on to Rome
itself. What more natural, since Paul had been commanded by
God to go to northern Greece, than that he should now go on,
through north-west Macedonia, all the way along the road to
the sea, and then — who knows? maybe on to Caesar’s own city?

That might have been natural, but it wasn’t, it seems, what
the holy spirit had in mind. One day (we can see Paul musing
about it in 19.21) but not yet. The reason he goes to Beroea,
which is off the Via Egnatia to the south, is that the Thessalonian
Christians bundled him off there as being more off the beaten
track. And, once there, he seems to have been less than usual
master of his own movements, with the local believers putting
him on a boat to go, not west to the capital of the Roman world,
but south to the ancient capital of the Greek one. Get the
philosophy sorted out and the politics can follow in due course.

First, though, the welcome interlude at Beroea. What a relief
to find some people who are actually prepared to say, in effect,
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‘Well, we hadn’t ever thought of this sort of thing before; but
let’s have a look at the scriptures and see if it’s true.” That is,
again and again, all a preacher can really ask for: don’t take it
from me, we say, go home and study the scriptures for your-
selves and see how it all fits together. But the (by now) inevit-
able happens, and zealous Jews arrive from Thessalonica, hot
on Paul’s trail. This time it is only Paul who is packed off, while
the others stay, perhaps to help new believers become firmly
established. From Beroea, which is somewhat inland, he is taken
down to the coast and put on a ship, sailing round to Athens.
There he was, alone, in the great intellectual capital of the
ancient world.

And it was full — of idols. And ideas. And intellectual and
cultural novelties of every kind. Luke’s comment on the latter
point (verse 21) is a bit sarcastic, since ‘new’ in the ancient
world was one of the worst sneers you could offer, especially
about an idea. ‘Old’ was best; everyone knew that. Mere novelty
was ephemeral, here today and gone tomorrow. But if you
were interested in temples, and idols, and every kind of reli-
gious cult, Athens was the place. It had everything — including
some cultural symbols which would have strongly confirmed
Paul’s Jewish perception that idol-worship went closely hand
in hand with sexual immorality. A glance at vase-paintings,
statues, cult objects and so on in museums today leaves little
to the imagination. Worship these gods, and your body (and
everybody else’s, too) becomes a toy. No question what a
devout Jew would think about that.

Paul was not short of places to go and people to talk to. He
did what he usually did in the synagogue, but we have no
report of the reaction. More interesting to Luke at this point,
he argues in the market-place, which in Athens was a market-
place of ideas as well as of other commodities. And there it was
that he met the great philosophical schools of the day, the
Epicureans and Stoics.

Briefly, the Epicureans held a theory according to which the
world and the gods were a long way away from one another,
with little or no communication. The result was that one should
get on with life as best one could, discovering how to gain
maximum pleasure from a quiet, sedate existence. The Stoics,
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however, believed that divinity lay within the present world,
and within each human being, so that this divine force, though
hardly personal, could be discovered and harnessed. Good
humanliving then (‘virtue’) consisted in getting in touch with,
and living according to, this inner divine ‘rationality’. What
would a Jew, or a Christian, say to either of those? We are about
to find out.

But the request for Paul to speak at the Areopagus, the
highest court in the city, set on a rock from which one could
look down on the famous market-place and across to the still
more famous Acropolis with its spectacular temples, was not
as friendly and innocuous as it sounds. It wasn’t a matter of,
‘Well, here’s an interesting fellow; let’s see what he has to say’
It contained a double veiled threat. ‘This man), they said, ‘seems
to be a preacher of foreign divinities.” Well, yes, in a sense,
though that was based on their misunderstanding of the fun-
damental content of Paul’s message, which was Jesus and the
resurrection. Resurrection, which in Greek is anastasis, seems
to have sounded to them like another god, or rather, since the
word is feminine, a goddess: Jesus and his female consort! Who
on earth are they? ‘What is this word-scatterer trying to say?’
(The term ‘word-scatterer’ is full of contempt: this man who
scatters words all over the place like a jackdaw picking up
interesting things and dropping half of them on the way back
to his nest.)

In particular, the charge of ‘preaching foreign divinities’
was the charge, famously and classically, on which Socrates,
the greatest philosopher of all time, had been tried and con-
demned. Athens may have been interested in new ideas, but
divinities from elsewhere could easily get you into trouble.
Serious trouble. Especially if someone proclaiming them was
starting a secret society with mysteries only open to the ini-
tiates. ‘Are we permitted to know’, they asked with veiled and
sarcastic threat, ‘what this new teaching is all about?’ Are you
allowed to tell us these secret doctrines, or are they only for
those you will collect into a dangerous little gang? In other
words, you’d better get your philosophy sorted out, or we have
other questions we may want to ask as well. Are you a danger
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to our state? Paul is thus given the chance of a lifetime, but also
a multi-layered challenge which will stretch his theological and
rhetorical skills in quite a new way.

ACTS 17.22-34
Paul Among the Philosophers (I)

2250 Paul stood up in the midst of the Areopagus.

‘Men of Athens, he said, ‘I see that you are in every way an
extremely religious people.2*For as | was goingalong and look-
ing at your objects of worship, I saw an altar with the inscrip-
tion, TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Well: 'm here to tell you about
what it is that you are worshipping in ignorance. 2#The God
who made the world and everything in it, the one who is Lord
of heaven and earth, doesn’t live in temples made by human
hands. *Nor is he looked after by human hands, as though
he needed something, since he himself gives life and breath to
everyone. 2He made from one stock every race of humans to
live on the whole face of the earth, allotting them their properly
ordained times and the boundaries for their dwellings. ?The
aim was that they would search for God, and perhaps reach out
for him and find him. Indeed, he is actually not far from each
one of us, 2for in him we live and move and exist; as also some
of your own poets have put it, “For we are his offspring”.

2Well, then, if we really are God’s offspring, we ought not to
suppose that the divinity is like gold or silver or stone, formed
by human skill and ingenuity. 3**That was just ignorance; but the
time for it has passed, and God has drawn a veil over it. Now,
instead, he commands the whole human race, everywhere, to
repent, *'because he has established a day on which he intends
to call the world to account with full and proper justice by a
man whom he has appointed. God has given all people his
pledge of this by raising this man from the dead’

32When they heard about the resurrection of the dead,
some of them ridiculed Paul. But others said, ‘We will give you
another hearing about this.’ 33So Paul went out from their pres-
ence. **But some people joined him and believed, including
Dionysius, a member of the court of the Areopagus, and a
woman named Damaris, and others with them.
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One of the signs of being really good at chess is that you can
play more than one opponent at the same time. Sometimes
grand masters will put on a display where they play several dif-
ferent people all at once, walking from one chessboard to the
next and making the next move, leaving a string of opponents,
with only one game each to concentrate on, baffled and even-
tually defeated.

Something like that is the effect Luke intends to create with
this summary of what Paul said on the Areopagus. We're going
to take two bites at this cherry, because it’s so important, so
unique, and so dense that it’s better to give ourselves the space
to mull it over properly, not splitting it in two in the process
but reading the whole thing twice over.

I assume, by the way, that Acts 17.22-31 is a summary of
what Paul said on that day. I make this assumption for two rea-
sons. First, there is a tradition in Greek history-writing, which
Luke certainly knows and is certainly imitating, that even if
you don’t have a full record of what was said on a particular
occasion you ought to make up something that more or less
summarizes what would have been said. Second, this is the
Paul who, when preaching to friends, went on and on past mid-
night so that someone fell out of a window asleep (20.7-12).
Can we really believe that when he was given his big chance in
the highest forum in the Greek world he spoke for only two
minutes — which is roughly how long, even going slowly, it
takes to read verses 2231 aloud in the Greek?

But even if Luke has telescoped things together, we can still
see what Paul is up to. It’s a highly skilled performance, giving
a vivid example of what Paul meant when he said, writing later
to Corinth, that it was his aim to ‘take every thought captive to
obey the Messiah’ (2 Corinthians 10.5). He is not just content
to press the buttons of the local culture, to give a nod to an
inscription here and a poet there, to show (as it were) that
what he has to say hooks in nicely to their way of thinking,
so that his message isn’t really so very different from what
they know already. Nothing of the kind. The grain of truth in
the suggestion, though, comes right at the beginning, when
Paul talks about the famous altar with the inscription, ‘to an
unknown god’. What might this be all about?
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One of the other philosophical options available to a serious
first-century pagan, discussed by Cicero in a book written
about a century before Paul’s day, is what became known as
the Academic, or the view taken (at one time at least) by the
‘Academy’ founded by Plato himself. According to the Academic
point of view, there is simply not enough evidence for us to
be able to tell whether the gods exist or not, and, if they do,
what if anything they want from us. This can breed a shoulder-
shrugging couldn’t-care-less attitude; or it might produce — and
Paul gives it the benefit of the doubt here — a kind of humility,
an openness, a readiness for something new. There is all the
difference in the world between someone who says, ‘I know
we’ll never know much about the gods, and actually 'm quite
happy about that. ’'m just going to offer a lamb on this altar
once a year in case, and I hope that does whatever needs doing
because I'd rather live my own life my own way’, and someone
who says, ‘I can’t help believing that there must be, somewhere,
some divine being who is actually more than we have realized,
and more important than we have usually supposed. So I'm
keeping the windows of my heart open, and I’m hoping that
one day I'll find out.’ The first we might call ‘closed agnosti-
cism’ we don’t know, we can’t know, and I like it like that.
The second we might call ‘open agnosticism’ or even ‘humble
agnosticism’: we don’t seem to know at present, but that means
it’s quite possible, perhaps even likely, that there is something
more that we could know in principle if only we could dis-
cover how; and I would love to know if we could. Actually,
you could call the first inconsistent agnosticism, since it pro-
fesses absolute certainty that we can’t know anything, which
is paradoxical to say the least. In that case the second could
be consistent agnosticism, being agnostic about agnosticism
itself.

And it is the second that Paul assumes was intended by who-
ever put up the altar ‘to an unknown god In fact, he begins
and ends the address with the question of ignorance and what
God is doing about it. Having begun with this peculiar altar, he
ends with a remarkable statement, that God has been well
aware that people have been ignorant, but that this was for a
period of time only, and the period has now run out (verse 30).
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Here we see, creeping up upon the Athenian listeners, an idea
which must have been very strange to them: that history is
moving in a forwards direction, with a divinely ordained goal
in view, and that it matters to discern where we are within that
particular plan. This is, of course, a deeply Jewish view, and it
prepares the way for the decisive announcement of what God
has done in Jesus and what he has thereby promised to do. But
the theme of ignorance, at the start and finish of the address,
is Paul’s way both of starting at a point within the Athenians’
own complex and many-sided systems of worship and (having
found there an open window which might just let in some
light) declaring that the Academics had a point, but that the
time for that point has now passed. Simultaneously, of course,
he is declaring, over against the sharp hint in verse 19, that his
hearers are indeed permitted to knowwhat it is he is saying. He
has nothing to hide, but rather something to reveal.

But reading further we quickly discover that Paul was not
simply constructing a would-be theology out of bits and pieces
of the local culture, in order, as the phrase goes, to discover
what God might be doing in this place and do it with him.
According to Paul, the main thing that God was doing in
Athens was shaking his head in sorrow and warning of im-
minent judgment: because Athens was full of temples, and the
local people were constantly bringing sacrifices and offerings
to gods and goddesses of every possible kind. And the God
who made the whole world, Paul declares, does not live in
houses made by human hands — with a wave of the arm, we
may imagine, towards the Parthenon, standing majestically
in the background as it still does, one of the wonders of the
architectural world and one of the most beautiful buildings
ever built. Nice job, says Paul in effect, but it misses the point:
C’est magnifique, mais ce n’est pas le Dieu. And as for bringing
animal sacrifices to the true God: well, this is the wrong way
round! It is he who gives everything to us, not the other way
about. At this point Paul is close to the short, breathless state-
ment in 14.15-18.

And, in particular, the one thing we should be clear about is
this: whatever God may be like, we can be sure that all these
idols — gold, silver, stone or whatever — are similarly missing
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the point (17.29). They too are merely a sign of ignorance, of
humans blundering about: sensing a presence, a divinity, but
not really knowing what to do about it or why.

So far, so Jewish. All this is very typical of the anti-pagan
stance taken by many Jewish apologists at the time and since.
And it conforms closely, as Paul reminds the Thessalonians, to
what he said in his initial preaching to them (1 Thessalonians
1). It is the message about the creator God, which is the found-
ation of all good news, all gospel. Without a creator God, even
such good news as you might have (there is hope for bliss yet
to come) is purchased at the cost of very bad news (this bliss
will not involve the rescue of the present beautiful creation).
With a creator God, you know that even though things seem
to have gone very badly wrong in certain respects you are not
simply in the hands, or at the disposal, of a bunch of incom-
petent, mutually squabbling, or actually malevolent deities.
People sometimes grumble that Paul doesn’t seem to have put
much ‘gospel’ into this speech. But actually the whole thing
is good news, from start to finish. The specific ‘good news’ of
Jesus Christ grows directly out of this doctrine of creation. But
to see this more clearly we need another section.

ACTS 17.22-34
Paul Among the Philosophers (II)

250 Paul stood up in the midst of the Areopagus.

‘Men of Athens;, he said, 1 see that you are in every way an
extremely religious people. 2For as I was going along and looking
at your objects of worship, I saw an altar with the inscription,
TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Well: I'm here to tell you about
what it is that you are worshipping in ignorance. #The God
who made the world and everything in it, the one who is Lord
of heaven and earth, doesn’t live in temples made by human
hands. »Nor does he need to be looked after by human hands,
as though he needed something, since he himself gives life and
breath to everyone. He made from one stock every race of
humans to live on the whole face of the earth, allotting them
their properly ordained times and boundaries for their dwellings.
2The aim was that they would search for God, and perhaps
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reach out for him and find him. Indeed, he is actually not far
from each one of us, 2for in him we live and move and exist;
as also some of your own poets have put it, “For we are his
offspring”.

2*Well, then, if we really are God’s offspring, we ought not
to suppose that the divinity is like gold or silver or stone,
formed by human skill and ingenuity. **That was just ignor-
ance; but the time for it has passed, and God has drawn a
veil over it. But now he commands the whole human race,
everywhere, to repent, >'because he has established a day on
which he intends to call the world to account with full and
proper justice by a man whom he has appointed. God has
given all people his pledge of this by raising this man from
the dead.’

2When they heard about the resurrection of the dead,
some of them ridiculed Paul. But others said, ‘We will give you
another hearing about this.’ So Paul went out from their pres-
ence. *But some people joined him and believed, including
Dionysius, a member of the court of the Areopagus, and a
woman named Damaris, and others with them.

So we continue with our chess game, with Paul playing the role
of grand master and taking on all the players of Athens at once.
We have seen how he agrees with the Academy that it is indeed
impossible, granted what was available to them, to know
very much about the true God. Ah but, he says, God himself
has been aware of this difficulty, and has now brought this
‘time of ignorance’ to an end. We have seen that, in typically
Jewish style, and building on the critique of idols and temples
throughout Jewish scripture and tradition, he rejects utterly
the whole idea of temples, sacrifices and statues of the gods.
Instead, he tells the good news of a creator God who made the
world and everything in it.

Now we shall see how, in dealing with both the Epicureans
and the Stoics, he shows how this God not only can be known,
in a way which Greek philosophy never bargained for, but
actually wants to be known. And he brings the address to a
close with a flourish by telling the (again, very Jewish) story of
the future hope: God is going to hold a great assize, and put the
whole world right!
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The Epicureans, we recall, believed that the gods, if they
existed, were very far away, and had more or less nothing to do
with human beings. As a result, they were supremely happy;
and if we want to approximate to them as best we can we will
learn to moderate our desires, to do nothing that would feed
our natural hopes or fears, to live as quietly as possible with
just the right amount of everything. The ideal life is independ-
ent, untroubled, unworried about larger questions, including
that of one’s own destiny.

An Epicurean would therefore have agreed substantially
with Paul’s rather scathing comments about normal pagan
worship, but for more or less the opposite reason to the one
Paul gives. For the Epicurean, the gods were far away and so
didn’t want anything from us; for Paul, God is very close to
us, the giver of everything to us, the passionate seeker who
wants us to seek him in return — and therefore doesn’t want
animal sacrifices from us. Paul agrees with the Epicurean that
God and the world are not the same thing. But he confronts
the Epicurean head on when he says that God is not far from
any one of us, and longs for a relationship of love with all
his human creatures. The Epicurean would be fascinated,
startled, irritated perhaps, but teased enough to want to hear
more.

The Stoic, by contrast, would be happy to hear that there is
indeed a divine life which is in all human beings, though Paul
has identified it with life and breath rather than the cold prin-
ciple of the logos, ‘rationality’. And the Stoic could accept, in his
own sense, the quote from the Athenian poet Aratus in verse
28, ‘for we are also his offspring’. Aratus pretty certainly meant
this in a Stoic sense; Paul is treading the fine line here between
demonstrating his familiarity with their own culture, inviting
Stoics to come on board with what he’s saying, and offering
something quite new and revolutionary. For Paul, as a Jew, the
idea of humans as ‘children of God’ has to do with our being
made in God’s image (he does not here have in mind the
specifically Christian notion of believers as God’s adopted sons
and daughters, as in Galatians 4.4-7). To the Stoic pantheist,
in other words, Paul declares that God and the world are
not the same thing, but that the impulse which pushes you to
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suppose that they are is the true impulse which ought to lead
you to reach out and grope for the real God who is indeed not
far off. The Stoic, like the Epicurean, is thus challenged,
encouraged, teased and perhaps drawn to consider the matter
more closely.

But the really stunning moment of the address comes, of
course, at the end. Indeed, the whole build-up, the careful dis-
cussion of who God really is and his relation to the world, the
standard Jewish critique of idolatry and temples coupled with
the creative use of local colour — all this is to ensure that, when
Paul finally gets to explain his supposed ‘foreign divinities’ of
Jesus and resurrection, there will at least be a small chance that
some will understand what he is saying. We notice again that
as the speech turns the corner into the home straight Paul
insists that he and his hearers are living at a new moment in
the history of the world, a moment at which the ‘times of ignor-
ance), the times when people could hardly be expected to know
who God was, were being brought to an end. Now something
new had happened! Now there was something to say, particu-
lar news about particular events and a particular man, which
provided just the sort of new evidence that the genuinely
open-minded agnostic should be prepared to take into
account, that the Epicurean and Stoic should see as forming
both a confirmation of the correct elements in their world-
views and a challenge to the misleading elements, and that the
ordinary pagan, trundling off to yet another temple with yet
another sacrifice, should see as good news indeed. This God,
declares Paul, has set a time when he is going to do what the
Jewish tradition always said he would do, indeed what he must
do if he is indeed the good and wise creator: he will set the
world right, will call it to account, will in other words judge it
in the full, Hebraic, biblical sense.

And the cr