Acts 19:21-41	One of the churches Greatest Enemies 	10/23/22
We've been in Acts for some time, and we are continuing our series today, but in the last several weeks, we've been taking a closer look at the events found in chapter 19. More specifically, we've been doing a case study of the church in Ephesus and dealing with the topic of idolatry. Last week Pastor Tim said that the Ephesian church is the one that most resembles our church. I agree and believe the church in America largely resembles the Ephesian church in that "we have abandoned the love we had at first." Revelation 2:4 

We were warned that this would happen by the very words of Jesus found in Matthew 24:12, "And because lawlessness will be increased, the love of many will grow cold." It's a difficult conversation, but we must be willing to ask ourselves, where is our love for Jesus? I am talking about a group of people who know Jesus personally and walk with him in their daily lives and are willing to commit their life to him at all costs. I am deeply challenged by this in my own life and walk with Jesus. So, as we look at this passage today, we will give the knockout punch to idolatry. 

While in Ephesus, Paul encounters one of the church's greatest enemies, which is still alive and active in our world today. Its name is idolatry, and it doesn't take the same form that it did then, but don't be mistaken by its ability to adapt and take on new forms. Sure, we don't worship graven images, statues made of marble, or silver amulets. However, the idols we worship are much more dangerous because they are of our own making and deeply embedded in our hearts. 

Before we talk more deeply about idolatry. I want to look at verses 21 & 22. As Paul's time is coming to an end in Ephesus, Luke is setting us up for the next part of this grand adventure, where we watch the gospel spread to the ends of the earth. Paul took this mission personally, and I think he was determined to fulfill it single-handedly. Luke starts by mentioning that Paul resolved in the Spirit, which is an interesting way of saying that it made sense to him and the Spirit that this was the right action plan. Paul agreed with where God was leading him. There is a valuable lesson to learn in this statement alone. Don't resist what God is doing in your life and trust his leading.

Paul resolved to go back through the churches he planted to encourage them while reaching his destination in Jerusalem. He intended to go there to bring an offering to the church in Jerusalem because it was in such need. What an interesting turn of events. Although the church started in Jerusalem, the newer churches filled with young believers responded to the gospel in generosity to help the church in Jerusalem. What an incredible picture of unity in the early church evidenced by the power of the gospel. 

After arriving in Jerusalem, Paul planned to head to Rome. He "finished" evangelizing the eastern part of the empire and was prepared to establish a base of operations there. He wanted to evangelize the western part of the empire as far west as Spain. Paul was ambitious in his efforts to spread the gospel. Along the way, he encountered different people from different cultures. What he found was that at the center of every culture, there is an idol that people worship as their savior. It's our job as believers to be counter-cultural by living out the gospel's implications so that the people can be saved. 

For this to happen, we must become refreshingly distinguishable from the culture in which we live. Which is precisely what we see happening in this final section of narrative in Ephesus. 

23 About that time there arose no little disturbance concerning the Way. 24 For a man named Demetrius, a silversmith, who made silver shrines of Artemis, brought no little business to the craftsmen. 25 These he gathered together, with the workmen in similar trades, and said, "Men, you know that from this business we have our wealth. 26 And you see and hear that not only in Ephesus but in almost all of Asia this Paul has persuaded and turned away a great many people, saying that gods made with hands are not gods. 27 And there is danger not only that this trade of ours may come into disrepute but also that the temple of the great goddess Artemis may be counted as nothing, and that she may even be deposed from her magnificence, she whom all Asia and the world worship."

We are learning that idolatry is at the center of every culture. Ephesus is no exception to the rule. From this passage, we learn just how important Artemis was to the Ephesians. To refresh our memories, Artemis was the goddess of fertility. However, this had much more to do with than just fertility as it relates to childbearing. Instead, she made her worshippers fruitful in business and prosperous in all areas of life, which is why when threatened, Demetrius becomes enraged. 

Demetrius was the head of the silversmiths and held much influence. However, due to Paul's message that "gods made with hands are not gods," many people were persuaded, and Demetrius and his fellow tradesman lost their wealth. This is where his real idol resided because if Artemis were the god, he believed her to be, then she would've had the power to stop this from happening. So not only was Demetrius at risk of losing his wealth, but he was at risk of losing his idol, the object of his worship. 

Identifying Idols

This is where we need to stop and talk about the nature of idols. Idolatry is when we elevate the created things to the place of the creator. Timothy Keller would say that it’s when we take a good thing and make it the ultimate thing.” We do this because we can seemingly manipulate our idols to our will, justifying ourselves and controlling our gods. 

However, we find that once we have elevated something to the level of an idol in our lives, we are no longer in control of it as much as we are controlled by it. There is no power in idols, but lurking behind every idol, the enemy is at work controlling us. You can see this being played out in this account. Since Demetrius' idol is threatened, he unwittingly puts himself and the entire city of Ephesus in danger of losing their freedom. 

The power of the gospel is that we are justified by grace that we receive through faith. Jesus did it all, and by simple belief in him, we are saved. This rubs our flesh the wrong way. If nothing is required for salvation and I respond in faith, then nothing in my life is left unavailable to God. But, if I can control my god through my actions, then in fact, I am god, which is the greatest form of idolatry. We see this represented in the garden. You see, at the core of all idolatry is self-worship and justification. This is not possible apart from the good news. But our flesh recoils at the thought of getting something for nothing. This explains why we have a love-hate relationship with every idol and our sin. 

Now we look at cities like Ephesus, and we may be tempted to think we would never worship idols, but we are at a disadvantage. Whereas in Ephesus or other cities of the ancient east, you could point to the temples and identify their idols. Our idols are more elusive and, therefore, potentially more dangerous. Our idols are embedded in our hearts. So, learning to identify the idols of a culture is critical to ensure that we don't become a victim of idolatry and so that we can actively combat it in our own lives. 

Some examples of idolatry are personal, religious, and cultural. Personal: money, romance, children. We can try to justify ourselves by how much we make, how much is in the bank, or the kind of car we drive and home we live. Or we can feel like we need to be in a relationship with someone to feel satisfied, so we agree to do things in a relationship that we wouldn't normally do. Believe it or not, our kids can become an idol, and guaranteeing their success can speak to our need for validation. Religious: I know the truth. It's possible that even in the church, we can seek our idols. We can do incredible things in the name of Jesus and get to heaven and not be known by him (Matthew 7:22). Cultural: Humanism. The idea is that your greatest need is to embrace who you are, follow your passions, and do what your heart tells you. You have your truth. This idolatry is pervasive in our culture and has even infiltrated the church. 

Overcoming Idols

So how do we overcome the idols in our hearts and our culture? Sincere love for Jesus and an understanding of the gospel. The only way to combat idolatry is to know the gospel. 

Romans 5:5 “and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.” 

This story has much to show us as to how we, as Christians, can overcome the idols of our culture, and it begins with knowing the gospel. Let’s look more closely. 

28 When they heard this, they were enraged and were crying out,"Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!" 29 So the city was filled with the confusion, and they rushed together into the theater, dragging with them Gaius and Aristarchus, Macedonians who were Paul's companions in travel. 30 But when Paul wished to go in among the crowd, the disciples would not let him. 31 And even some of the Asiarchs, who were friends of his, sent to him and were urging him not to venture into the theater. 32 Now some cried out one thing, some another, for the assembly was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together. 33 Some of the crowd prompted Alexander, whom the Jews had put forward. And Alexander, motioning with his hand, wanted to make a defense to the crowd. 34 But when they recognized that he was a Jew, for about two hours they all cried out with one voice, l "Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!" 
35 And when the town clerk had quieted the crowd, he said, "Men of Ephesus, who is there who does not know that the city of the Ephesians is temple keeper of the great Artemis, and of the sacred stone that fell from the sky?6 36 Seeing then that these things cannot be denied, you ought to be quiet and do nothing rash. 37 For you have brought these men here who are neither sacrilegious nor blasphemers of our goddess. 38 If therefore Demetrius and the craftsmen with him have a complaint against anyone, the courts are open, and there are proconsuls. Let them bring charges against one another. 39 But if you seek anything further,7 it shall be settled in the regular assembly. 40 For we really are in danger of being charged with rioting today, since there is no cause that we can give to justify this commotion." 41 And when he had said these things, he dismissed the assembly.”

What I am about to say might sound a bit controversial, and it might go against the grain of what we're used to and rub some of us the wrong way. This last section of this narrative shows how Christians are to 'fight' back against the cultural tide, but it probably doesn't look like what we would expect. 

As Christians living within the world, our lives will look so different from those around us that we don't need to look for trouble, it will find us. Here in Ephesus, there were so many people persuaded by Paul, and the church was multiplying that it disrupted the culture and economic structures. This was a byproduct of the gospel. Demetrius and his fellow tradesmen were so enraged that they began shouting, "Great is Artemis!" Then they dragged two believers, Gaius, and Aristarchus, to the theatre with a seating capacity of 24,000. Paul, clearly feeling responsible, wants in on the action, but his fellow believers won't let him. In addition, it also mentions the Asiarchs who were wealthy, influential rulers in that region. This is where we see something interesting happen. Not only do the Asiarchs, likely unbelievers and Paul's friends, come to his aid, but the town clerk, by the providence of God, protects the church. This is where we see how the government functions as a ‘common grace.’ God through the town clerk uses Roman law to protect the church. 

He brings up four reasons to the crowd to quiet them down:
1. Everyone knows that Ephesus is the temple keeper of Artemis.
2. Christians are not sacrilegious or blasphemers.
3. If you have a complaint, take it to the courts, and finally, they were at risk of rioting, which is the sort of behavior that would land them all in trouble.

You see, if Christians live their life the way Paul tells them to in 1 Timothy 2:1-4, peaceful and quiet, godly and dignified in every way. Something incredible happens.

As Christians, we don't need to overcome the culture forcefully. The only thing that will accomplish is to offend others and unnecessarily place a target on the back of the church. In some ways, I feel like it's already too late. The way we overcome isn't by forcing our leaders to govern in a way that aligns itself with our beliefs. Instead, the way we overcome is by the way we allow the word of God to govern our lives as the church. It's by identifying idols and applying the gospel to our lives in every area. 

When we as a church can learn how to do that effectively, we won't need to look for trouble; it will find us. When it does, we can be confident that just as God protected the church in Ephesus that God will protect and preserve his church. 

Last week Pastor Tim took us on a deeper look at the church in Ephesus, and we heard the warning from Revelation 2, "Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first. If not, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place, unless you repent." 

If you go to Ephesus today, you will find the ruins of an ancient city, and I can't help but wonder what ever came of the Ephesian church. Are they among the ruins of that city? The only way to ensure that our church continues in power is to identify idolatry and apply the gospel to every area of our lives. To live our Christian witness in a dark world so we can take the gospel to the ends of the earth. 
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