The Spirit at work in the Church (Acts 13:1-12; 25/11/07)

Introduction

Do you know how to play chess? If you want to learn the game you begin by learning the names of the pieces: the king, queen, bishop, knight, pawn and rook. But that’s not all. You also need to know what they can do, what moves they can make. The king can only move one square at a time, but the queen can move diagonally, horizontally and vertically up and down the board. The knight (horse) can jump over other pieces! Then I begin to understand the game of chess!

You may not know how to play chess. But does that really matter? Is it going to make a big difference to your life? No. Unless you become the world chess champion! 

I want us to think about knowing God. If you don’t know him, does it make a difference? Yes indeed. You were made to know him. You were made for him. And God has gone to great lengths so that we can know him personally.
If we want to know God something similar needs to happen. The bible reveals to us that there is only one God. But this one God exists in three persons: Father, Son and Spirit. Many people may have heard those names. But the next question needs to be, “What do they – Father, Son and Spirit – do? What kinds of ‘moves’ do they make?
In this morning’s passage did you notice that the Holy Spirit is mentioned three times? (v 2, 4 and 9). Who is the Holy Spirit? What does he do? (Sometimes you may have heard people referring to the Holy Spirit as ‘it’. This is wrong. He is a Person). Well, here we see the Holy Spirit at work in the life of this church in Antioch. And as we look a little closer, we’ll learn about him by the work he does. It becomes clear that the Spirit is the one who enables us to know God personally. 
1) He is the Spirit who Calls (v1-2)
Saul has seen Jesus on the road to Damascus. But here the Holy Spirit talks about the work I have called them to do. That’s because the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Jesus. There is no conflict between them. Here, it’s the Holy Spirit who speaks about his call to a specific work. Paul and Barnabas are called to be pioneer missionaries – taking the word of God (v5) to areas where it has never been heard before. How did the Spirit make this clear? It happened as the church was serious about seeking God: they were worshipping the Lord and fasting (v2). Was there an audible voice? Did he speak through a prophet (v1)? Or was it a strong, unanimous impression that this is what needed to happen? We don’t know, but this wasn’t just something they decided was a good idea! It was something much stronger. The Spirit was issuing a clear call to a specific work.
In train station calls are given out: the next plain departing from platform 12 is the 15.30 to Venezia. It’s a general call to all passengers who are travelling on that train to get on! Sometimes, especially in airports, there are specific calls: This is the final call for Mr Jones to make his way to the departure gate 15 for the flight to Paris. One call is general; the other is specific.

The Spirit’s call is a bit like this. He calls all Christians to follow Christ and become like him: to the church of God in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be holy (1 Corinthians 1:2). Every believer receives this call from conversion. The Holy Spirit calls us to be holy – separate from sin and dedicated to God – whatever we do. You could say that this is his general call. But there’s a specific call too, when the Spirit calls particular people to do a particular job. Not every Christian is called to be a pioneer missionary, but some are. Not everyone is called to be a pastor or preacher, but some are. Wilberforce felt the call of God’s Spirit to serve as a politician. When the Spirit is calling us, he creates a certain conviction about it within us. Sometimes it’s described as a compulsion: this work is something we really must do.  Often his call is in harmony with his gifts. Is the Spirit calling you to serve him in a particular way?
2) He is the Spirit who Sends (v3-5)

The church placed their hands on them [as a sign of their blessing and support?] and sent them off. Paul and Barnabas, sent on their way by the Holy Spirit, made their way to Cyprus. He is like the wind in their sails! Here we see the Spirit working through the church. Don’t you think the church wanted them to stay? Do you think they wondered how they would manage without them? Nevertheless, they obeyed, sending their best leaders out to preach God’s Word elsewhere. How did they know where to go? Barnabas was from Cyprus (4:36). Perhaps he knew of the needs and opportunities there. They must have agreed that this was a good place to start. It’s a wonderful picture of missionary work as it should be. Paul and Barnabas are not self-appointed, but are sent out with the blessing and support of the local church, having had their gifts recognised as suitable for this work. Working through it all is the Holy Spirit. 
There’s a popular TV programme in the UK called The X Factor. It’s about members of the public auditioning to become a pop star. Anyone can turn up for these auditions, and some are painful to watch! Why? Because these people just can’t sing! They dream about being famous, and have convinced themselves that they are great singers. But their singing gifts are all in their imagination! Why didn’t people tell them they cannot sing? Many hopes are dashed!
The Holy Sprit wants to send out people who are suited for the work he wants them to do. But he involves the local church. Why? So we can recognise if a person’s gifts are suitable. It may be that in years to come this church has the privilege of sending out someone to take the gospel to other places. Let’s pray that the Spirit will be working through us in this way. But notice that only Paul and Barnabas were sent. The rest remained as salt and light in Antioch. Does that mean that their lives and roles were second best? Not at all! They were sent every day to witness for Christ in the market and the fields, in their daily lives. They were also called to be faithful church members, serving and loving one another, and praying for their missionaries. The Spirit sends some across the sea and others across the street!
3) There’s the Devil who Opposes (v6-8)

Whenever the Spirit is at work we find that the devil is also busy in opposition. Here we see him at work through a false-prophet called Bar-Jesus or Elymas the Sorcerer (v8). Paul and Barnabas proclaim the word of God and come to Paphos where the Roman official, Proconsul Sergius Paulus, wanted to hear the word of God (v7). He’s an intelligent man, and the word of God always makes us think. He wants to find out more. But as soon as this interest is noticed, Elymas is there, trying to turn the proconsul from the faith. Perhaps he mocked Paul and Barnabas: ‘Who are these idiots?’ Perhaps he accused them: ‘They’re only after your money!’ Perhaps he protested: ‘What’s wrong with our religion and customs?’ Perhaps he manipulated: ‘Rome wouldn’t like to hear of a proconsul who’s turned Christian!’ Perhaps he distracted: ‘Take a bath and eat your meal!’ The devil always opposes the work of the Spirit. 
Do you remember Jesus’ parable about the farmer who sowed his seed? Some of the seed fell on the path, and immediately the birds came and ate it up. It had no chance at all to take root. Jesus explained the picture: the seed is the word of God. Some are like the seed along the path, where the word is sown. As soon as they hear it, Satan comes and takes away the word that was sown in them (Mark 4:15). Jesus recognised the reality of Satan and his activity in this way.
The last thing the devil wants you to do is to listen to the good news of God’s Word. Why? Because it’s the good news about God’s grace. The devil hates grace. It’s the good news about hope, but he wants you to despair. It’s the good news of a Saviour, but he doesn’t want you to be saved. It’s good news about eternal life, but he wants you to perish in hell for ever. So he will attack God’s Word and whisper, “Why do you want to read that old, boring book? Read your horoscope instead!” “Why think about these things now? You’re young! Life’s about fun, not faith!” “What would your friends or family say if they saw you reading the bible?” “Nobody else is thinking about Jesus! Why should you?” Through these lies the god of this age [blinds] the minds of unbelievers (2 Corinthians 4:4). 
4) He’s the Spirit of Truth (v9-12)
Paul is filled with the Holy Spirit (v9). That means that the Spirit is giving him the power and wisdom to speak. And what does Paul say? He exposes the truth about Elymas: You are a child of the devil and an enemy of everything that is right (v10). Look at the words he uses: deceit…trickery…perverting the ways of the Lord. If you think this is a bit too strong remember that Jesus himself said similar things to some religious people of his day (John 8:44). Why was Elymas struck with temporary blindness? Perhaps because he had been seeking to blind the proconsul to the light and truth of God’s word. It also shows that the Spirit’s power is greater than the devil’s! As Elymas wanders around in mist and darkness the proconsul’s spiritual eyes are opened to see Jesus: he believed, for he was amazed at the teaching about the Lord (v12). He’s the Spirit of truth exposing sin and revealing Christ.
I’ve never yet met anyone who likes going to the dentist! Whenever go I’m struck by the fact that there is a bright light shining into my face as I lie back in the chair. As I stay there, mouth open and eyes closed, there’s a certain discomfort because I know that my teeth are not as clean and healthy as they should be! The light is exposing the truth about that! But the light is also beneficial because it enables the dentist to see the problems – any disease or infections that may be developing - and to treat them. The light works to reveal and to heal!

The Spirit of truth works in us like this. Jesus taught us that the Spirit convicts us of our sin, showing us the truth about ourselves. Like Elymas we realise that we too are twisted and often full of deceit and trickery. The Spirit shines the light of God’s word into our hearts and exposes our sin. It’s not nice. The truth hurts. He shows us our need terrible condition. But he also reveals Jesus to us through God’s word: the truth about a Saviour. There we see one who is the friend of sinners, and who offers us healing in terms of forgiveness through his death. We see the truth that though God is holy, through Jesus he is also gracious and merciful. He draws sinners to Jesus. He makes his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 4:6). 
Conclusion
So the Holy Spirit is the Spirit who calls, who sends and who reveals the truth - about our sin and the Saviour, Jesus Christ. 
What happened next? I wonder what happened to Elymas. Did he heed the warning? He was, in God’s mercy, only blinded for a time. Did he experience that call to turn to the Lord and receive the new, clean power of the Spirit at work within him? I hope so, don’t you? Elymas wasn’t beyond the grace of God. And neither is anyone here today. Maybe today the Spirit is calling someone here to “turn from your sins, and put the past behind you” and to trust now in Jesus Christ, praying:
Let me become what you shall choose to make me

Freed from the guilt and burden of my sins

Jesus is mine, who never shall forsake me

And in his love my new-born life begins.

I wonder what happened to Proconsul Sergius Paulus? Did he continue as governor in Cyprus? Did he become a fairer, more just and compassionate ruler? Did he turn away from sin and evil? Did he have a new joy and purpose in his life? Did hid servants and officers see something different about him? I hope so, because that reveals the work of the Holy Spirit within him.
If you are a believer this morning, pray that each day the Father will give you more of the Spirit to enable you to live a holy life, filled with the fruit of the Spirit, to God’s glory.

Amen.

