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Acts: 19:21-28 (#57)

Acts 19:21-28   21 After all this had happened, Paul decided to go to Jerusalem, passing through Macedonia and Achaia. "After I have been there," he said, "I must visit Rome also."  22 He sent two of his helpers, Timothy and Erastus, to Macedonia, while he stayed in the province of Asia a little longer.  23 About that time there arose a great disturbance about the Way.  24 A silversmith named Demetrius, who made silver shrines of Artemis, brought in no little business for the craftsmen.  25 He called them together, along with the workmen in related trades, and said: "Men, you know we receive a good income from this business.  26 And you see and hear how this fellow Paul has convinced and led astray large numbers of people here in Ephesus and in practically the whole province of Asia. He says that man-made gods are no gods at all.  27 There is danger not only that our trade will lose its good name, but also that the temple of the great goddess Artemis will be discredited, and the goddess herself, who is worshiped throughout the province of Asia and the world, will be robbed of her divine majesty."  28 When they heard this, they were furious and began shouting: "Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!"

Summary from last week (#56)
The weak serve the strong. That is the way of the world.  So, most people naturally believe that men must serve gods.  They eagerly try to please gods anticipating earthly blessings and rewards for their service to their gods.  That is a religious belief.  After the Fall, Satan planted this wicked nature inside of men.  When one reads the bible with a religious mind, the word of God becomes rather a snare to him.  The bible will be considered to be a book of law that always demands us to do heavy works for God.  The religious spirit makes one’s soul more naked, wounded, dried, and stiffened.  When we read the bible enlighten by God’s grace, we will find God’s amazing service continually offered to us through Christ.  The word of God reveals that we can truly be saved only if we receive God’s sacrificial love and mercy revealed through Christ.  Christ Jesus places His feet upon the world and rules over all things by God’s decree and providence. In order to reveal this mystery of God, He chooses His own people, cleanses their feet with the word of truth, and leads them to walk the path prepared by God.  As a result, God’s kingdom invades and dwells in our lives. His Spirit takes control over our words and behavior in truth. We find God’s kingdom prevailing in our lives more every day. Our mission is to preach the way of God’s kingdom persistently until Christ returns. We are called to be ambassadors of God’s kingdom.  "Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation” (Mark 16:15). 

“I must also see Rome”
In spite of many hardships and opposition, Paul consistently preached the way of God’s kingdom in the city of Ephesus for two years. Without God’s strength and comfort, his mission was absolutely impossible.  After all, many untouchable idols in people’s minds were collapsing. The whole city faced a great revival in the Lord. Many people repented their sins and burned their sorcery books and idols.  When the true gospel was fervently preached by one faithfully man of God, God’s kingdom finally arrived and began to fully manifest itself upon this city filled with darkness.  Many evil spirits that held the minds of people began to flee, especially after the evil works of the false prophets, “seven sons of Sceva, a Jewish chief priest” were exposed.  The seven sons of Sceva were some of the most influential sorcerers who made people fall into idol worships in the city of Ephesus.  Like this, when the strong force of darkness is tightly bound, the light of God begins to prevail. “But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.  29 "Or again, how can anyone enter a strong man's house and carry off his possessions unless he first ties up the strong man? Then he can rob his house” (Matthew 12:28-29).  Jesus is saying that we have to tie up a strong one first in order to rob his house and bring God’s kingdom in.  Who is the strong on? How can we tie him up? 

In the context of Matthew 12, we can see that Jesus healed “a demon-possessed man who was blind and mute” (vv.22).  “The blind”(“tuphlos”<”tupho”: arrogant<”tupo”: smoke) man symbolizes the one who lifts himself up with pride.  Figuratively speaking, he is enveloped with smoke and inflated with self conceit. “He looked down toward Sodom and Gomorrah, toward all the land of the plain, and he saw dense smoke rising from the land, like smoke from a furnace” (Gen. 19:28). “When he opened the Abyss, smoke rose from it like the smoke from a gigantic furnace. The sun and sky were darkened by the smoke from the Abyss” (Rev.9:2).  Not everyone is a true human being in God’s eyes even though he sees and speaks.  Without possessing God’s life, all the words that one speaks are nothing but a smoke that harms others. He is nothing but a dead body in God’s eyes. He thinks of himself as being alive, struggling hard to become a renowned figure and mighty hero in the world. But in the end, he will be consumed by the fire of God and led astray like smoke just the same as was the city of Sodom and Gomorrah.  Without having the word of God, everyone is considered to be “a blind and mute” person in God’s eyes. However, Jesus cast out the demon (evil spirit, evil words, lies) by the Spirit of God(the word of truth) from the blind and mute man. As a result, he could both talk and see. 

Who is the demon (“Satan” – one who resists and faces against God)? He is a fallen angel who deceives people’s minds using God’s word. His main goal is to make men stand against God just like he did. In chapter three of Genesis, we can see clearly the deceitful work of Satan. Satan tempted Eve to eat the forbidden fruit so that she may become like God.  “Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, "Did God really say, 'You must not eat from any tree in the garden'?" . . . For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Gen. 3:1,5).  Only mankind is the spiritual being who was created in God’s own image. Therefore, man must be united with Christ as one body and live his life by placing the word of His life in his vessel(Gen.1:27). God’s creation of man also shows in 2:21-24  more specifically. When Adam fell asleep (symbolizing his death), God created a woman out of his rip.  The woman(“ishshah” – “life” coming of “Ishah”) was taken out of man (“Ishah”).  What did the man say about the woman? “This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (union with Christ).  The woman must have the living word of life that comes out of her man in her vessel.  Then, God recognizes us as true beings in His eyes.  Christ is our one and only true partner who makes men true beings before God. Otherwise, men will spiritually commit to adultery. They will be united with another partner, that is the evil spirit, and become a slave of Satan.  By learning all the lies from Satan, men naturally try to build their own tower of Babel higher and higher in order to make their names renowned in the world. 

From a spiritual perspective, men are born as blind and mute beings from their birth and naturally live as servants of Satan (Original sin). They have to diligently learn the lustful word of good and evil from “strong” men to become stronger figures in the world.  Where did all of our words, behaviors, standards, and thoughts come from? Most of them come from the world. Many of them have been adopted from the “strong” men who do not know or who stand against God.  Strong influences come from the leaders of a school, community, region, nation, and the world.  No matter how good or bad those leaders are, the fundamental problem is that many of them do not have the word of God’s life in their words and behaviors.  All of them are mostly based on the lustful knowledge of good and evil, which stand against God’s standard.  Of course, we have to learn from them for our living. However, we, God’s saints, can’t just depend upon them.  Men will be put to eternal death with those perishable words and behaviors.  Men are not born to just live well and make their names known according to their own standards on earth. Men are born to know God, to find their true partner, and live in union with Christ.  Through Christ, men can truly be saved and restored as a new being as intended by God. For this purpose, men must meet a right person, the real strongest One who can bind all strong ones.  Our life must be reformed through the strongest One, that is Christ Jesus who is the only solution to all of our problems. 

In Ephesus, the seven sons of Sceva, a Jewish chief priest were the “strong men” who had great influence upon people.  When their power of darkness was tied up by the power of the Holy Spirit, a great revival took place.  Many people realized that they were false prophets and turned their ways to follow the new leader who possessed the life of Christ.   Who are the strong men in our lives?  They could be parents in a family, our pastor in a church, the mayor in a city, and the president in a nation. Because of their good and bad influences, the present and future of our lives will be greatly affected.  Without a choice, we get influenced by them every day.  Therefore, we must pray for our leaders.  “I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone--  2 for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness” (1 Timothy 2:1-2).  We need to keep praying for our leaders in authority that their “strong” words and behaviors are tied up by the power of the Holy Spirit and surrendered to the higher authority of Christ. 

When Paul kept preaching the way of God’s kingdom in the city of Ephesus, those strong men in authority were tied up finally by the living word of Christ.  It is like the case that the wall of Jericho was destroyed through the proclamation of God’s word by the mouth of God’s chosen people.  “But Joshua had commanded the people, "Do not give a war cry, do not raise your voices, do not say a word until the day I tell you to shout. Then shout!" (Joshua 6:10).  For seven days, all the words of men were seized by God. On the last day, the people of Israel were allowed to only proclaim the word of God’s covenant against the force of darkness.  When they obeyed God’s word, the huge wall of Jericho collapsed after their shouting.  God’s saints should experience first their “strong” darkness inside of them being exposed and tied up by the word of truth in Christ.  Then, they should grow to speak the word of truth more and proclaim the living Christ alone by faith against the strong forces of darkness. That is the only way to break down the darkness that holds our families, schools, regions, and nations. 

When Paul sees the great work of the Holy Spirit in the city of Ephesus that caused many of the idols to collapse through the living word of Christ, he says, “I must visit Rome also.” 
What was the strongest darkness at that time? Who were “the strongest men” in Paul’s age? It was “Rome.” When Jesus came on earth, it was the era of the Roman Empire (“The Pax Romana”- “Roman Peace”).  All the politics, economy, and culture were under Rome’s great influence. It had lasted almost two centuries. The Roman Emperor was recognized as the supreme god over all things. Rome was the law by itself. Obviously, most people were forced to learn and adopt Roman’s secular ideologies and standards.  As Paul saw that the force of darkness that was biding the city of Ephesus collapse by the power of Christ, he saw the same vision and passion of God for Rome. By biding the strongest men in the world, Paul saw a clear picture of God’s conquest upon the world through the gospel.  Many Christians later experienced great persecutions(e.g. by the emperor Nero in 64 AD), yet the power of the gospel  finally took over the nation. The emperor Constantine stopped the persecution against Christianity and adopted Christianity as a dominant religion of the Roman Empire in 313 AD.  Even more, he declared Christianity as the state religion of the Roman Empire in 380 AD.  As a result, the gospel movement spread out all over the other parts of Europe. When “the strong man” was tied up by the living word of Christ, the kingdom of God could begin to manifest and spread out faster. It is the fulfillment of God’s promise shown in Acts 1:8. 

The influence of a leader is so great. If a leader does not know the life of Christ, many followers become buried under the same darkness in which the “strong man” lives. We need to preach the gospel to everyone, especially to “the strong men,” so that our families, regions, and nations can be transformed. For this purpose, all Christians must try to unite in truth and preach the gospel together.  We can see that many religions gather together with more intensity than us to spread out their false beliefs all over the world today. All the churches need to wake up and stand together to cast out the darkness of “the strong men” in our cities and nations. 

Conclusion
Through the word of God, our “strong man” inside of us must be tied up first. If I am changed, my circumstance is also changed. God chose us as his servants to the people and spiritual leaders for bringing reformation to our surrounding environment.  We are called to be a means of spreading the gospel. Let us grow up as watchmen of God’s word and keep proclaiming the way of God’s kingdom.  Also, let us unite together to bind up the “strong men” in our region so that all the leaders in our cities may surrender to God’s authority.  There is no true hope in our future except the word of the gospel.  “I must see Rome.” That is the hope given by God through the gospel.  What did Paul see in the gospel? The greatest darkness of Rome could be collapsed only through the power of the gospel.  The force of darkness would be broken down at God’s appointed time. So, Paul took up the challenge of a mission trip to Rome with the word of truth and prayer in the gospel.  No matter how big the darkness surrounding us is, it will be crumbled down eventually before the light and life of Christ.  Let us equip ourselves more with truth in the gospel and keep spreading word of the life of Christ to our neighbors so that true revival may come upon our region and nation faster. 
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