       We have been following the missionary journeys of Paul in the book of Acts. Last week we heard about Paul preaching in Athens, where he told the people living there that the God they called the “unknown God” wanted to be known by them. As a matter of fact, Paul told them, that God was the only true God, the creator of the universe. Paul was a very smart preacher. He spoke to the people through what they knew rather than tearing down what they believed. 
             Paul then traveled to Corinth and then on to Ephesus where he powerfully preached once more. Through the power of God and the preaching of God’s word, we are told that the word of the Lord grew mightily and prevailed. It took root. People listened. People were changed. And these changes made some people feel threatened and angry. Listen as I read our scripture for today. 

Acts 19: 20-41

20So the word of the Lord grew mightily and prevailed. 

21 Now after these things had been accomplished, Paul resolved in the Spirit to go through Macedonia and Achaia, and then to go on to Jerusalem. He said, ‘After I have gone there, I must also see Rome.’ 22So he sent two of his helpers, Timothy and Erastus, to Macedonia, while he himself stayed for some time longer in Asia.

23 About that time no little disturbance broke out concerning the Way. 24A man named Demetrius, a silversmith who made silver shrines of Artemis, brought no little business to the artisans. 25These he gathered together, with the workers of the same trade, and said, ‘Men, you know that we get our wealth from this business. 26You also see and hear that not only in Ephesus but in almost the whole of Asia this Paul has persuaded and drawn away a considerable number of people by saying that gods made with hands are not gods. 27And there is danger not only that this trade of ours may come into disrepute but also that the temple of the great goddess Artemis will be scorned, and she will be deprived of her majesty that brought all Asia and the world to worship her.’

28 When they heard this, they were enraged and shouted, ‘Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!’29The city was filled with the confusion; and people* rushed together to the theatre, dragging with them Gaius and Aristarchus, Macedonians who were Paul’s travelling-companions. 30Paul wished to go into the crowd, but the disciples would not let him; 31even some officials of the province of Asia,* who were friendly to him, sent him a message urging him not to venture into the theatre. 32Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, some another; for the assembly was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together. 33Some of the crowd gave instructions to Alexander, whom the Jews had pushed forward. And Alexander motioned for silence and tried to make a defense before the people. 34But when they recognized that he was a Jew, for about two hours all of them shouted in unison, ‘Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!’ 35But when the town clerk had quieted the crowd, he said, ‘Citizens of Ephesus, who is there that does not know that the city of the Ephesians is the temple-keeper of the great Artemis and of the statue that fell from heaven? *36Since these things cannot be denied, you ought to be quiet and do nothing rash. 37You have brought these men here who are neither temple-robbers nor blasphemers of our* goddess. 38If therefore Demetrius and the artisans with him have a complaint against anyone, the courts are open, and there are proconsuls; let them bring charges there against one another. 39If there is anything further* you want to know, it must be settled in the regular assembly. 40For we are in danger of being charged with rioting today, since there is no cause that we can give to justify this commotion.’ 41When he had said this, he dismissed the assembly.

              A couple had two little boys, ages 8 and 10, who were very mischievous. The two were always getting into trouble and their parents could be assured that if any mischief occurred in their town their two young sons were in some way involved.
       The parents were at their wits end as to what to do about their sons' behavior. The mother had heard that a pastor in town had been successful in disciplining children in the past, so she asked her husband if he thought they should send the boys to speak with the pastor.
           The husband said, 'We might as well. We need to do something before I really lose my temper!' The pastor agreed to speak with the boys, but asked to see them individually. The 8 year old went to meet with him first. The clergyman sat the boy down and asked him sternly, 'Where is God?'
         The boy made no response, so the pastor repeated the question in an even sterner tone, 'Where is God?' Again the boy made no attempt to answer. So the pastor raised his voice even more and shook his finger in the boy's face, 'WHERE IS GOD?' 
         At that the boy bolted from the room and ran directly home, slamming himself in the closet. His older brother followed him into the closet and asked what had happened. The younger brother replied, 'We are in BIG trouble this time. God is missing and they think we did it.' 

         The early days of Christianity were exciting. It was clear to all that God was definitely NOT missing! God’s presence was very powerful. Paul’s missionary journeys led him to many places and everywhere he went people became converts. He faced danger and opposition, yet he kept on going. He had been called by God to preach the word and to share the gospel. He had traveled extensively. He had been shipwrecked, beaten, jailed and more. 
	          In today’s story, Paul is in Ephesus.  The groundwork in Ephesus, if you read Acts chapters 18 and 19, has been laid by Apollos, Priscilla, and Aquilla. The stories of these people are very interesting. Apollos was a gifted preacher. When he spoke, people listened. But he hadn’t yet heard the entire gospel. He had only heard of the baptism of John the Baptist. In other words, he was preaching repentance and telling everyone to prepare for the coming of the Messiah. He didn’t know that the Messiah, Jesus, had already arrived. Not only arrived, but lived and died and rose from the dead.  Priscilla and Aquilla were a husband and wife team. They were impressed with the preaching of Apollos and shared with him the full message of Christ. And so these faithful workers laid the groundwork for Paul in the city of Ephesus. 

           Three years into Paul’s time in Ephesus serious trouble developed there concerning the Way. The Way refers to those who followed the Way of Christ. The trouble began with Demetrius, a silversmith who had a large business manufacturing silver shrines of the Greek goddess Artemis, or Diana, as she was called in Latin. Artemis was a goddess of fertility. She was represented by a carved female figure with many breasts. A large statue of her that was said to have fallen from heaven (which may mean it was carved from a meteorite) was in the great temple of Ephesus. 

            The Temple of Artemis was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. It was 130 x 67 meters in size, and had 127 eighteen meter tall columns supporting its roof- it was four times larger than the Parthenon in Athens.  The theater was built into the hillside and seated 25,000 -30,000 people. 

             Demetrius was a silversmith. He was a leader of the guild of silversmiths, which is like a silversmith union. Silversmiths made their living by selling miniature statues of Artemis. Those statues were sold as household gods. 

              Demetrius was not happy with Paul. You see, Paul had been preaching what most of us know and believe is true, that there is only one God. And the one true God loved us so much that he sent his son Jesus to live and die to give us life forever. As wonderful as that news is, Demetrius didn’t like it a bit. If what Paul taught was true, people would stop buying his little silver goddesses, and that meant he would lose money. That’s what really bothered him, and he was determined to do something about it. Demetrius said that those who came to see the great temple of the goddess in Ephesus would no longer come if Paul continued to influence them. He screamed and shouted and stirred up the crowd. He led the people in screaming, “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!!” The city was filled with chaos and confusion. In the midst of this chaos, they dragged along Paul’s Macedonian travel companions, Gaius and Aristarchus, to the theater full of screaming people.

       There is a very telling statement concerning rioting and the crowd here. We are told that some people were shouting one thing and some another and that most of the rioters didn’t even know what was going on. As in most riots, people got drawn in by the violence and hysteria. 
         Paul wanted to go to the rioting crowd so he could talk to them, but the people around him feared for his life and stopped him. 

          Thankfully, the story ends well. The shouting continued for about two hours until the city clerk finally gained the attention of the people. He was a government official who was responsible to Rome for maintaining peace and order in the region. He had a lot to lose because if the people were out of control he would lose his job. He was good at what he did and was able to calm the people. He also ends up being a witness to the good behavior of the followers of Christ. He tells the people that the great Artemis and her image are secure. He tells them that Paul and his associates, Gaius and Aristarchus, have not put down Artemis directly. They haven’t stolen anything or done anything criminal. They didn’t try to stop people from going to the temple. And so the city clerk tells the people that if they have any case against Paul and his men, they should take it to the courts, because if things don’t calm down, they’ll be charged with rioting by the Romans. Pretty persuasive arguments for peace.  

        And that’s the story of the riot in Ephesus; it’s a story about choice- a choice each of us must make today. Will you follow Jesus or will you follow the crowd? 

              Too often people don’t stop and make a choice, they just follow the crowd. Think about it! A classic episode on the old TV show, "Candid Camera," showed people getting on an elevator and turning backward just because everyone else did. 
              People laugh because it’s funny to watch, but it turns out that the joke is on us.  This show illustrates something we humans don't like to admit about ourselves: Following the crowd comes naturally to most people. We follow the pack. Like birds in a flock, or sheep in a pasture, we follow -- sometimes to our own peril.
       It's easy to follow the crowd, of course, to be in the majority. There is an illusion of security when we adopt the behavior and opinions of the crowd. A pastor tells his story of following the crowd as a young man. He says this: 
           I’ll never forget an experience I had while in junior high school. In my science class was a boy named Andrew. He was the classic nerd: overweight, wearing thick glasses, and having skin that was so white it seemed he had never been outside. One day some of the boys in class began teasing Andrew, making fun of his appearance and geekiness. I saw the pain in Andrew’s eyes and knew I should tell the other guys to knock it off. But I was also rather nerdy and saw an opportunity to be aligned with the in-crowd. So I joined in the fun, adding my taunts as Andrew began to cry. Soon he ran from the room in tears as everybody laughed. But, in my heart, I felt a deep sorrow. I knew I had done a terrible thing by going along with the crowd.  
           Jesus says that the path most people choose is the wide one. The way of Christ is a narrow path and few there are who find it. It isn’t as easy to follow the narrow Way, but it is the way to peace and joy and healing and wholeness. It’s the way to be salt and light in this world. As Robert Frost so beautifully put it, “I took the road less traveled by, and it has made all the difference.”
              To Demetrius, who led the crowd at Ephesus, the most important thing in life was making money. Artemis wasn’t their god—money was! They believed the lie that money buys happiness, and it’s the same today. People sacrifice time with their spouses and children in order to make more money. People refuse to give or help others because they have not stockpiled enough money for themselves. They have not yet bought all the stuff they want. Their storage bins are full, but their greedy hearts are not. So anyone or anything that hinders them from making more money becomes an enemy. And that includes God. 
            Notice that the leader of the crowd is using them for his own purposes. He whips up their emotions and plays upon their weaknesses. There is anger, chaos and confusion. Satan, our spiritual enemy, does the same. The crowd mindlessly follows. Most of them don’t even know what it’s all about, yet they scream and yell and threaten violence. And that’s crowd mentality! That’s the path of the crowd. The crowd is fearful and angry and lost. Yet the wider path in life is led by the crowd and it’s the path most people take.
         Jesus wants to lead us on the narrow path that leads to life. He says, “Come to me, all who are weary and carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.” “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.”
                Paul heard the call of Christ and gave him his life. That doesn’t mean he was perfect. As a matter of fact, Paul says he was the greatest sinner of all because of what he had done in his past. He had once been a persecutor of Christians. He had once been an enemy of Christ. He watched over the coats of the crowd while they stoned Stephen to death. But when he decided to follow Jesus, his life was never the same. You see, the Bible says that if anyone is in Christ, he becomes a new person. The old selfish crowd-following ways of life will end and a new way of life will begin. If we follow Jesus, our lives, like Paul’s, will change. 
           If we follow the path of Jesus we will speak the truth in love. It is not easy to speak the truth in the face of the crowd. But, when we do, we are following the path of Christ.  Paul didn’t try to destroy the shrine or the temple. He didn’t put down the people who believed in the goddess Artemis. What he did was tell people the truth about who God is. He told them about the one true God’s incredible love for all people. 
            Following the path of Christ doesn’t mean we’ll have no trouble. It doesn’t mean eternal ease. It does mean strength and peace and even joy. You may have heard my little poem before: 
God hath not promised
Skies ever blue,
Flower-strewn pathways
always for you.
God hath not promised 
Sun without rain,
Joy without sorrow,
Peace without pain.
But He hath promised
Strength from above,
Unfailing sympathy,
undying love.

           And that’s something no crowd can offer you. The way of this world leads to emptiness and meaninglessness. You can’t take your mansion with you when you die. And on your deathbed you won’t wish you’d worked more hours. 
             Sharing love with others, caring for those in need, being salt and light in this world, those are the things that last. And, as we follow the path of Christ, we are storing up treasures in heaven- treasures that will last for eternity. 
            There is a poem I learned as a little girl that still is meaningful to me. I’d like to share it with you. It was written by CT Studd and it goes like this:

“Two little lines I heard one day, Traveling along life’s busy way
 Bringing conviction to my heart, And from my mind would not depart;
Only one life, ’twill soon be past, Only what’s done for Christ will last.

Only one life, the still small voice, Gently pleads for a better choice
Bidding me selfish aims to leave, And to God’s holy will to cleave;
Only one life, ’twill soon be past, Only what’s done for Christ will last. 

Only one life, a few brief years, Each with its burdens, hopes, and fears;

Oh let my love with fervor burn, From the ways of the world now let me turn;

Only one life, ’twill soon be past, Only what’s done for Christ will last.


Only one life, yes only one, Now let me say, ”Thy will be done”;

And when at last I’ll hear the call, I know I’ll say “t’was worth it all”;

Only one life, ‘twill soon be past, Only what’s done for Christ will last. ”

          The path of the crowd is a wider path, easier to find, and easier to follow. But following the path of Jesus is the path that leads to eternal and abundant life. I hope that you, with me, have made your choice and have decided to follow Jesus. Let’s Pray.  

	

	

	

	


