Many People in This City 

Acts 18:1-10 After this Paul left Athens and went to Corinth. 2 And he found a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had commanded all the Jews to leave Rome. And he went to see them, 3 and because he was of the same trade he stayed with them and worked, for they were tentmakers by trade. 4 And he reasoned in the synagogue every Sabbath, and tried to persuade Jews and Greeks. 5 When Silas and Timothy arrived from Macedonia, Paul was occupied with the word, testifying to the Jews that the Christ was Jesus. 6 And when they opposed and reviled him, he shook out his garments and said to them, "Your blood be on your own heads! I am innocent. From now on I will go to the Gentiles." 7 And he left there and went to the house of a man named Titius Justus, a worshiper of God. His house was next door to the synagogue. 8 Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, believed in the Lord, together with his entire household. And many of the Corinthians hearing Paul believed and were baptized.

9 And the Lord said to Paul one night in a vision, "Do not be afraid, but go on speaking and do not be silent, 10 for I am with you, and no one will attack you to harm you, for I have many in this city who are my people." ESV

1 Cor 2:1-5 And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come proclaiming to you the testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom. 2 For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. 3 And I was with you in weakness and in fear and much trembling, 4 and my speech and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, 5 that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

Our text is the story of the Apostle Paul with some time off.  His missionary journey had taken an unexpected detour when the people of the city of Philippi and then Thessalonica had become enraged at the converts that had been won to Christ there.  Seeing that they had blood on their minds, the new converts had whisked the great missionary away to a seaport and bought him a one-way ticket to Greece.  For a time, the missionary partners were divided with Silas and Timothy staying behind in Thessalonica to help further establish the work there and with Paul, well, Paul was by himself heading to Athens with some time on his hands.

For some people idle time becomes idol time and the time is spent on wickedness or sin.  For the Apostle Paul, idle time became reach-those-bound-by-idols time and as he toured the great capital city of Athens by himself, Paul became so moved by all of the idolatrous shrines that he saw there, that he began to speak of Christ publicly in the markets and in the streets.  Even on vacation, preachers are never truly off duty.  The story immediately before our text is the one where Paul was seized by the philosophers and called to give an answer for preaching a new god – a punishable offense – before the Aeropagus or the highest court in Greece.  There on what we commonly call Mar’s Hill, Paul made his defense by brilliantly saying, “I’m not proclaiming a new god, but rather “the unknown god.”  “You Grecians have an idol in this very city to ‘the unknown god’ but I know Him and He is higher than all of your other created gods because He created all things!”  And he preached to them Christ.  Most scoffed – especially when he got to the part about Jesus raising up from the dead – but his defense got him off the hook.  And some did believe, including one of the members of the court and a prominent businesswoman of the city.  The backlash to their receiving the Holy Spirit and conversion from idolatry was so great that Paul was forced to leave the city and head elsewhere.  He’d have to have his time off somewhere else!

This brought Paul to the most unlikely of cities to evangelize in the ancient world as he traveled to the city of Corinth.  Corinth!  Ancient Nineveh didn’t have anything on Corinth!  Corinth was New Orleans, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Las Vegas rolled into one sinful city.  It was the “anything-goes” city.  Athens was beautiful with shrines and temples and picturesque markets and shops but Corinth was the lower income side of Greece.  Its dark streets and narrow alleyways harbored any vice and abomination that you could think of.  It was a port city and the constant human tides to and from the docks set up the vilest environment of its day.  Anxious to be off the boats for a few days, sailors would slink into the night with money to burn and with evil on their minds.  It was dangerous; it was wicked; it was certainly no vacation spot for a preacher of righteousness!  

Paul realized that it might be some time before Timothy and Silas caught up to him so here in this vilest of cities, the apostle took a job working for some Jewish tentmakers named Aquila and Priscilla.  And then Paul began going to the local Jewish synagogue every Sabbath to reason with them about Christ as the Messiah.  That didn’t last long and their opposition to the truth was so adamant that Paul shook out his garments in a very dramatic expression of frustration and aggravation and told them, “your blood be on your own heads, from now on I will go to the Gentiles.”  There he went into a house with a new convert, Titius Justus and began to have church.  The one Jew from the synagogue that he did win to Christ was Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, and when Crispus and all of his family and household were baptized the attack of the Jews elevated greatly.  It was to this scene that Timothy and Silas arrived and discovered that Paul was entrenched in a spiritual warfare that he was not about to leave.  

It must have been tough in Corinth because one night Jesus appeared to Paul in a vision:

Acts 18:9-10 And the Lord said to Paul one night in a vision, "Do not be afraid, but go on speaking and do not be silent, 10 for I am with you, and no one will attack you to harm you, for I have many in this city who are my people." ESV      

Encouraged and strengthened by this message and revelation, Paul persevered in this vile city for a year and a half teaching the Word of God to them.  And when he left a great Apostolic church had been raised up from the lowest spiritual city on earth!  Praise the Lord!  

_____________________________________________________________________

The city of Castroville and Medina County is not nearly as dark or as vile as Corinth of old and I do not mean to make that inference.  But I have lived here long enough to know that not all is perfect or seemly.  And if God could feel the way that He did about Corinth so long ago, then certainly He feels this way about our city and all cities where He has sent an Apostolic messenger to be.  God has a great harvest for us to reap here in this city and in this county but for that to happen, the same thing has got to happen to us as had to happen to Paul and Timothy and Silas – we’ve got to view things as God sees them and not as they naturally appear.  We need God’s view of this city!  We need God’s view of this people!  We need God’s view of our surrounding and circumstances.  If we only operate by what we can see in the natural, then we will fail or miss the mark or, even worse, give up and quit.  But if we can see what God sees, we will persevere and the will of God will be done here!  And so here is the Word of the Lord to us even today; God says:

Do not be afraid! – Hear it!
Go on speaking and do not be silent! – Hear it!

I am with you! – Hear it!

No one will harm you! – Hear it!

And here is the crux of the matter of God’s vision to us for our area:

I have many in this city who are my people!

I feel led to preach to us tonight from God’s vision of this city and county.  Consider Medina County; consider the city and the people of Castroville; consider the Medina Lake area and Southwest San Antonio; Consider Hondo and Lytle and Lacoste and all of the areas surrounding and hear what God says:  “I have many in this city who are my people!”  I’ve come to preach to us:

God views the people of our area differently than we do

We see hardened people full of sin and sinful ways, but God sees them as one day belonging to Him!  We see people bound by religious superstition and man-made tradition and yet God calls Him a people who will one day soon worship Him in spirit and in truth!  

Do you realize that when Paul stepped into Corinth that he was the only human being in that entire population that had received the Holy Spirit and that had been baptized in the name of Jesus?  And yet into that circumstance, God spoke, “I have many in this city who are my people!”  They weren’t saved yet, but the people that the apostle and we would have viewed as vile and as lost and as utterly sinful, yet God had already claimed for Himself and for truth and righteousness.  Oh, how God views the people that we see everyday differently than we do!  

The story is told of the noted American author, Gertrude Stein.  You may have heard of her or perhaps not.  To some she was profound and to others a little crazy.  She wrote, “A rose is a rose is a rose.”  And, “When they are alone, they want to be with others, and when they are with others they want to be alone.  After all, human beings are like that.”  Born in Oakland, California, Gertrude would eventually move to Paris where she would do most of her writing.  

The story is of Gertrude Stein’s encounter with the famed artist, Pablo Picasso.  Picasso, of course, is noted for somewhat abstract paintings and sculptures but on occasion, he painted portraits.  During the winter of 1905-1906, Stein sat for the exceptional portrait that would be painted by the master.  She sat ninety times before the canvas and ninety times Picasso grew frustrated.  Finally, in exasperation, Picasso said, “I can’t see you any longer when I look at you.”  And so he packed up his brushes, paints, and canvas and returned home to Spain.  There alone, he would continue working on her portrait and the next fall it finally would be revealed.

A large crowd gathered for the big event where the painting would be uncovered and revealed to the world.  All waited breathlessly as the painting was uncovered.  Everybody was stunned with surprise.  Gertrude Stein was a beautiful young woman when the master had painted her but the face on the canvas was that of a wizened old woman wearing a pensive, somber face.  Finally a brave soul ventured to break the stunned silence to courageously remark to the painter, “Gertrude doesn’t look anything like her portrait.”  To which Picasso replied simply, “She will one day.”  And sure enough as time passed, Gertrude became to look more and more like Picasso had painted her.  

Any artist can paint what is.

Good artists can paint what once was.

But only masters can paint what shall be.

To you and I, I would put it:

Anybody can see what somebody is.

Anybody can see what somebody once was.

But only God can see what people will and can be!

There are people in this city that you view as vile and worthless to the kingdom of God, but you are looking at them as they are or as how they have been – of them God says, “there are many in this city who are my people!”  There are those whom you have written off as impossible and as a lost cause, but God says of those written off by human eyes, “I have many in this city who belong to me!”  There are people who are so bound by things that to the natural eyes, we think that there is no way that they could be free, but God says, “I came in flesh and died so that they could be free and they shall be free before this very year is over – they just don’t know it yet!”  There are many whom we think disinterested in truth and not interested in church at all and they only belong to themselves but the God who knows the heart has already called them, “my people – they belong to me!”  There are many in traditional churches who appear against any form of the moving of the Spirit of God and yet what we cannot see is that they know inside there has to be something more than just ritualistic synagogues and churches and traditions made of men and God sees this and knows this and while we say, “nobody wants truth” He is saying, “I have much people I this city!”  You’ve got to get the Master’s view and only the Master can paint people and see people, as they will be!  

We need to be reminded that the God of the past is also the God of the present.  We need to be reminded that we serve a God who has a history of reaping great conversions among the hardest cases.  Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever – we quote that, but do we believe it?  The same God who took rough fishermen and turned them into spiritual dynamos of the Pentecostal message can do the same with the farmers and working class of our area.  The same God who took religious zealots and extremists like Simon the Zealot and turned him into a herald of righteousness can do the same today.  The same God who took a Pharisee turned madman, named Saul and turned him into the missionary that reached Corinth has His eyes on some of the most unlikely candidates in this city.  You have written them off just as people once wrote Saul off but God has a Damascus road experience planned and an Ananias praying and where we say, “they are the devil’s child” God thunders in reply, “they belong to me, just you wait and see!”  The God who has a history of great conversions in the past does not have His arm shortened or His power abated in modern times; if He did it then, He can and will do it today!

We do not have to go to distant past to be reminded of what God has done.  The little boy in Sunday School who was struggling to remember where Hebrews is located in the Bible, really is getting it and will one day turn to that book and preach truth from it!  Perhaps we need a Christmas Carol-like experience to cause us to change our view of the present.  Can you be transported in your mind’s eye and with the help of the Holy Ghost to your life past, where you were a far cry from where you are today?  You were the alcoholic that lived for the weekend so that you could forget your miserable life in a bottle.  You were the bitter, unforgiving, grudge-holding miserable person who was a misery to be around and who brightened no one’s life.  You were in survival mode just doing what felt right at the moment and reaping the consequences ten fold in your life.  You were the businessman or woman who was living for the dollar and yet feeling empty all of the way.  You were the high schooler who was questioning of what you had seen of life, “is this all there is?”  You were the young child that had been born into a family who had no semblance of true religion or God involved in your day-to-day lives and certainly didn’t have Jesus Christ at the center.  You were the one trying to figure out how to avoid that divorce that loomed large and threatened to darken the rest of your life.  You were the one worried about your children’s future and not knowing that just down the bend was a life-changing encounter that would change everything for the better!  

People wrote you off.  People looked at you and said, “Boy, they’ll never be anything of worth.”  But what people saw and what the Master saw were two different things!  And what a change has come in your life!  What a great work God has done!  What a difference a year or five or ten makes!  The alcoholic is now drunk on the Holy Spirit!  The druggie is now a Jesus freak!  The Holy Ghost now fills the child who was born into a family with no religious presence!  The couple that was on their road to divorce is now together and worshipping together even here tonight!  The grump has forgiven and is now a joy to be around!  The questioning high schooler is now a young adult living for a greater cause!  The businessman who once lived for the dollar is now putting their trust in God as their money states!  I preach to this city and this situation and I pray the prayer of Elisha that God would touch our eyes so we can see things as they really are.  Hear this preacher:

There is a Titius Justus in this city.  There is somebody who has lived next door to the traditional and dry churches of this area all of their life and who is seemingly apathetic to all religion because of the hypocrisy and the post-modern watered down messages that they have observed.  And yet God has claimed them as His own and they will become a herald of truth right beside the dry traditions of men!  They will become a blazing light of the fire of the Spirit right next to the dry embers of traditional worship.  Their house will become a key Bible Study location to set this community on fire!  God has already claimed even if we cannot see it yet.  But God has a Titius Justus here in Medina Valley!

There is a Crispus in this city.  Crispus was the leader of the synagogue, a local pastor of man-made tradition.  Paul baptized Crispus and all of family and they became key members of the Apostolic, Spirit-filled, Jesus-Name, church there!  I claimed it as a promise in a conference over five years ago that before my ministry was over that I would see a denominational minister baptized in Jesus’ Name.  Bro. Allen came soon after that, but God is not done – there are other Crispus’ here who are searching for more of God and who are faithfully living in all of the light that they know.  Oh, what great things God has in store – we’ve got to get God’s view of this city!

There is a Gaius in this city.  We know from 1 Corinthians 1 – the first chapter of the first letter that Paul would write back to the believers in Corinth – that Paul also baptized Gaius at about the same time as Crispus.  If this is the same Gaius that John writes to later in the book we call 3 John, then realize that he is also called John’s children in the Lord.  He would be the man whose conversion was a product of a second Apostolic contact.  

There are people in this city who have been touched by the Apostolic message before and yet did not fully yield that will have the spark kindled by your reaching out and who will fully embrace and be baptized with what they first were skeptical!  I think of Bro. Ed who came to a men’s Bible Study on the identity of God and who had had contact with Pentecostals before and yet it was the second contact that brought him to truth!  It was on his second contact that he received the Holy Spirit on a Valentine’s Day night and was baptized in the name of Jesus!  There are more such people in this city!  They have family that are Apostolic or they have some Pentecostal roots somewhere in their past and you think that they are done with it, but yet the second contact will be what brings them fully into God’s kingdom!  We must see it as God sees it!          

There is a household of Stephanas in this city.  From 1 Corinthians 1:16, we find that Paul also baptized this man and his family while first at Corinth.  Stephanas was later referred to as the “first-fruits” of his area to be won to Christ.  Stephanas would never be a preacher or a pastor but would devote himself to serving the ministry and helping the cause of the Gospel by being a preacher’s friend and help.  

There are such people in this city – people who have never heard of Pentecost and who are just sinners because they know nothing else to be!  They are bound by sin because they know nothing else.  They’re not overly religious and to us seem as if they are a hard case to reach, but God says of them that they will be the firstfruits of what He will do in this area and in their family.  They will be won and in turn will influence all of their immediate family to come to God.  And they will become pillars in the local church and friends and supporters of the ministry that God is doing!  God has many such people in this city!  

There is an Aquila and Priscilla in this city.  They were outsiders to Corinth and were Jews who had moved there from Rome and with whom Paul found employment.  This couple would become missionaries and pastors of the Pentecostal movement before it was all said and done.  They would train and win Apollos who would preach Christ so mightily and so eloquently!  They would help found the church in Ephesus and then return to Rome to establish a church there! 

They work with you at your job and they have moved here recently because of other circumstances.  They have some religious background but not all of the truth.  They are not natives to this area, but they now live here and they are hungry.  And they will end up being missionaries and pastors and preachers and Sunday School teachers and Bible Study givers!

I’m not just blowing smoke here, but these people are already here waiting someone to shine while you work.  They’re watching you – they know you are different, but they’re watching you.  They’re watching how you react to stress and difficulty.  They’re watching to see if your light is temporary or eternal!  We have prophecy, the sure Word of prophecy of Almighty God to back this up:  He said, “I will build my church.”  The one who called me still calls people to the ministry today!  We’ve had prophecy after prophecy that has come forth in this church that from this congregation will come missionaries and pastors and evangelists!  That is how God sees it and they are already here in our area and God says, “I have many of them in this city!”  He sees men as they will be!  Help us, O God, to see as you see when we look upon the lives of men and women! 

______________________________________________________________________

Don’t tell me that this city is too embedded in history of something other than Pentecostal roots.  I don’t care that the St. Louis Cathedral has been here since the early 1800s.  This city is no more idolatrous than Corinth was and God had much people in that city!  We’ve got to view our city and the people around us with the eyes of heaven!  A city’s past or present spiritually doesn’t dictate what God can do in its future!  Thank God for that!  Somebody believe it!

Now listen carefully to this preacher because there remains one more step if we are to see this great harvest that God has planned for us.  We must first get God’s vision of our city and the people around us, but then we must realize that:

Our personal circumstances do not have to be perfect in order to reap a harvest!

God says, “I have many I this city who are my people.”  But they must be won; the harvest must be reaped.  God doesn’t put much stock in technology and in His harvest the issue is still individual laborers.  There will be laborers hired at the 11th hour, not combines or machinery.  Winning people has always been and will continue to be about a person getting a burden for God’s vision and reaching out to other people.  

We can see what is needed in our city in the example of Corinth.  For the people God had marked to be won, it took a preacher sticking it out and preaching truth.  But never forget that preaching is a two-way endeavor.  A preacher is most effective when a church preaches with him.  A minister is most effective when people like Stephanas and Gaius and Crispus and Aquila and Priscilla join in to support that ministry of the Word.  The greatest outreach of a Word from God is when people live it out day by day in the city that they live and in their everyday lives!  You were won personally by an individual reaching out you and that is how the people in this city will be won also!  God has many people in this city but if they are to be reached, we need many people reaching out!  People emblazoned by a vision of how God sees the people around them; people who are on fire of the Holy Spirit; people who believe truth but whose sword is bathed in heaven!  And people who realize that their lives will not be perfect and their situation will not be convenient for harvest to come.

Listen to Paul’s words writing later about those first months in Corinth.  He is writing back to the church that was established and is commenting on how he felt during that time.  The book of Acts just tells us that the Lord appeared to Paul in a vision to encourage him.  Our text in 1 Corinthians tells us why Paul needed to see a vision.  The great Apostle told them:

1 Cor 2:3 And I was with you in weakness and in fear and much trembling, ESV  

Wait a minute!  This is the great Apostle Paul – surely he didn’t feel fear when soulwinning and reaching out of his comfort zone!  Actually he did, because the heroes of the Bible are only heroes because despite being ordinary people, they chose to persevere until they did extraordinary things!  Surely the Apostle Paul didn’t feel weakness at times and feel overmatched and feel overwhelmed and feel outnumbered and downtrodden.  Actually He did.  He was in weakness.  He had much trembling.  There is a reason that the Lord appeared to him in Corinth because the opposition of the religious traditionalists was almost too much; the sinfulness of the city was overwhelming; the opponent’s attacks and persecution almost got him.  He felt vulnerable.  At times, he great frustrated with people’s response or lack thereof to the Gospel and the Holy Spirit.  He didn’t have it all together.  This is the great Apostle Paul, working for minimum wage in a tent shop, living with a family that he had only recently met and who had been kind enough to take him in and dealing with the spiritual attacks that come from standing for truth in a city that had never heard or received it!  And yet Paul continued:

1 Cor 2:4-5 and my speech and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, 5 that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God. ESV

He kept at it!  And his weaknesses and his fears and his insecure circumstances caused him to trust in God rather than his own strengths or the wisdom of men!  And the result was a demonstration of the Spirit and of the power of God even in Corinth!  Somebody get the revelation:  God has many people in this city that belong to Him and who will become key parts of His kingdom, yet we must realize that our lives and circumstances and even emotions will never be perfectly calm.  If we wait for that, we’ll never see the harvest that God sees.  But if we will step beyond the excuses and beyond the present circumstances and get our eyes on Jesus and Him crucified and His kingdom, we will see the work of God overcome!  And when it overcomes, we will have overcome all this other stuff!

______________________________________________________________________

It took 18 months – a year and a half – for the battle to be turned and the full fruition of the vision of Paul to come to past.  A year and a half seems like a long time and yet in light of eternity it is short.  God help us to get a vision of this city that God has!  God help us to realize how great and how different and how many souls can be won in the next eighteen months if we will persevere and reach this city!  Hear the word of God to us tonight:

Do not be afraid! – Hear it!
Go on speaking and do not be silent! – Hear it!

I am with you! – Hear it!

No one will harm you! – Hear it!

And God declares to us firmly:

I have many in this city who are my people!

Let us stay strong in the Lord and reach out to the people around us and in eighteen months we will be rejoicing in what God has done!  

