Title: “The Blessing and Cursing of Meetings” (#50)
Text: Acts 16;13-19

13 On the Sabbath we went outside the city gate to the river, where we expected to find a place of prayer. We sat down and began to speak to the women who had gathered there.  14 One of those listening was a woman named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thyatira, who was a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul's message.  15 When she and the members of her household were baptized, she invited us to her home. "If you consider me a believer in the Lord," she said, "come and stay at my house." And she persuaded us.  16 Once when we were going to the place of prayer, we were met by a slave girl who had a spirit by which she predicted the future. She earned a great deal of money for her owners by fortune-telling.  17 This girl followed Paul and the rest of us, shouting, "These men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved."  18 She kept this up for many days. Finally Paul became so troubled that he turned around and said to the spirit, "In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her!" At that moment the spirit left her.  19 When the owners of the slave girl realized that their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the marketplace to face the authorities.

Summary from Last Sermon (#49)
As water flows and creates a river, the word of life flows to the thirsty souls and builds a community of life in Christ.  However, the force of darkness makes a camp all around to block the life-flowing.  God’s plan eventually fulfills, yet can’t proceed without the prayers of God’s saints.  Paul earnestly requests the churches to pray to God for opening the door of the word. The door of the word will be opened by the power of the Holy Spirit with our prayer.   But Satan will keep interrupting God’s saints so they will not see the door opened. Satan tempts us to preoccupy us with our own worldly matters and to fall into spiritual laziness and ignorance.  We have to do spiritual fights constantly in word and prayer to stand against the scheme of the devil. 

The word of God’s life flows and leads those whose hearts are hungry and thirsty for God’s righteousness into the Holy of Holies for them to have intimacy with God the Father. This is the main goal of our church ministry that each individual can follow the path of the living water and possess the true content of the gospel message.  The word of truth must be delivered correctly so that everyone inside the church can see and taste clearly the living water in the room of the Holy of Holies.  Only the true gospel message of the cross can lead people to realize the curtain that is torn apart for them so that they can gain access boldly into the inner room to have intimacy with God. Otherwise, most people’s faith will be nothing but just like idol worship by serving God outside the curtain. 

“One of those listening was a woman named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thyatira, who was a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul's message.”  

While the Apostle Paul and his team are exploring the region to look for a place of prayer so that the door of the word will be opened soon, they finally find a chance to share the gospel message with the women who gather by the river. The Holy Spirit surely works in the midst of our life when we earnestly seek for God’s guidance with a contrite heart.  Many times it seems that we have to walk our path with our own choices.  Yet, if we don’t’ lose our heart for desiring the life of truth flowing on our way, the Holy Spirit always intervenes behind our choices.  One of the greatest blessings that happens through the guidance of the Holy Spirit is the blessing of “meeting” with men of God.  It is the blessed meeting with those who desire and possess the life of truth.  When this meeting is expanded and enlarged, a place and region will be transformed because the light of God will cast out darkness and the living water will flow like a river.

There is no greater blessing than this kind of meeting encountered in the gospel.  On the contrary, almost everyone lives in the midst of the cursed meeting because there is no life of God in it. Where people gather, there are words.  The words contain various contents and the contents affect each other’s mind and lifestyle.  Everyone’s perspective is influenced by other’s lustful and lifeless knowledge of good and evil every day. Spiritually speaking, if there is no life of the gospel in our meeting, then each person teaches and learns “rubbish” thoughts and behaviors which will be rotten and faded away soon.  “What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ”(Phil.3:8).  Without choices, everyone consciously or unconsciously exchanges and influences “rubbish” ideas daily. Therefore, the meeting with those who possess the life of the gospel is so precious and should be considered to be the most important gift of all. The life of the gospel is the only way to cast out the force of darkness. It plays a role to open a new door that never perishes but becomes prosperous eternally in one’s life.  Through the blessed meeting, one’s blindness and deafness can be cured. True reformation of the participants begins. 

When Paul delivers the message of the gospel, he meets a woman named, “Lydia” by the guidance of the Holy Spirit.  “Lydia” is “a dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thyatira, who is a worshiper of God.”  “Lydia” means “production” or “labor.” It is like a labor pain. Obviously, she wasn’t led to meet Paul because of the name, yet there is a certain message that the bible intends to deliver to us.  Her name points out to a Saint’s life in the gospel. Lydia must go through a suffering of spiritual labor pain in order to give birth to descendants of Christ. It is the same for us today. God’s saints are not called to be just saved and attend the church. The ultimate goal of Christian living is to walk through the path of spiritual labor pain to bear the seed of Christ.  A pregnant woman bears her baby in her womb for ten months. Afterwards, she gives birth to a baby through severe suffering like a death by shedding water and blood from her body.  Spiritually speaking, the law of ten is torn apart and put to death, so a new life is born.  When we realize our sin through the law as well as God’s righteousness by grace through the work of the Holy Spirit, we will be united with the life of Christ and born again as a new person in Christ.  For this reason, the gospel of God’s grace must continually be preached and delivered by someone through the blessed meeting. With God’s mercy and love, His saints continually give birth to a new life.  When Paul delivers the message of truth, Lydia accepts the gospel for the first time in Philippi and becomes one of the important founders to build the Philippi church later.  Our life should be like that too. Planting the seed of the gospel diligently, we have to grow up together until we are able to give birth to many descendants of Christ.  The reality of the new resurrected life comes out of sufferings and hardships like a death that sheds water and blood.  Paul gives birth to Lydia, and Lydia gives birth to the Philippi church.  The living waters gather and become a fountain and even grow into a big river in order to produce many servants of Christ.  We must labor hard together for this purpose in spite of many challenges and troubles. “6 For God, who said, "Let light shine out of darkness," made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.  7 But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us.  8 We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair;  persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed.  10 We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body” (2 Corinthians 4:6-10). “Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.  10 Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers” (Gal.6:8-10).

The Holy Spirit precedes the blessed meeting of Paul and Lydia. When Paul testifies to the gospel, the writer Luke sees that “the Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul's message.”  He already saw the same incidents before. “When the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and honored the word of the Lord; and all who were appointed for eternal life believed” (Acts 13:48).  Our salvation is God’s decree and fulfilled by His predetermined will.  The Spirit of God always precedes our works. He opens our ears and eyes to realize the truth of the gospel.  Our acceptance of the gospel is possible through His preceding work in our souls.  When the Lord opens(“dianoigo”: open the door above completely) the door of her heart that was bound to the darkness of sin, Lydia realizes the truth of God’s word and decides to “follow”(“prosecho”:  hold toward, possess, caution, etc.) him.  She didn’t’ merely realize truth, but possessed it as if it was hers.  Even more, she carefully begins to discern the work of evil in which she used to live before. This is the result of one’s blessed meeting with a man of God.  When truth is offered as testimony, she receives it sincerely and possesses it as the only source of her life. She can now realize what real sin and God’s true righteousness are. She can’t pursue anymore the old path that was bound to the force of darkness but always is cautious not to fall into temptations in the world. This is the evidence of true repentance that takes place in the life of one who truly accepts Jesus Christ as his savior and Lord. Furthermore, she unites with other servants of God in the gospel and pursues her life to build a church of God in truth. Lydia prepares an important foundation to build God’s church in Philippi as she provides a shelter for Paul and his mission team at her house. 

“Once when we were going to the place of prayer, we were met by a slave girl who had a spirit by which she predicted the future. She earned a great deal of money for her owners by fortune-telling” (v.16).
The blessed meeting is not always happening for those who work for the gospel.  We must discern how Satan deceives us by deceitfully using the opportunity of our evangelism against us. Paul and his mission team again look for a place of prayer expecting more blessed meetings like before. However, at this time, they meet a woman whose heart is very deceitful in opposition to Lydia. She was “a slave girl who had a spirit of divination (“Puthon”: serpent, dragon) by which she predicted the future.” She earned much money for her owners by fortune-telling (false prophecy, oracle). Today, we can see the same work of fortune-telling or prophecy publicly exercised even inside the church.   They are ones who sold their souls to Satan in order to gain wealth and honor in the world.  What is the serious problem caused by their activity? When the light comes upon them, they try to hide their identity and pretend to believe and follow the gospel more eagerly than anyone.  It is a false conversion.  But the people can’t discern their deception. The slave girl pretends to “follow” Paul and the mission team very diligently.  She, even more, eagerly “shouted,”  “These men are servants of the Most High God.”  She tries to show how spiritual she is.  In order to disturb Paul’s mission work, she continues to do her false prophesy, yet people can’t see her evil motive.  The word, “shout”(“krazo”: to croak, to shriek, etc.) is a legalistic, religious, and humanistic voice by which one tries to use to reveal his own glory and honor.  To disguise her false motive, she has to decorate her words and behavior in a fancier way.  Inside the church, there are people like this evil girl.  They are false believers, yet try to look more faithful and loyal to God.  They are exactly the same as the Pharisees who noisily exercised the law to build their righteousness before man and God.  What a wonderful sound it is when someone describe you as “servants of the Most High God!”  The devil lies as if it is really true. They decorate truth in too fancy a way, so that people can’t see the real content of the message of truth inside.  In fact, they gain more popularity inside the church, especially among those who are not interested in truth but only worldly matters.   “Having a form of godliness but denying its power. Have nothing to do with them” (2 Tim. 3:5).  If we truly know that we have the true message of the gospel, we can’t be noisy.  It is because we realize that we have nothing to show but only shamefulness because of our sins.  We will try harder to restrain our words and control behaviors before man and God. Through the gospel, we begin to realize more of our wickedness, yet obtain greater faithfulness and mercy of God that is always holding onto us in spite of our wickedness.  “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners-- of whom I am the worst” (1 Tim.1:15). 

What is Paul’s dilemma?  He can’t keep ignoring her evil deception. She continues to manipulate people and eventually distort the gospel message through shifting people’s interest upon her lousy prophetic word and deceitful behavior.  Paul finally became so “troubled.”  People are touched by her eager service and try to copy her faith in the church.  They strongly believe themselves very faithful, yet God knows their false motives behind their works. Their real interest is to make more worldly profit through their service, which is idol worship. Through this evil activity of a girl, the church becomes a religious organization unwittingly.  Jesus also suffered so much for the same reason. “After he had said this, Jesus was troubled in spirit and testified, "I tell you the truth, one of you is going to betray me” (John 13:21).  Jesus wasn’t troubled because of the coming of his death or the betrayal of Judas.  He felt so pitiful toward Judas who was completely deceived by Satan. Furthermore, Jesus was greatly grieving because many true believers were even more deceived and completely misunderstood God’s will.  Other disciples weren’t any different from Judas.  Because of his disciples’ false loyalty and selfish commitment, Jesus always suffered and cried out for God’s mercy.  Even today, nothing is different from our Judas-style service. We must examine our heart more carefully and try to serve God with a genuine motivation.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Paul only knows her evil motive and false activity. He can’t put up with her anymore. Finally, Paul cast out the evil spirit from her in the name of Jesus Christ. The, the real motive of those followers rises to the surface.  They treated Paul as a servant of the Most High God just a while ago, yet when they see that “their hope of profit is gone,” they gather their power to seize Paul and Silas and drag them before the rulers. This is the work of the devil.  They secretly try to distort the truth of the gospel and gain more power and fame in the church. But when their profit is stopped, they reveal their real motive and stand against truth by any means.

Conclusion
The fellowship meeting that leads us to realize the truth of the gospel is the most blessed meeting. The life continues to give birth to a new life. The new life gathers and builds a river where true peace, freedom, rest, and grace are found. On the contrary, any meeting that is absent the life of God or wrapped with false beliefs is a totally cursed meeting in God’s eyes. It is because they always try to pursue their own “profit” so, there is no room for God’s life to enter into it. All the meetings and fellowships that aim to fulfill one’s lustful desires are false and evil in God’s eyes no matter how good or bad they are from man’s standard.  Especially, if one tries to make a profit by using the false prophecy in the name of God, he can’t escape from God’s eternal judgment and death.  We must discern the devil’s deception that is actively working inside the church.  We have to pray very seriously with a heart of grief that God may build our church with a pure word of the gospel.  God desire everyone in the church to grow as true servants of God who can give birth to faithful descendants of Christ. Don’t let us rest just in our salvation but continue to grow as true servants of God who genuinely preach and teach the life-giving message of the gospel. 
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