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As we continue in this series of sermons on the Book of Acts, we come today to the topic of disagreement among those who listen to 
the Spirit. Some wonder how can that be? If we are all listening to the Spirit, won't we hear the same thing? Yes, but what the Spirit 
tells us does not necessarily resolve our debates. Rather the Spirit makes us look more like Jesus Christ in the midst of the debate.  
 
***  
 
We are living in a day in which we are confronted with more choices than any people who have lived in any other time of history. You 
can choose where you want to live, who you want to serve as your leaders, where you worship or shop or go to school, what kind of 
work you will do, and for whom you will do it. If you don't like any of the choices you have made in these areas, you can choose 
again. You can choose who you want for friends, who you want to marry, if you want to marry, how many children you will have, if 
you want to have children. Soon you will even be able to engineer the color of your children's eyes and hair. You can also choose your 
values and beliefs, what you will believe about God, and what you believe God's will is for your future.  
 
The tricky part to all of these choices is that we live in a variety of communities. Family is a form of community, as is the church, the 
city, and the nation. We are now even speaking of a global community. These communities also have to make choices that effect all 
of the people living in them. So, there is no small amount of debate about what the community should choose. People of faith want 
their communities to follow God's will. But that is not easy to discern. It is hard enough to figure out God's will for our own lives. It is 
much, much harder to figure out God's will for all of our lives together.  
 
For example, we are again this year looking at two presidential candidates who both claim to be followers of Jesus Christ, but who 
would lead the nation in significantly different directions. Supporters of both candidates, who are people of faith, have prayed over 
their allegiances, and to the best of their ability have determined their candidate. But what does this say about the people of faith 
who have chosen to support the other candidate? Did they make a spiritual mistake or misread the will of God? Or, could it be that 
God's will is not so easily reduced to our choices. Strictly speaking, God's will is really all about God's choices. When we recognize 
this, we are freed to make our own choices, humbly, praying that God will use them to get us to the place he has already chosen for 
us to go.  
 
Our text today provides a wonderful illustration of this point. When the Apostle Paul was speaking to the Elders of Ephesus, he said 
he was compelled by the Holy Spirit to go to Jerusalem. In fact, he said he was a captive, bound to the Spirit who led him to make 
this commitment even though it would mean his imprisonment. So he began his journey to Jerusalem. He sailed as far as Tyre, 
where the ship had to stop to unload some cargo. During the week that the ship remained in port, Paul stayed with some other 
followers of Christ. Luke tells us, "Through the Spirit, they told Paul not to go on to Jerusalem" (21:4). Now that is a significant line 
of Scripture. Earlier we read that Paul was told by the Spirit to go to Jerusalem. But now we are told that others, also filled with the 
Holy Spirit, tell him not to go there. Luke just lets that hang there for a while. In the next verse he writes, "When our days there were 
ended, we left and proceeded on our journey." Then they get to Caesarea and stay in the home of Philip the Evangelist, who has four 
unmarried daughters. This probably refers to the Philip who was one of the first deacons appointed to oversee the daily distribution 
of food in Acts, chapter six. Later, he was called to speak to the Ethiopian Eunuch and baptize him. After that, the Spirit led Philip to 
Caesarea. That was 20 years ago. During that time Paul has been led by the Spirit to take the gospel all over the empire. But Philip 
has apparently been called to stay in one place and raise a family. Both are filled with the same Holy Spirit, but they are led into very 
different lives. So the Spirit doesn't always lead people to leave a place, in spite of the fact that we usually only speak of the leading of 
the Spirit when we are about to leave. Sometimes the Spirit leads us to stay where we are.  
 
While Paul is staying in Philip's home, a prophet named Agabus comes to visit from Judah. At some point, Agabus takes Paul's belt, 
which was a long piece of cloth used to gird up a robe, and he ties himself up with it. Agabus then prophesied, "Thus says the Holy 
Spirit," this is what will happen to Paul in Jerusalem. So again all the Spirit-filled members of the church in Caesarea, including 
Luke, plead with Paul not to continue this journey. But Paul says, "Stop it. You're breaking my heart. I have to keep going."  
 
How can this be? How can some in the church be so filled with the Holy Spirit, and so certain that God's will is for Paul not to 
continue, when Paul himself is so certain that the Holy Spirit is telling him to keep going? Many of our Biblical commentators hit 
this chapter of Acts like a huge speed bump at 60 mph. It just knocks the wheels out from under them. They can't figure out what to 
make of it. Some say that the church was wrong and Paul was right. Others say that Paul was wrong and the church was right. But all 
of this debate is rooted in an assumption that if two people are both filled with the Holy Spirit and seek direction, they will be told 
the same thing. I'm not so sure about that.  
 
The role of the Holy Spirit is not to make us certain about the direction of our travels. The role of the Holy Spirit is to draw us to the 
risen Jesus Christ, and into his own beloved relationship with the Father. That's the direction that matters. Whether we go to 
Jerusalem or not, the Spirit will still get us there - - to our home with God. When we are all clear about that, we can live with 
different opinions about the Spirit leading in our travels on earth.  
 
When the Civil War was raging in our country, people in both the North and South were earnestly seeking God's direction. Now, it 
seems ridiculous to us that anyone could think that slavery is what God wants. But 150 years ago, the Spirit-filled church in this 
country was quite divided over this. At the height of the war, Joseph Gilmore, pastor of the First Baptist Church of Philadelphia, was 
trying to raise the vision of his congregation above this conflict that was tearing apart the nation. One Sunday, preaching out of the 
23rd Psalm, he said the promise of scripture is that God is leading us. We do not know where or how. We do not know how he could 
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lead a divided nation. We do not know how he could be leading those who are our enemies. But we believe he will lead us all, North 
and South, to the still waters of peace.  
 
It was the kind of sermon people talk about over Sunday dinner. Pastor Gilmore and his wife were among the guests of one of the 
church's deacons. As the debate about the sermon continued on after the meal, the pastor silently began to compose a new poem that 
he quietly gave to his wife. She smiled as she read his words, He leadeth me: O blessed thought! O words with heavenly comfort 
fraught. Whatever I do, where 'er I be, still tis God's hand that leadeth me. Sometimes mid scenes of deepest gloom, sometimes 
where Eden's bowers bloom. By waters calm, o'er troubled sea, still tis God's hand that leadeth me. I love knowing that this great 
hymn, which is our offertory today, was composed while a theological debate was raging around the composer.  
 
When your community is engaged in a fierce debate, whether it is a nation that is divided by conflict, or a family divided by difficult 
decisions, avoid being so certain that you have God on your side. As Abraham Lincoln said, pray that you are on the side of God's 
leading.  
 
After the Spirit-filled debate in the church of Caesarea was over, Luke writes, "Since Paul could not be persuaded, we remained 
silent, except to say, 'The Lord's will be done.'" We sometimes mistakenly assume that phrase is being deterministic, as if to say that 
God's will has prescribed all our actions. Just the opposite is true. Since we believe the Lord's will ultimately prevails, we are free to 
make choices that are within the biblical standards for life, without anxiety about their ultimate consequences. That is what it means 
to be filled with the Holy Spirit. It means to discover the freedom of living as we were created to live - - as responsible people made 
in the image of God.  
 
From the beginning, the Spirit's ministry has been to move over the face of the deep and chaos, creating life and beauty. When God 
breathed life into humans it was with his Spirit. So as the Nicene Creed claims, "the Holy Spirit is the Lord and giver of life." When 
Pentecost came, again like the rush of the mighty wind, the Spirit breathed life into the church. It is only by the Holy Spirit that an 
individual, or the church, or the world itself can truly live, liberated from captivity to dust, slavery to sin, from fear, despair, and 
everything that sucks life away. As the Early Church Father Ireneaus said, by definition a living human being is body, soul, and Holy 
Spirit.  
 
All of which is to say, the Holy Spirit makes you fully alive. And to be fully alive is to stand before God and the world as a responsible 
being who has to make choices. So do not expect God to make you certain of your choices. If he did that, you would become an angel, 
which is something less than human. You have the only thing angels covet - - freedom! You cannot be both free and certain.  
 
If it is certainty you crave, then be certain about God's choices and not your own. Be certain that God has chosen to lead you, in your 
good decisions and in your bad decisions. Be certain that he is leading you closer to his eternal love. So that with Pastor Gilmore, you 
can conclude the song of life by singing, And when my task on earth is done, when by thy grace, the victory's won. Even death's cold 
wave I will not flee, since God through Jordan leadeth me.  
 
O Father, give us the vision that comes only from your Holy Spirit. Give us the vision to see that we are free to make choices, even to 
disagree with the choices of others, knowing that through it all you still lead, and so your will will be done. Amen. 
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