“Sight of Faith”

Acts 13:1-12

May 3, 2009

Read Acts 13:1-12

Here, we see the beginning of the intentional mission outreach to Gentiles. Antioch, which was the first church to witness to Gentiles in its own city, also became the first church to send missionaries out to share the gospel with Gentiles in the larger world. 

In Acts chapters 13 and 14, we get the description of what is generally known as the first of Paul’s three missionary journeys. It may be helpful to think of “journeys” in a general sense because Paul was not constantly on the move. In some places, like Corinth and Ephesus, he spent quite a bit of time, while in other places that are listed, he spoke in places along the way. 

This first journey took Paul and Barnabas on a morphed figure 8 route from Antioch to the island of Cyprus, then north into Asia Minor. Today, we are only concerned with the first leg of that journey, from Antioch to Cyprus.

Now the truth of the matter is this: when we start talking about Paul’s missionary journeys – where he went, whom he meet, what they did – it all gets a little blurry for me. I understand that they went places and proclaimed the gospel, ran into trouble, but ultimately were part of God’s plan to spread the church throughout the ancient world. I just struggle to remember the where’s, when’s and why it is important’s. I am not going to quiz you on all of this later, so just listen along.

The commissioning

We begin in Antioch. The first thing to note is the congregation in Antioch. They were a worship congregation. They met together. They studied together. They fasted together and they ate together. They were focused on what God was calling them to do – together.

Some were prophets and teachers, others were not. Luke highlights some of the prominent people: Barnabas, whom we have already met; Simeon called Niger (or Black); Lucius from Cyrene; Manaen, who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch, and our friend Paul. Aside from Paul and Barnabas, we do not know much about the others. Luke’s early readers may have recognized their names, but we do not. Even more importantly, though, is the observation that Luke did not give a list of everyone in the congregation. 

Think about it, we could probably do the same thing for Chula Vista Presbyterian Church. In all practicality, if you were describing this congregation to someone else, you would probably mention me as your pastor, perhaps some of our music leaders, and a few people in the congregation. Yet much of what this congregation is about, much about what this congregation does, much about what this congregation accomplishes is done by people who are not named in this list. We came the carnival yesterday – and as we pulled in, we saw Dave Van Patten mowing the lawn. We walked into the office and saw the renovations that Sid Alley, John Finch and a number of others have helped construct. We saw Joe Dumbauld getting the grill ready to cook for the crowd. We saw Sue Bowen from the Preschool with the animals. This morning, we came into the worship spaces and found them set up. If you look in the pews, you will see that things are straightened. The communion is set up. During the week, there are helpers in the office, those who fold and mail the Celtic or count money. There are volunteers who help out in so many different ways with so many different gifts. These things happen regularly – and have been happening regularly for more than fifty years. Some of you could list a whole directory of names of people who have been faithful in carrying and growing this congregation so that we can meet here today and worship.


Longstanding faithfulness of the people is a blessing. Antioch was not a brand new congregation. Paul and Barnabas were not the planters of this congregation; Barnabas came after it was established as an emissary from Jerusalem and, after some time, went to get Paul. The two of them taught for more than a year, and then carried relief to Jerusalem during a famine. After that – without any indication of how long after that – they returned and continued teaching and meeting. It was in the context of the faithfulness of the congregation – the entire congregation in worship and fasting – that the word of the Lord came via the Holy Spirit to set apart Paul and Barnabas “for the work to which I have called them.”  

The example for us is that the people of the Antioch congregation were prepared for a word from the Lord. It was not something that they expected or anticipated, but their regular worship and faithfulness made them ready when the Lord revealed something new and unprecedented. What about us? Having seen that God speaks to faithful congregations and calls them to step out in faith, are we prepared? I think we are ready and I think we have responded. 

The marks of new things happening are occurring if we have eyes to see. I am even willing to suggest that we are already seeing the results of God speaking in our midst. I want to take a little survey. On the piece of paper on your seat (or, 10:00, on a piece of paper from the sermon notepad), write the answer to this question, “What is the most exciting thing happening with the CVPC community?” (The answer need not be in complete sentence form – just please print legibly and put them in the collection or the rainbow box in the narthex at the end of service).

Friends, let me just make this observation: last week, we bade farewell to Tommy and Leah Crosby as they were transferred to Virginia. While the mechanism of their departure was the command of the U.S. Navy, I also believe that God had us commission them as missionaries to share the love they experienced here. 

When Paul and Barnabas are set apart, they are set apart from the midst of a congregation that is praising God. While worship is the primary purpose of the gathered community, God’s love is not contained within a sanctuary. When worship is deep, when it is mature, God is going to bless the people and extend that loving relationship beyond the walls of the campus and beyond. God will set aside people to send out to spread his love and the good news of his grace. 

The Confidence

Having been set apart, Paul and Barnabas hit the road. They leave Antioch, take to the sea, and make their way to the island of Cyprus. They are not there long before Paul declares God’s judgment on the magician who attempted to thwart the movement of the Spirit. That is quite an expression of God’s love, is it not?

In today’s world, this is an uncomfortable passage to encounter. Paul does not seem very nice. Confident? Yes. Nice? No. 

Can you imagine meeting the Mayor of the town for the first time and saying to one of his companions, “You son of the devil, you enemy of all righteousness, full of all deceit and villainy…” It goes against all protocol, politeness, and common decency. So, what is this all about?

Paul is acting confidently based on his encounter with Christ on the Damascus Road more than fifteen years before. His experience was the turning point in his life, compelling to him on a daily basis even years later. 

For Paul, the Damascus Road was the defining moment. It convicted him of the eternal significance of the gospel and charted the course of the rest of his life. What he did was entirely based upon that experience: receiving God’s forgiveness and understanding his relationship with Jesus. 

In our confirmation class, one of the kids asked a question about which many others of you may wonder: if God has forgiven us, why does it matter what we do?

First, it matters what I do because Jesus died so that I would be forgiven. He suffered and died – the punishment I have earned and deserved. Because he died for me, I can have eternal life. His death was not a hypothetical or metaphoric death; he actually suffered the injuries, the nails in his hands, the crown of thorns, all of that – for me. When I realize the cost of the forgiveness and the consequence of my sinful rebellion against God’s holiness, I am humbled. It matters what I do because I do not want to be rebelling against him any more. I am grateful for his grace. 

Second, it matters what I do because Jesus rose that we might have life. Jesus was raised from the dead; again, not hypothetically or metaphorically, but actually. We are joined in his resurrection by his invitation and grace, we are not able to save ourselves. So, we proclaim Jesus savior and Lord. His role as Lord includes the right to command us – and he has commanded us in what we do. We are to love one another as he loves us. What I do matters because I am not Lord of my own life – not now, not in eternity. Jesus is. If I do not obey, I am fighting and rebelling against the one who is my only hope of salvation. 

Third, it matters what we do because we are Jesus’ representatives to each other, to the community, to the world. Think about the Olympics: how athletes talk about the pride, privilege and responsibility of wearing the uniform on behalf of the country. They want to perform their best so that their nation will be proud of them. So it is with Christians: Christ has claimed us, Christ has commissioned us, and Christ is using us as his representatives here and now. You know and I know that people judge Christ by my behavior, by our behavior.

Now, while it may seem that I have strayed away from Paul’s response to the magician, we can understand his words only within the context of why he is saying it. The Lordship of Christ is the foundation from which his response derives. The magician was trying to pull the proconsul away from the very heart of life and truth; Paul was having none of it. The defining moment of Paul’s life convicted him how important it was to share this message with others to whom God sent him.
Still: it seems impolite and rude to call someone “a son of the devil and an enemy of all righteousness.” Paul could have objected to the magician’s lack of respect for Jesus while still demonstrating tolerance for alternative positions, right? 

We do not get a description of how the magician opposed Paul and Barnabas and tried to turn the proconsul away from faith, but we have a pretty good idea of how it might have happened.

“Really, sir, do you want to be associated with these two? Do you want to be seen with them? They have no pedigree, no track record. They are troublemakers and problem creators. And what are they going to tell you: resurrection? Really? People will think you are gullible and foolish if you buy into that kind of story. You can’t believe them, sir; they are obnoxious. They are obviously outcasts and failures who are trying to be important when they could not succeed in the real Temple.”

We are familiar with those kinds of criticisms. The ones we hear in addition are, “They are hypocrites. They are supposed to be loving and all they are is judgmental.” 

Paul’s response here sure seems judgmental – it is, in fact, a judgment. The thing is: it is an accurate judgment. That which denies Jesus is evil. That which would deny Christ, the significance of his life, death, and resurrection, or would pull someone away from Christ is evil. 

It is like the Old Testament contest between Elijah and the prophets of Baal that we find in 1 Kings 18. Elijah asked the people the important question, “How long will you go limping with two opinions? If the LORD is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him.” 

Elijah set up the contest: get two bulls and set up altars. They could put wood under it, but not light it. Each would call on their God; the one who answered would be revealed to be God. The prophets of Baal went first. As they prayed, Elijah mocked, “Cry louder; maybe he’s sleeping.” Nothing. Then, Elijah had his turn. He prepared the altar; then, to the surprise of the crowd, he had the people dump water over the pieces of the bull three times. Then, he prayed to God and the fire consumed the entire offering. It was a judgment revealed.

Elijah was declaring what God was doing because he had the sight of faith. Paul was declaring what God was doing because he had the sight of faith.

Both were confident. It is important to understand the source of their confidence. It was not their own power or magic; neither was playing Harry Potter and casting spells. Elijah did not cause the fire; he declared what God had revealed. Paul did not blind the man; instead, he declared that God was temporarily removing the man’s sight. Neither Elijah nor Paul exercised power of their own, they simply bore witness to what God was going to do. 

Clarity is not a bad thing. Declaring judgment on evil is appropriate; if God has revealed to you his judgment, you bear witness. You are not the judge, you are revealing the judgment. 

Clarity is realized at the table that Jesus set. When we come to this table, we are saying, “You are Savior and you are Lord.” When we say that, we are saying that none other can claim to be Savior and Lord. The witness of this table is that Jesus Christ is the son of God. He is the messiah. He is our hope, our salvation, and our life. When we “do this in remembrance of me,” we do so rejecting the temptation and power of evil, trusting and cleaving onto the only one who is good and who has shown he is able to save us. 

When we take communion today, do so without limping between two opinions. If Christ is Lord, follow him. If not, do not partake. As you go out today, go out without limping between two opinions. If the LORD is God, follow him. 

Friends, the LORD is God. Jesus is Lord. God raised him from the dead. Have confidence. 

Amen.

8:30 invitation, prayer, offering

10:30 hymn
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