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The child was a typical four-year-old girl -- cute, inquisitive, bright as a new penny. When she expressed difficulty in grasping the concept of marriage, her father decided to pull out his wedding photo album, thinking visual images would help. One page after another, he pointed out the bride arriving at the church, the entrance, the wedding ceremony, the recessional, the reception, etc.  "Now do you understand?" he asked.  
"I think so," she said, "is that when mommy came to work for us?"
 
 The Images of Mother:
· 4 Year of Age: My Mommy can do anything! 
·  8 Year of Age: My Mom knows a lot! A whole lot!  
· 12 Year of Age: My Mother doesn't really know quite everything.  
· 14 Year of Age: Naturally, Mother doesn't know that, either.  
· 16 Year of Age: Mother? She's hopelessly old-fashioned.  
· 18 Year of Age: That old woman? She's way out of date! 
·  25 Year of Age: Well, she might know a little bit about it.  
· 35 Year of Age: Before we decide, let's get Mom's opinion.  
· 45 Year of Age: Wonder what Mom would have thought about it? 
·  65 Year of Age: Wish I could talk it over with Mom.

http://www.thesundayfunnies.com/mothersday.html
We give thanks to God for the blessing of mothers: Happy Mother’s Day.

Read Acts 13:42-52


Our sermon text this morning is a story of two Sabbaths. We pick up the story on the first Sabbath after Paul and Barnabas present the gospel for the first time to Jews and Gentiles in the Synagogue in Pisidian Antioch. 

(There were a number of cities that included the “Antioch” as part of the name, this is not the city where they started. Paul and Barnabas had sailed north from the island of Cyprus, landed in Asia minor – the southern part of modern Turkey – and traveled more than a hundred miles inland over mountains and tough terrain to get to this city. )

Having arrived in Pisidian Antioch, Paul and Barnabas were invited to share a word with the synagogue congregation. The sermon is provided in verses 17-41. Having been invited to participate in the worship time, Paul gets up and gives an explication of the gospel. This is a good example of one kind of testimony that we have been working to develop in our discipleship classes. Paul did not address the facts of his own conversion – he will do that on a number of occasions in the future. Here, he gave a brief summation of God’s relationship with the Jews, how the Jews in Jerusalem did not recognize Jesus, how they crucified him. Paul told them how God reversed the judgment and action of men, how God raised Jesus from the dead, and how all of this was fulfillment of God’s promises, revealed in the Scriptures.

This is where our text picks up the story: on their way out of worship, the people were moved to ask them back to speak the following Sabbath. Many in the congregation, including Gentile converts to Judaism, followed them out. Paul and Barnabas urged them to continue in the “grace of God.” In other words, Paul and Barnabas encouraged them to continue in joyful response to the message of forgiveness and justification through faith in Jesus Christ.

Then, the next week, during the second Sabbath, things got ugly for Paul and Barnabas. The Jewish leaders saw the crowds who were anxious to hear this new message, were jealous, and blasphemed, contradicting what Paul said. Blaspheming, in this context, meant that they denied Jesus was the Messiah; it meant they were contradicting the testimony of God. In short, Paul and Barnabas experienced the same rejection from the Jews in Pisidian Antioch that Jesus had experienced from the Jews in Jerusalem. The leaders of the synagogue gathered the powerful in the city to drive out Paul and Barnabas. But, like Jesus in Jerusalem, not everyone was against them – it was the powerful and influential, the elite of the city. The others, who heard that the Gospel was to be a light to the Gentiles so that salvation would go to the ends of the earth, were overjoyed at this message of God’s grace extended to them. 

Being driven out Barnabas and Paul shook off the dust in protest against them. Shaking off the dust of an inhospitable place was a ritual instructed by Jesus to his disciples in Luke 10, as he was sending them out to proclaim “the kingdom of God is near.” 

After this the Lord appointed seventy others and sent them on ahead of him in pairs to every town and place where he himself intended to go. He said to them, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest. 

Go on your way. See, I am sending you out like lambs into the midst of wolves. Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals; and greet no one on the road. Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace to this house!’ And if anyone is there who shares in peace, your peace will rest on that person; but if not, it will return to you. Remain in the same house, eating and drinking whatever they provide, for the laborer deserves to be paid. Do not move about from house to house. 

Whenever you enter a town and its people welcome you, eat what is set before you; cure the sick who are there, and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you. ’But whenever you enter a town and they do not welcome you, go out into its streets and say,  ‘Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet, we wipe off in protest against you. Yet know this: the kingdom of God has come near.’

Paul and Barnabas were being kicked out of Pisidian Antioch precisely because they had been proclaiming the kingdom of God coming near, a message of God’s forgiveness and salvation extended to all people. Their rejection did not change the message: the kingdom of God has come near.

So, what are we to make of Paul and Barnabas’ excellent adventure?

We should not be surprised by the rejection of the gospel.

Paul and Barnabas were not surprised by the reaction they experienced in the second Sabbath; it seems as if they were expecting it. They understood Jesus had been rejected by the Jews; Paul had described it the previous week. Paul also knew about how the gospel would impact Jews unwilling to accept Jesus as Lord and Savior – he himself had participated in the early persecution of the church.

From a human perspective, it is not difficult to see the reason why the gospel message was a threat to the leaders of the synagogue. We do not like it when God messes up the status quo that is working well for us. Comfort, stability, and security – even in imperfect circumstances – often stand in the way of hearing the goodness in the good news. If it does not fit our plans, it cannot be from God.

In the United States these days, we have a similar predicament. Americans are confident that God – if there is a God – has blessed us with security and a dominant position in the world. Things may not be perfect, but they are all right enough. We act as if we believe that God is pleased with our independence and self-sufficiency. See if these words ring true:

We have been the recipients of the choicest bounties of heaven; we have been preserved these many years in peace and prosperity; we have grown in numbers, wealth, and power as no other nation has ever grown. But we have forgotten God. We have forgotten the gracious hand which preserved us in peace and multiplied and enriched and strengthened us, and we have vainly imagined, in the deceitfulness of our hearts, that all these blessings were produced by some superior wisdom and virtue of our own. Intoxicated with unbroken success, we have become too self-sufficient to feel the necessity of redeeming and preserving grace, too proud to pray to the God that made us. 
Do you know who said these words? Abraham Lincoln, making a proclamation of a day of National Humiliation, Fasting and Prayer, 1863. Can you imagine the outcry if President Obama said these words today? There would be outrage – outrage because we hold the separation of church and state to be inviolate, outrage because we dare to identify and pray to a real God, outrage because we would be confessing “we have become too self-sufficient to feel the necessity of redeeming and preserving grace.” 
When I was growing up in Pennsylvania, I remember we had Blue Laws, where stores would be closed on Sunday. There were no sporting activities scheduled for Sunday mornings. We sang Christmas carols in public school. We had Holy Week off for vacation in the Spring so that people could attend church events. 

Now, at the risk of sounding like I am lamenting the changes since the 1950’s (or 1860’s), my point is not that the government has changed, it is that Christians have changed. Abraham Lincoln’s words could be targeted at today’s Christians. We act as though we have a corner on grace, that God is sufficiently pleased because we are saved. We have presumed that we do not have to share the gospel message with the culture because: 1) it is already a Christian culture; and, 2) it is God’s job to save people, not ours. We stopped acting as though we had been sent to bear witness. We get teary singing “God Bless America,” thinking that because God has blessed America, he will continue blessing America.  How else could Presbyterians have become comfortable with the nickname “the frozen chosen?”

When we presume God’s favor and stop paying attention to God’s word, we are going to be upset when God shows up. That’s what happened in Pisidian Antioch. The leaders were comfortable being the “frozen chosen.” They presumed God’s favor, stopped paying attention to God’s word, and were upset when God’s gospel message showed up. 

On the other hand, there were people in Pisidian Antioch who celebrated; people whom God had prepared to receive the gospel message joyfully. 


We need to have eyes to see the harvest that God has prepared.

Luke makes it clear that some of the Jews and many of the Gentiles responded very positively to Paul and Barnabas. When the leading persons of the synagogue reacted negatively to the expression of the gospel for the salvation, Paul revealed how Jesus was the fulfillment of God’s promises for all people, not just Israel. Here’s where we pick up the Isaiah text. This part of Isaiah is one of the “Servant Songs,” prophecies about the Messiah made hundreds of years prior to his birth. 

There are four “Servant Songs” in Isaiah. These passages are words spoken by God; He has chosen the Servant, given him his spirit in order that he may bring judgment and teaching to the nations; and that the Servant will accomplish this without violence.

Jewish interpreters believed that the “servant” would be Israel; Paul was saying that disciples of Jesus were. Paul extended the invitation to the Jews in Pisidian Antioch to embody Israel’s role as a light to the Gentiles. “Had the Jews of Pisidian Antioch accepted the message, theirs would have been the privilege of evangelizing their Gentile neighbors.” Because they rejected the light themselves, then God would use Paul and Barnabas to proclaim the message directly to the Gentiles. 

We see things too small. God had a plan all along. Even if the church would not embrace what God was doing, the message would go out. The Holy Spirit was moving to put a few laborers into the field to reap the Lord’s plentiful harvest. 

Here at CVPC, we have begun to recognize God’s call on us to go out into the field to work the harvest that the Lord has prepared. In our unscientific survey last week (we are going to publish all the results in the Celtic), the responses to the question, “What is the most exciting thing we see God doing in/with CVPC” included a number of expressions of seeing new people, new activities, and renewed vigor of long-time members. These are indicators of a harvest all around us. Whether our contemporary service, our traditional service, our Spanish language service – or whether it is our mission outreach hosting a new church development (Trinity Life) – we see that the gospel message is capable of reaching beyond those already here. 

But, before we get too proud of where we are and the things that are happening, I want to underscore the urgency with which Paul and Barnabas preached, the urgency we laborers must embrace to be faithful to God’s call.  

Jeff Holmes used to be associate pastor at La Jolla Presbyterian and now has taken a church up in the Central Valley of California. Last year, he asked his congregation to participate in a 48 hour fast before the first Sunday of 2008. He asked them to fast and pray about the church, about what God was calling them to do, and how they were to reach out to their community. The congregation would break the fast – celebrate the end of the fast – by having a pancake breakfast after service that Sunday morning.

The Sunday morning began and the congregation was full. The service was fairly typical until about the time of the sermon. The man they had put in charge of the pancake breakfast was a gourmet chef. As Jeff began preaching, the smells – oh, the wonderful smells – of that breakfast began to waft up into the sanctuary. Now, Jeff, being an experienced pastor, knew that the congregation’s mind was drifting away from his words and was experiencing that smell. Undaunted, he kept on preaching.

A few minutes into the sermon, Jeff’s gourmet chef came to the back of the sanctuary. He was carrying a large platter full of food. The heads of the people in the pews began turning around. The smells were incredible. They could see the steam rising off the pancakes and eggs, there was the unmistakable presence of bacon. Anticipation was turning into frustration as Jeff continued on with the sermon.

The chef then walked up the main aisle. Jeff continued on. The chef set the platter down on the communion table. He set a place setting. And then he walked away. Jeff left the pulpit, continuing to preach his sermon. He sat down and began to eat – right in front of everyone. 

Anticipation and frustration became almost palpable anger from the congregation. Jeff’s eyes rolled back in his head as he tasted the food, “Oh, oh, is this good. How amazing. This is incredible.” And he continued speaking for another couple of minutes in between taking bites of this amazing food. He could tell that some in the congregation were getting irked with him.

Finally, he stood, went back to the pulpit and said, “Friends, this is exactly how we treat the community around us. We have this amazing blessing that is for all to share. They are starving, we have something good and plenty to share, and yet we have not invited them in.” 

God’s servant – the body of Christ, Christians, the church today – God’s servant is to be a light to the nations. We have to get over our fear of rejection. Yes, we are afraid of rejection – we are afraid of palates too refined to appreciate the basic message of good news. Yet, in our fear, we forget to see the Lord’s harvest of those who are just plain hungry. 

Conclusion

Paul and Barnabas set out in response to God’s call. On the road again, they encountered resistance and rejection – not a surprise. They also encountered those whom God had prepared to hear the gospel – the harvest – and those people responded joyfully. As we get out on the road from here, it is important to remember that the message is the same for rejection as it is for joyful acceptance: the Kingdom of God has come near. 

We have been set as a light for the world. We have the message of salvation to bring to the ends of the earth.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Prayer of the People and the Lord’s Prayer.
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