“An Interesting Cruise”

Acts 28:1-16

September 6, 2009

Read Acts 28:1-16

Today, we wrap up our series on Acts. It has been quite a journey. To bring everyone up to speed, here’s where we are:

After first being a persecutor of the church (remember Saul in Acts 8 approving the stoning of Stephen?), Paul had a personal encounter with the risen Lord Jesus Christ on the road to Damascus. For almost ten years, he studied and learned and developed before he and Barnabus went out on their first missionary journey. Paul would end up making three missionary journeys described in Acts. During the final tour, he took up a collection to help the suffering Christians in Jerusalem. 


When he arrived in Jerusalem, the reaction was mixed – many were happy to hear about the reception of the gospel by Gentiles, but others were suspicious. Paul agreed to undergo a ritual Jewish purification rite. While he was in the Temple, some of his opponents recognized him and a riot broke out. Paul was arrested. 

After being arrested, he was tried in front of the Sanhedrin. Another riot broke out. He was whisked out of Jerusalem and kept in custody in Caesarea. Two years he waited in custody until he was given a hearing in front of the new governor, Festus. When the suggestion was that he be re-tried in Jerusalem, he afforded himself the privilege granted to Roman citizens and appealed to Caesar.  Festus came to the conclusion that Paul could have been freed had he not appealed to Caesar; but, appeal he had, so off he went.

If Paul’s previous journeys were eventful, the trip to Rome was downright adventurous. The ships on which Paul was a passenger – you should imagine a cargo ship on which passengers could travel rather than either a luxury liner or some sort of special vessel for prisoners – encountered rough seas and bad weather. It got to the point that the crew threw the cargo overboard and then, as Luke the screenwriter phrases it, “When neither sun nor stars appeared for many days, and no small tempest raged, all hope of our being saved was at last abandoned.” (27:20). Chapter 27 is a great read. 

The ship struck a reef, they ran it aground, and it was being broken up by the waves. The centurion traveling with Paul in his custody ordered everyone who could swim to jump, everyone who could not swim to grab a piece of wood or something that floated. They did, “and so it was that all were brought safely to land.” And that’s where we picked up with our text.

The entire crew and all the passengers were washed up on Malta. The local folks saw the wreck and gathered together to receive the poor souls who survived. Grateful for their hospitality and recognizing the needs of his fellow rescuee’s, Paul went to help gather some wood. In the brush was a snake that latched on to Paul’s hand. In my head, I have this picture of Paul holding up his hand, looking at it with at an angle, walking over to the fire, shaking, and then going back to work. This is a tough man to rattle. The locals, on the other hand, are freaking out because they think this was a divine sign that Paul was someone really bad and the gods were out to get him. But then… nothing happens. Paul continued to gather wood, continued on as if nothing had happened. The locals come to the conclusion that Paul is a god.

Luke is being a little ironic here: during the first missionary journey in Lystra, Paul and Barnabas were first perceived to be gods. The two had to tear their clothes to prove they were not. A few days later, when the Jewish protestors arrived, the people of Lystra took them and stoned Paul. Here, the Malta locals start with the impression that Paul was someone worthy of being stoned, and end up being so impressed that they thought he was a god. From Luke’s perspective, God has a sense of humor. The good will is further enhanced when Paul lay hands on and prayed for the leading man on the island and the man is healed. Three months they stayed, and then on to Rome with gifts and a warm send-off. 

They arrived in Rome where Paul, still loosely handcuffed to a guard, was allowed to live in custody but outside the prison cell.

So, what are we to make of all this adventure? There is not a lot of new doctrine here; rather, we get a reminder of the things we have seen all along the way. First, there is the fulfillment of the big picture promise we got at the beginning of Acts. Second, we see that God is working in the midst of the normal, everyday things. Third, we see that God’s hand is miraculous and wonderful, and the response to God’s activity is worship and gratitude.

1. We have to see the fulfillment of the big picture promise ("You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth." Paul is getting to Rome -- "all roads lead to Rome....") It happened; just not in the way that we would have imagined it had we been planning.
There was no strategic plan followed by the disciples. Many of the advances were made because of external forces: the disciples being driven out of Jerusalem, persecution in the surrounding areas, Paul’s frustration at not being able to get to the places he wanted to go, the reluctant acceptance of Gentiles into the church, Paul’s arrest and imprisonment and appeal to Caesar. This is not like the x’s and o’s John Madden drew on the teleprompter during NFL telecasts to show how the play was supposed to go.

God’s thoughts are not our thoughts and God’s ways are higher than our ways. This should not surprise us; Scripture tells us this specifically:

For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.

  

For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return there until they have watered the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it. (Isaiah 55:1-11)

As you consider the path of your own life, can you see God’s hand in it? If I look at my own life, it has turned out very different than I imagined. When I was in college, I tried to imagine myself at age 50 – and I tried to come up with all the things I would be disappointed if I did not get to try. I wanted to write and be published. I wanted to get involved in media – whether radio or television (no internet at the time). I wanted to travel around the country. I wanted to have a renaissance-kind of experience: medicine, law, arts, and faith. Here I am having just turned 45 – I have had all these experiences and more. None of them happened in the way I expected or foresaw. I believe God granted me the desire to envision these things; and I am grateful for the encouragement to look back to praise God for how he has granted all of the things in strange and marvelous ways.


That’s my story – what about you? What dreams have you had? How has God fulfilled those dreams? Where are you being led now that might be a “yes” in a different way than you expected?

But God’s plan also is bigger than just me and just you. God’s plan is for communities, too. As we look back on the history of Chula Vista Presbyterian Church, can you see the bigger picture of God’s faithfulness? It may not always be obvious and it may not look like a wonderful trip every step of the way, but God has been faithful to the commissioning vision of those people who gathered together to plant what has become this congregation. As we go forward in the future, it is likely to look very different than it does today; but we need to be open to God’s hand leading is dramatic and wonderful ways.

2. Sometimes normal is a miracle. Paul's non-swollen hand was normal for Paul, a miracle for the Malta locals. Take note: the witness of God's power can be seen in the ordinary as well as the extraordinary. The Malta locals were astonished when nothing happened. Paul’s hand and body did not swell, he did not die, nothing happened – and they recognized the divine in it.

We expect fanfare. We expect God to act like a magician at the end of a great illusion, “Ta-da!” We want God to take a bow so that we can applaud and be confident that God is responsible.

On Friday, we joined with thousands of others from Chula Vista welcoming home and celebrating the Park View Little League. It was a hot afternoon, and (one count I heard) more than fifteen thousand people went out to DeVore Stadium. We arrived about an hour before the team was scheduled to arrive. The place was already packed. Vendors were already sold out of hats. There was a festival atmosphere. Half an hour later, security opened up part of the field to accommodate the overflow; junior high school girls flooded the field in a replay of Beatle-mania. When the team arrived, there were loud cheers as the team took a victory loop, holding high the Little League World Champion banner. There were cheers for each player as their accomplishments were read aloud.

The team’s two month journey (from all-stars to Williamsport, Pennsylvania) was a blessing to the kids, to their families, and to the whole community. They represented us well. They earned the “ta-da!” of the homecoming celebration as heroes.

Pentecost was a “ta-da!” moment of the Holy Spirit. On the other hand, Paul’s arrival in Rome – in chains as a prisoner – was not the same kind of parade or celebration. There were witnesses, people who came to see Paul as he made his way to Rome. Paul did not bring the gospel to Rome, there were others there ready to meet him. But it was not a victory lap down the main streets of Rome – it did not look like the “ta-da” we would expect.

Without the fanfare, without the big “ta-da” moment, Luke still saw the hand of God. His narrative ends with Paul’s teaching in Rome. Luke did not see that as the end of God’s mission, but a key point in the fulfillment of the promise. Rome symbolized the centerpoint of the known world, a place from which the message could go out to the literal “ends of the earth.” We continue to see the outworking of that promise. After Acts concludes, most scholars believe that Paul was released from custody, he went on to Spain, and then returned to Rome, where he was executed in the persecution that took place after Nero blamed Christians for setting the city on fire. But the message did not die. 

In our day, we look for God to appear in the big revivals. We see the videos of the Billy Graham Crusades where thousands upon thousands of people stream forward to make a profession of faith. There is reason to celebrate these “big” events; however, Scripture is abundantly clear that God is not limited to big events. Sometimes the normal, day-to-day conversation between neighbors is the most important moment of grace in a person’s life. 

3. Sometimes a miracle is a miracle. The healing of Publius' father -- and the reaction -- shows how God is worthy of being worshipped. 
The summary narrative Luke gives for their time in Malta suggests that he, Luke, the physician, and Paul set up a medical mission site. Some of the treatments were miraculous in the eyes of the locals, but normal medical procedure for Luke. Well, we think, of course. The Malta locals honored Paul, Luke and company for being heaven-sent because they were simple people who had never been exposed to more advanced medical treatment. Yet that explanation misses the point: even with the more advanced medical treatment, Luke had eyes to see God’s hand in sending them and in providing supernatural healing beyond what the medicine could achieve.

When I served in Westminster, Escondido, one of the members was a pediatrician. He became involved in a medical outreach ministry, Project Compassion, and traveled to the Honduras and several other Central American locations. He was skeptical when he left for his first trip, but came back on fire for Christ based upon the things he experienced. He took the lead in arranging trips so that others could participate; they came back with the same reaction of marveling at the hand of God at work in the midst. 

The life of faith is a life of adventure, marvels, pitfalls, and miracles. Why choose an ordinary road when the extraordinary road is so compelling? Christ's life was the life of faith -- faith that leads us to the table. Talk about adventure, marvels, pitfalls and miracles. The table represents the mystery of God's love revealed for us. Sharing a meal is something so very ordinary and normal; and yet there is a mystery – a miracle – profound meaning in this meal.

When we approach the table, we realize that Christ instituted this table before he was arrested. He said, “Do this in remembrance of me,” before he was taken away to be tried, convicted, brutalized and crucified. He broke the bread and poured the cup to symbolize what was about to happen to him; and he promised the disciples victory over the grave. 

Think about the meaning of this table. It is a remembrance of victory: promised, delivered in God’s way and in God’s time, miraculous When the risen, victorious Jesus commissioned the disciples almost two thousand years ago – two thousand years ago – he had us in mind. He had you, he had me in mind. He instructed them. They instructed us.  We join in this meal in obedience to him. We join in remembrance of him. We break this bread and drink this cup as a community of believers – we belong to one another in him. We stand with his witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. It is an amazing journey, isn’t it?

Amen.

8:30 Invitation, prayer of confession

10:00 hymn “Great is Thy Faithfulness” 
Questions:

1. Did God fulfill the Jesus’ charge to the disciples “that you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth”?

a. If so, was it in the way you would have done it? 
b. If no, what would have been different?
c. The beginning of Jesus’ commission is, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you;” – does the book of Acts represent a demonstration of power? If so, how?
2. What is the journey on which God has led you? What were the high points? What were the low points? What is yet to happen, to what do you look forward?
3. What is the journey on which God has led Chula Vista Presbyterian Church? What have been the high points? What have been the low points? To what does the church look forward?
4. Have you ever witnessed anything supernatural, inexplicable, or that must have been a miracle? What was it and how did it impact you? 
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