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“God’s Provision into and through Hard Times”

Acts 21:1-16

FCF:  Man-centered expectations of God’s ways of providing
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because of the strange but beautiful ways of the Lord’s providing,
(magnet) we must expect the counter-intuitive and entrust ourselves to Him.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

When you think of the Apostle Paul, what comes to mind?  Humility, faithfulness, and compassion.  Courage, boldness, and resolve as well.  It might surprise you then to hear the only description we have of his physical appearance.  Now we cannot be completely certain of its accuracy, but because of its candor and age (sometime in the 2nd century), it bears a hearing (READ Paul:  Apostle of the Heart Set Free, p.468):

And a man named Onesiphorus, who had heard that Paul had come to Iconium, went out with his children Simmias and Zeno and his wife Lectra to meet Paul, that he might receive him to his house.  Titus had told him what Paul looked like; thus far Onesiphorus had not seen him in the flesh, but only in the spirit.  He went along the royal road that leads to Lystra, and stood there waiting for him, and looked at those who came, comparing them with Titus’s description.  And he saw Paul coming, a man small in stature, with a bald head and crooked legs, in a good state of body, with eyebrows meeting and nose somewhat hooked, full of friendliness; for now he appeared like a man, and now he had the face of an angel.
It’s not what you expected, is it?  When we try and imagine what Paul might have looked like, most of us probably have a Middle Eastern version of Robert DeNiro or Shawn Connery or Robert Duvall – older, yes, but a strength and vibrancy nonetheless.

Of course, Paul’s strength came not from himself but from the Lord he served.  Which meant his physical stature was immaterial and that all our preconceptions go out the window – regarding him as well as the One who was the source of His strength.  In fact, God’s ways with us are such that all our preconceptions need to go out the window.
SCRIPTURE READING:  Acts 21:1-16
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:


We are fast approaching another season of exchanging gifts.  Some gifts you just wish you had the receipt for.  Some of you have you heard me speak about this before.  You know your mother would want you to say “thanks” but you struggle to muster it up.  I can remember being forewarned of the “the-strange-but-well-meant-book-for-the-preacher-gift” by one of my seminary professors.  And I laughed.  You know, the books you find on clearance from the “spirituality” section in the bookstores.  “Surely people don’t do that,” I thought.  But they do.  And they have.  Not here, mind you, but it’s happened.  It’s when the old adage, “It’s the thought that counts” comes to be applied.

I bring this up not to prepare you for lame gifts but because that’s often how we think of the way God provides for us.  We ask for one thing.  And we get what we wanted or at least what we needed.  But it comes in a form we’re not too sure about.  “Lord, give me more patience.”  “Make me humble.”  “Help me to depend more on You.”  Or, for our purposes here this morning, “Give me guidance.”  And “give me strength.”

We are pressing on through our study of Acts and have come to chapter 21.  The third missionary journey is at an end.  Paul is on his way back to Jerusalem both to fulfill a vow and to deliver a collection from the churches to their sister church in Jerusalem.  Along the way, he and his companions make a few stops, visiting old friends and staying with new ones.  And some interesting things happen.  As we take a step back and observe what’s going on, what we see repeatedly is the strange and beautiful way of the Lord’s providing for His people.  It’s strange enough to make us almost want to say, “Oh well, it’s the thought that counts” but so beautiful that it takes our breath away as well.  


How does one respond to care and provision that is so much greater, so much wiser, so much more needed than we could deserve, ask, or imagine?  How else but to expect the unexpected, the counter-intuitive, and to entrust ourselves to Him all the more.

I. THE GUIDANCE HE GIVES
Think with me about the guidance Paul receives over the course of what we read here.  Is it what you expect to see?  Does it surprise you?
A) The Fact of His Guidance
1. The need for His guidance
Certainly Paul needed the Lord’s guidance at this and every other point of his ministry.  Where to go, how long to stay, who to invest himself in, what to say – it takes us back to what we were saying last week about the implications of our being described as “sheep.”

2. The reality of His guidance
Paul needed it.  And the Lord gave it.  He is, after all, the Shepherd of His sheep and knows exactly what direction they need and how to give it to them.  Now, for time’s sake, I don’t want to get too much into how this direction came.  We’ve talked about that a bit already in this series.  It’s not how it came but the reality that it came I want to focus on.
B) The Direction of His Guidance
And not just that, put the form in which it came.  What was Paul directed to do?
1. Not the easy path
Remember what is recorded in Acts 9, just prior to Paul’s conversion (READ Acts 9:15-16).  And certainly we see this all through the course of his ministry.  And no less so at this point.  A chapter earlier, we read (READ Acts 20:22-24).  
2. But the hard path
What was repeatedly revealed to him was not the easy path but the hard one.  Which gets to some of the confusion we feel as we’re reading the words of his friends, indeed the confusion of his friends themselves.  In Tyre, we read (READ Acts 21:4).  And in Caesarea (READ Acts 21:10-12).  Clearly there is some confusion here.  Was it in the Holy Spirit?  Was He contradicting Himself?  No, that couldn’t be it.  The confusion lies not with the one revealing but the ones interpreting the revelation.  Let me put it this way.  The predictions came from the Spirit.  The pleadings came from Paul’s friends.  A warning can be taken in two ways.  Either to turn back or to be prepared.  We know already it was the Spirit that had told Paul to press on.  That was what the Lord had said.  But with that also came repeated reminders of how hard things were going to be.
Application:

Now why do we need to hear this?  Because we too quickly assume that God’s great desire for us is no hurt and all happy.  Apparently, Paul’s companions slipped into that as well.  But that is not God’s great desire.  His great, burning, unquenchable desire is for His glory.  It is to make us more like His Son – the One whose life, by the way, took the shape and pattern of the cross.  His desire is for us to delight in Him more than anyone or anything else, to trust Him, to depend upon Him.  Now how will He do that?

His ways are good.  Make no mistake about that.  But that does not then mean His ways are easy.  Listen.  The question we need to be asking every day of our lives is, “Lord, will you be my Shepherd and my Guide?”  And the question He will ask in reply will then be, “Will you take up the cross daily, and follow me?”  That is what He has in mind for us.  We all want guidance.  But we need to realize what direction that guidance will often take.  Is it what we want?  I say that because we need to be prepared for what we may discover upon asking for the Lord to guide us, to give us direction.
Illustration:

We need to be prepared for hardship.  I think of The Lord of the Rings – the scene at the Council of Rivendell where the races of the West gathered to decide their course of action against Sauron.  It becomes clear that the Ring must be taken to Mordor and thrown into the fires of Mount Doom.  But who should go?  Division breaks out and all seems futile and lost until Frodo Baggins, a Hobbit from the Shire, declares, “I will take the Ring, though I do not know the way.”  It is a moving moment whether in print or on film.  It is the right thing, the necessary thing, but the hardest thing imaginable.
II. THE STRENGTH HE PROVIDES
What strength is provided to Frodo as he sets out upon this difficult journey?  The response of those present at the Council was as stirring as his resolve.  In essence, they said, “Frodo, this task is uniquely yours but we will go with you.  We will share in this burden.  We all have a stake.  And we need to give you all we have.”

The Lord provides often surprising guidance, taking us into difficulty.  What form then does the provision of His strength take?  We see this in Acts 21 as well.
A) The Fact of His Strength

1. The need for His strength
Surely Paul needed such strength.  With these reminders of what he was to face, with memories of what he had already endured, how could he not?
2. The provision of His strength

And here again, just as with the provision of guidance, we could go into great detail in terms of how that comes about.  But for now, let us just be settled on the fact it does.
B) The Means of His Strength

The question then becomes, yet again, what forms does such strength take?  What means did the Lord use, at least as far as we can see in this passage, to strengthen Paul?
1. Through God’s people
Through His people.  Think with me.  What built Paul up in his journey was the Christian fellowship which he and his companions experienced in every place they stopped.  In Tyre (READ Acts 21:5-6a).  In Ptolemais and Caesarea (READ Acts 21:7-8).  And then on the journey to Jerusalem (READ Acts 21:15-16).
2. Through Paul’s partners
God provided strength to his servant through the presence of His people, of Paul’s partners in ministry.  We’ve talked about this before – about the full range of this word we translate “fellowship” – koinonia.  It speaks to all that we as followers of Christ share in common – a common relationship with Him and with one another, a common partnership and endeavor.  And because of all we share in common, Christian fellowship also involves a sharing with – a sharing of ourselves and of our lives, a sharing of our things and of our possessions.  And this is why we see what we do in Acts 21.
Illustration:

Some months ago, I mentioned this at the ordination and installation service of one of our chaplains.  At a commissioning service for William Carey, “the father of modern missions,” one of his friends is said to have exclaimed, “There is a gold mine in India but it seems almost as deep as the centre of the earth!”  To which Carey is said to have replied, “I will venture down but remember that you must hold the ropes.”
Application:

You see the point.  For the work to succeed, there must be a vital partnership on both ends of the rope. This is the Lord’s way of sustaining and strengthening those whom He has guided into difficult circumstances.  Now, why do we need to hear this?
Because we are too prone to see, to think, to act only according to our more immediate interests.  Because we have this silly idea that our things are our own.  Because we have a truncated view of what real Christian fellowship entails and are unable to see the connections we share.  Think of James’ words (READ James 2:15-16).   Or the Apostle John (READ 1 John 3:16-18).  Now how does this shake itself out?
You are talking with a fellow follower of Christ and they reveal something of a difficult thing they are undertaking out of obedience to the Lord.  And you say as you leave, “I think that’s wonderful.  Good luck.”  Is that really what our response should be?  Should it not be, “I think that’s wonderful.  But I’m sure it will be hard.  How can I partner with you?”  That’s what’s done for missions.  We promise money and prayers.  But we need expand upon this to all callings.  What about our military personnel – pursuing a difficult but noble calling in protecting us here at home?  How do we support them?  How do we support their families?  What about other families?  When we hear of ongoing struggles in the pursuit of their calling we often assume they need to change direction.  Maybe.  Or maybe their ongoing struggles should serve as ongoing reminders that we need to hold our end of the rope.  Do we recognize that, in a sense, we all share in one another’s callings – even difficult callings – and need to hold onto one another?
CONCLUSION:

How can we sum this up?  The best way I know is to say that God’s ways of providing are indeed strange and beautiful – both in the guidance He gives and the strength He supplies.  And they demand what could be described as “a full embrace of all our callings.”  We are all in it all together.  As a body, as a family, we have to be.  We share the callings, the stakes, the resources.  It’s a full embrace of all our callings.
That sort of passion showed itself in a book I just finished reading this past week – Stephen Ambrose’s The Wild Blue:  The Men and Boys Who Flew the B-24s over Germany.  It’s the story of the crews who flew those crowded, uncomfortable, dangerous aircraft through the black smoke and deadly flack to reach their targets and destroy the German war machine.  Theirs was a 50 percent casualty rate.  Fifty percent.  And they shared the risk together, each one – the pilots, bombardiers, navigators, and gunners.  It had to be done.  The risks had to be taken.  And in so doing, a community was formed between them.  Each would do whatever they could to help the other – especially if one was wounded.  Their survival could be at stake, the mission, and the war as well.
It was a full embrace of all their callings.  Dear ones, the parallels here are so striking.  Yet I know it all strikes us as so very counter-intuitive – guidance into difficulty, strength through others.  We would so much rather have it easy.  We would so much not have to depend upon and care for others.  But this is the strange and beautiful way of our Lord’s providing.  May He give us eyes to see and hearts to delight in it all.

PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because of the strange but beautiful ways of the Lord’s providing,

(magnet) we must expect the counter-intuitive and entrust ourselves to Him.
