April 30, 2006
Psalm 136:1-9
Acts 14:4-5; 11-13; 19; 27-28
Looking In the Mirror of Acts:  The Ups and Downs of Life

Have you had one of those days made up of extremes?  Something happens that is very good, and a little while later something very difficult happens?  One of the challenges of life is the up and down nature of life.  Things can be going along very well one moment and in the next moment life can change very dramatically.

We are returning to our study of the book of Acts this morning, and as we do we come to chapter fourteen, which is a book of dramatic ups and downs for Paul and Barnabas.  This is a chapter of extremes, as the people of Lystra believed Paul and Barnabas were gods in one moment and then a group of people took Paul and tried to kill him by stoning.  


That’s a pretty dramatic reversal of fortune.  Life can have some dramatic turns for each of us.  We have all experienced the highs and lows of life, and often they are very close together.  It is striking to me how often birth and death are linked together.  Many times over the years I have been with families celebrating the birth of a baby and left to be with a family at the funeral home.

The ups and downs of life can be difficult and exhausting, but there are some great lessons for us in this passage, so let’s take a look at them.

Lesson #1 – Face Life With Courage.


If you could meet anybody in history, who would you choose?  Most people would probably say Jesus, but outside of Jesus, who would you choose?  Near the top of my list would be Paul.  Paul is such a fascinating character.  He must have been an amazing person to encounter.  Charismatic, a powerful speaker, a tremendous leader, influential, passionate, opinionated – all these qualities and more are what made Paul such a unique person.

Paul faced a lot of challenges in his life and ministry, and he did so with courage.  Listen to this amazing bit of information Luke gives us in verses 14 – 15.  having won over the multitudes, they stoned Paul and dragged him out of the city, supposing him to be dead.  But while the disciples stood around him, he arose and entered the city.


Did you catch what Paul did?  He was left for dead, obviously injured very badly, but he gets up and goes back into the city where he had been attacked.  Now, some might call that something other than courage, but Paul was so committed to his mission nothing was going to stop him.


I have watched people do some amazingly courageous things in life, and courageously face some very difficult challenges.  Don’t let fear bind your life; face life with courage.

Lesson #2 – Face the Reality that Faith Creates Some Challenges.

When I was in college a friend of mine spent a summer in Eastern Europe working secretly with some churches.  The work was done in secret as this was a time when communism still controlled Eastern Europe and it was a very challenging time for Christians living in that part of the world.  To be a Christian, to be a part of a house church, which was about all they had at the time, was to risk losing your job and any number of other potential difficulties.  My friend told me that when a person expressed an interest in becoming a Christian others gathered around the person and told them the challenges they would face.  He said it appeared as if they were trying to convince the person not to become a Christian, but their view was a person must understand how difficult their life would become.  We get to celebrate when someone expresses their desire to follow Jesus, but in some areas of the world it is still very dangerous to be a follower of Jesus.


Listen to what Luke says in verse22 – (Paul was) strengthening the souls of the disciples, encouraging them to continue in the faith and saying “Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.”  Listen again to how Paul’s phrases this – Through many tribulations.  Now there’s a real selling point.  Imagine putting that into a church mission statement:  Come suffer with us.

You can find a lot of ministers who only want to talk about the personal blessing you receive, but we have to be honest with people and tell them there are challenges in life that come because of our faith.  Having faith and following Jesus are what we are created to do but it can be a challenge for us because it asks us to set aside what we want in life; it asks us to be involved in the lives of others and not just live for ourselves; and that’s not very easy.  We all know the story of the rich young ruler.  He was so excited about the prospect of following Jesus, but he couldn’t bring himself to do what Jesus asked of him (Luke 18:18-27).  I imagine the disciples may have thought it was a mistake to let a guy like that get away, but Jesus was honest about the reality that living a life of faith can be a challenge.

But here is the good news.  It’s a great life.  And a life of commitment and purpose, a life that is dedicated to a cause and a purpose is a life that will get the attention of others.  To live a life that is centered only on one’s self is a life that will not have much meaning when it is over, but a life that is invested in others will have impact far beyond our years on this earth.
Lesson #3 – Faith Is Best Lived In Community.


I am often asked the question is it necessary to go to church?  Interestingly, the Bible doesn’t really address that question very directly.  The closest it comes is in Hebrews 10:25, where we read that we should not be forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another; and all the more, as you see the day drawing near.  But there is not a verse that says thou shalt go to church.


The reason, I believe, is because Scripture just assumes that followers of Jesus are going to live in community with one another.  Everything about the gospel demonstrates Jesus’ goal of community among his followers.  Jesus was not a loner; he chose twelve men to be a group whom he would lead and teach.  The word church by definition refers to a group of people called together for a common purpose.

The tragedy is that the breakdown of community in some churches is what leads some people to give up on church.  The conflict that results from broken community in churches drives some people away.


Listen to Luke in verses 23, 27-28 – And when they had appointed elders for them in every church, having prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord in whom they had believed.


And when they had arrived and gathered the church together, they began to report all things that God had done with them and how he had opened a door of faith to the Gentiles.  And they spent a long time with the disciples.


Paul certainly spent a lot of time with individuals but his primary concern was for churches, not just a small group of individuals.  Paul spent his ministry as a church-planting pastor, and he spent an incredible amount of time seeking to strengthen and encourage those churches.  Most of his letters in the New Testament are to churches, not individuals, as he was helping those churches as they wrestled with various challenges and difficulties.


Community is a fading concept in our society, and the more it fades the more I appreciate the work of Wendell Berry and his renowned work on the importance of community.  One reason his work speaks so powerfully to people is his writing on community resonates so strongly to people in a fractured and isolated world.
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