Pre:
Well, we finally made it! The end of the book of Acts. Today is the wrap up. Did it feel like a long series? In about fifteen weeks, we covered about 30 years of early church history! From the day that Jesus ascended into heaven and left the disciples with a promise that the Holy Spirit would come, through the event of Pentecost and the birthing of the church, the thousands of new converts, persecution, the movement outward from Jerusalem into Judea and Samaria. The conversion of Saul and the missionary efforts that followed. The conflicts and struggles, the successes and growth. The movement of the Gospel into Gentile territory. The planting of church after church after church.

There are some people and events that I didn’t bring into the sermons, and I wish you could meet them—Dorcas the seamstress, Eutychus (best known for falling asleep during one of Paul’s sermons and falling out the window!), Lydia the seller of purple goods, the Ethiopian Eunuch and Philip. So, if you haven’t yet read the whole book, maybe now is a good time to go back and do that. You’ve had the overview, now you can get some details that we left out.   


But for today, it’s time to turn the page and move on. And now, some thirty years after Pentecost, Paul, the great Apostle is near the end of his work. He’s in jail in Rome, preaching, of course.  When he arrived in Rome after a rather harrowing and lengthy sailboat ride, and a three-month interlude on Malta, he immediately looked for other believers, first of all. And they greeted him. And then he asked for the Jewish leadership to come and meet him so that he could explain his predicament to them. He explained to them that he had been arrested on a trumped up charge, and that he had appealed to Rome. They told him that they had no knowledge of his arrest or the charges but that they knew that pretty much everyone was against this new sect called the Christians. 

The 29th Chapter of Acts

Acts 28:23-31


These last few verses of Acts seem like a rather quiet and almost anticlimactic end, to a very dramatic and often tumultuous book. When Paul meets with the Jewish leaders in Rome, he tells them that God will now go to the Gentiles—which brings the story full circle from the beginning of this book when Jesus said that the disciples would be witnesses beginning in Jerusalem, and then branching out to Judea, to Samaria and to the ends of the earth. Going to the Gentiles takes the gospel to the ends of the earth.  And Rome is the jumping off point. The other key point is Luke’s comment at the very end about Paul’s preaching. Because he was a prisoner, Paul couldn’t go out and preach. But people came to him. And he preached boldly and without hindrance. We also know that he wrote several letters during this time, and those letters are also a part of our New Testament. After all the years of persecution and trouble, Luke can still say that the Gospel is unhindered.  And that is a very key point that I will come back to in a few minutes. 

So there is a kind of a conclusion that Luke brings to this story, with the Gospel being preached to the Gentiles unhindered. But it also leaves us asking some big questions. Mainly, what happened to Paul? Was he released from prison? Was he executed? Our presumption is that yes, Paul was ultimately a martyr for the faith. But Luke does not tell us this. And it’s important to consider why he has left the story unfinished. 


To get to that point, let’s talk about things that are unfinished. Many things are left unfinished (like the dishes!). Many creative people have left works unfinished, for a variety of reasons. Many composers, for instance, have died before they could finish the piece of music they were working on. Franz Schubert’s Symphony #8 in B minor, is better known as the Unfinished Symphony. Mozart also left behind an unfinished Requiem. JS Bach left behind The Art of Fugue which ended abruptly because of his death. The artist Elizabeth Shoumatoff was working on a portrait of FDR. She started around noon on April 12, 1945, but left it unfinished because the president died later that same day. Many years earlier Benjamin West was painting a picture of the delegates to the Treaty of Paris which ended the American Revolutionary War. But he only got one side of the picture completed because the British delegates refused to pose for the painting!

So, there are different reasons why things are left unfinished. In reading the conclusion to the book of Acts, I don’t get the feeling that Luke was prevented from finishing, though. I get the distinct feeling that he left us hanging for a reason. It’s more like those movies that come out from time to time, with two or three different endings, and you get to choose which one you like.  But it’s not really like just watching a movie or a TV show. Luke is looking for audience participation. 

The Apostle Paul has been a huge figure in the last half of the book of Acts. You might get the idea that the church could not have survived had it not been for Paul. And Paul was an incredibly key figure. But this story is not about Paul. It’s about the Gospel. It’s about the Holy Spirit at work in the church through people like Paul, and Peter and Priscilla and Aquilla and Apollos, and you and me. I have said before that it didn’t matter to Paul whether he lived or died. What mattered to him was that he fulfilled his calling, which was to preach the gospel. Whether Paul was set free by the emperor or whether he was executed, is not the point. The point is that the church continues to move outward to new frontiers. 

The gospel is unhindered.


So think about it this way. Has anyone in the room ever bought a piece of unfinished furniture?  Why do people buy unfinished furniture? It’s maybe a little less expensive. And you get to either paint it or stain it the way you want it, and put whatever kind of finish on it that you want. It becomes your work as well as the work of the person who built it. 


Another way that you could think of this is that if you read the book of Acts and if you really get it, it’s not like reading a story, it’s like getting a new puppy. It comes home and lives with you. You can’t just shut the book and put it away, because the Holy Spirit has grabbed hold of you and set you off on a journey. 


Luke wrote 28 chapters of Acts. But you and I are writing the 29th chapter. Or the 30th or the 50th! 


Something that we have to battle in our day is the huge tendency toward consumerism. We are used to buying products and watching movies and being entertained. Now, I for one certainly want us as a church to provide a good product for those who come, and even to provide some entertainment. I think that’s a good thing. But that is not the point. The point is for each one of you, and each other person who comes in the door, to become a part of the action. 

And let me be clear about what I mean by being a part of the action. Did you ever see the bumper sticker that said, “Jesus is coming, look busy”?  I’m not saying that we should simply get busy. I was in a meeting this week where one of the participants had been visiting a variety of churches and church people, and she said that she observed that people were very busy (even to the point of burnout), but not necessarily busy doing what really mattered. 


So I’m really looking forward to our Canine Carnival, for instance. I enjoy doing the butterfly fries at the concerts. I am happy when people go to work cleaning up the church and when they give of themselves to the food pantry or to leading our kids or any other ministry. 


But what really matters around here is not a specific event or activity that keeps us busy. There are two things that matter, and these two things need to be at the heart of everything we do: 1. that as individuals we each make a genuine connection with God through Jesus—and make that relationship first priority in our life (for real)--and 2. that together we reach out into our world with the love and grace that Jesus gives us, and as the Holy Spirit leads  us. 

No matter what the economy is like, no matter what tragedies have happened to us, no matter what conflicts we have experienced or what setbacks we have had, the people in the first century church had those struggles too! As it was for Paul in that jail in Rome, the gospel is still unhindered. We just need to open ourselves to the work of God in the depth of our own souls and open ourselves to be dispensers of the grace of God when we meet other people. 


So the task for us is to take the story forward, as the Holy Spirit leads us.




In 1519, Hernando Cortes landed at the present site of Veracruz, Mexico. Cortes was intent on conquering Mexico for Spain. Two previous Spanish expeditions had failed in similar missions. But Cortes was determined to succeed. He wanted to make sure that his men were just as zealous as he was to move forward with this mission. So, after they landed, he set fire to their fleet of eleven ships. What that meant, obviously, was that retreat was not an option. They were forced to move forward into the conquest. And with 110 sailors and 53 soldiers, he conquered a land of 5 million people. (Illustration Exchange.com, paraphrased) Now, maybe that feels like kind of a violent example to compare to sharing the love and grace of Jesus in a hurting world. But here’s the part I want you to think about: What could you accomplish; what could we accomplish together if retreat were not possible? No giving up in defeat, not letting discouragement ruin your ministry, not letting the hard things of life keep you from loving people in the name of Jesus. Moving forward.

That’s what Paul did; and so he wrote to Timothy from his prison cell: “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.” (2 Timothy 4:7) 

In the ancient Greek Olympics they had a race that was unique. The winner was not the one who finished first or fastest. It was the runner who finished with his torch still lit.   

May you run your race in such a way that you will finish with your torch still ablaze with the love and grace of Jesus Christ. 
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