Pre:

The portrait that we are going to hang in the Hall of Faith today is really a group portrait.  The Apostle Peter is in the portrait, and a whole congregation of Christians in Joppa.  But the focus is on one person:  Dorcas.  Her name means “gazelle” and her life is one of faithfulness, service, generosity and love.  To get us into the story, I’m going to read just a little bit of background which will also include the story of the healing of a man by the name of Aeneas.  

Who Ya Gonna Call?

Acts 9:31-42


When you are faced with an emergency, do you call?   911?  

A business man in Sydney, Australia, had just finished watching the TV show Rescue 911, when he saw a fire in his building.   So, he dialed 911.  The problem is that in Australia, the emergency number is 000!  Firefighters estimated that the man lost more than $188,000 in damages in the nine minutes wasted because of his misdialing.  Fortunately someone else saw the blaze and dialed 000.  


The only thing better than “911” is having a cell phone to dial it on, right?  Dick Muchow of Phoenix, Arizona, took a wrong step and broke his ankle.  Fortunately, his friend, Doug had a cell phone with him.  Doug grabbed his cell phone and dialed 911.  The two men were up 12,700 feet on Lizard Head Peak in Colorado at the time.  Several 911 centers received the call because there was little to block the cell phone’s signal.  A team of rescuers was sent by helicopter to save the hurt mountaineer and his friend.  


Come back with me to a time before 911, before cell phones, before automobiles and trains.  To a time when everyone traveled on donkey or camel or on foot.  You and I might not think twice about calling someone to come from several miles away even in a grave emergency.  But in that time and place, the question of “who ya gonna call?”  would typically have a much smaller circumference.  


Yet when Dorcas died in Joppa, her friends in the church called for Peter to come—right away.  And he was in a town 12 miles away.  It would take hours for messengers to go from Joppa to Lydda and back.  But that was ok, because this wasn’t really a medical emergency.  It wasn’t the medics that were being called.  It was Peter, and this was a call of faith. 


And Dorcas was already dead.  


Some kids were studying the Lord’s Prayer in Sunday school.  And they got to the part where it talks about (in that version) forgiving our debtors.  The teacher asked the kids, “What’s a debtor?”  And five year old Rachel said, “It’s someone that is really, really dead.  There’s dead and then there’s really, really dead.” (Story file, 18.12.2)


Well, by the time Peter got to Joppa, Dorcas was really, really dead.  But it didn’t matter, because this wasn’t a medical call.  It was a faith call.  


The scene that Peter walked in on was a really touching one, and it reminds me of what people do today when someone dies.  People gathered around and were talking about what wonderful things Dorcas had done.  How her faith and her love had touched their lives.  I thought about Elaine Luthringer’s memorial service, where many people expressed how much Elaine had done for them.  And that’s a real testimony to a person’s faith and love.  


I really appreciate Luke’s insight in including Dorcas in the book of Acts.  Not just because of the miracle itself, but because of who she was.  Dorcas was just a regular person.  She wasn’t a flashy preacher like Apollos or Barnabas or Paul.  She wasn’t a pastor or teacher like Priscilla and Aquila.  But she was a person who was faithful to her particular calling in Christ.  And that’s what God wants from each of us, whether our gifts are quiet or loud.  Dorcas’ special talents were in sewing.  Her spiritual gifts were in mercy and giving and serving.   Dorcas was a faithful disciple of Jesus and a servant of the church.  Her portrait belongs in the Hall of Faith.  And so do her friends, including Peter, because the story would not be complete without their faith.  


Luke’s understated narrative hardly does justice to what must have happened in that house. When Peter and the formerly dead Dorcas walked back into the room where everyone was weeping, the wake became a party, didn’t it?  It had to.  It was a miracle!  God was at work!

What do we do with this wild story?  How do we somehow embrace the power of God that is so obvious in this event?  

This story is about a woman being raised from the dead.  I think it is also about impossibility.  Think about your own life.   Are there some hard realities that you have had to face?  Some situations that seem impossible to resolve?  No hope?  There’s Dorcas.  Dead as a doornail, but not too dead for God to touch and heal and to breathe life into.


Dorcas’ story challenges us to consider this truth:  nothing is impossible for God.  There is no situation that is too far gone for God.  This is a repeated theme in the Bible.  There’s a Latin phrase that describes it:  ex nihilo.    It means “from nothing.”  You may have heard the phrase “creation ex nihilo.”  God created the world ex nihilo, the Bible tells us.   From nothing.  But that was not the only time that God made something out of nothing.  In story after story that theme is repeated.  And God is still doing it.  God is still bringing life out of death.  


 How can we experience God’s resurrection power today?

Well, I think we need to start somewhere else in the story, other than the miracle itself. There are two things I want to encourage you to notice.    First, notice the strength of the Christian community and its faith.  Second, notice the effect that the miracles have on the church and on people outside the church.  


In the very beginning of this passage from the Bible, it says that the church was being built up.  The Greek word means “to build a house” or to edify.  God was building a house, not of bricks and mortar, but of people and faith.  I believe, by the way, that this is what God is doing with us.   Before we can build a building, God must build a house made of people and faith.  Well that’s what God was doing in those days among the new Christians.  What were those new Christians doing?  They were living, it says, in the fear of the Lord and the comfort of the Holy Spirit.  The fear of the Lord, and the comfort of the Holy Spirit.  The fear of the Lord, of course, is not about being afraid, but it’s about having a reverent kind of awe for God and who God is.  It’s about trusting God with one’s life.   Living in the comfort of the Holy Spirit meant that people were vitally aware of God’s presence in their lives.  They were in daily conversation and communion with God.  They spoke to God, they listened to God, they lived their lives in the context of God’s plan for them and the world.  They didn’t busy themselves with their own agendas and then expect God to work them into the schedule when they had a minute.  They adjusted their lives to what God was doing.   That was no small paradigm shift, and I don’t believe it was any easier for them to do than it is for you and me with our cell phones and Palm pilots and soccer games.  It’s really a matter of the heart, it’s about receptivity, a willingness to put what God wants above what we think ought to happen.  


The practical result of that kind of life was that these people had the sense of God’s leading in their lives.  When God was ready to do a miracle, they were ready to be a part of it.  Their hearts were not off somewhere else.  They were right there with God.  


I think many Christians today need to go through the very same paradigm shift that these early Christians experienced.  People sometimes talk about inviting Jesus into their life, and that is one way to describe the process of becoming a Christian.  But that’s not the whole story.  We need to have Jesus in our life, but we also need to move our life into his life.  In spite of all our modern conveniences, so many people today live in a very small world spiritually speaking.  They live in just the small circle of their own life, their own experience, their own hopes and dreams and plans.  So, they look at miracles in that context.  They want God to do things to help their life be better.  And, certainly, miracles do make our lives better.  But there’s a much bigger purpose.  

Did you notice what happened in this passage when the miracles occurred?  The word spread.  Not just about the miracles themselves.  But about God.  After Aeneas was healed, it says that everybody in town heard about it and turned to the Lord.  When Dorcas was raised from the dead, word spread all over Joppa, and many became believers.  So there is an evangelistic purpose to the miracles.  People will see; God will be glorified; many will come to faith.  


You want to see miracles?  Don’t just ask Jesus to come into your life.  Get your life into his life.   Live in the fear of God and the comfort of the Holy Spirit.  Then you will be where miracles happen—you will see them, and at times you will be a vessel through which God will work.  But those miracles will never become your possession.  You can’t bottle up the power of God and sprinkle it wherever you want.  Miracles belong to God.   God will decide when and where the miracles will occur.  


There was a man who rushed into the train station one morning and breathlessly asked the ticket agent, “When does the 8:01 train leave?”


“At 8:01,” was the answer.


“Well,” man replied, “it is 7:59 by my watch, 7:57 by the town clock, and 8:04 by the station clock.  Which time am I to go by?”


“You can go by any clock you wish,” said the agent, “but you cannot go by the 8:01 train, because it has already left.”


God’s time is moving forward hour by hour, minute by minute.  There are multitudes who think they can live by any schedule they choose and that, in their own time, they can turn to God.  But God is running the train.    
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