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“Life Within God’s Grand Plan”      Text – Acts 23:12-35       HC Q/A 26   OT Reading – Jeremiah 29:1-14

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
The fairly well-known rhyme goes like this:

For want of a nail the shoe was lost.
For want of a shoe the horse was lost.
For want of a horse the rider was lost.
For want of a rider the message was lost.
For want of a message the battle was lost.
For want of a battle the kingdom was lost.
And all for the want of a horseshoe nail.
And if you look this rhyme up on Wikipedia, it is cited as a proverb that illustrates what is known as ‘the Butterfly effect.’  

And the Butterfly effect is the theory that small things can have massive consequences.  For instance, a hurricane on one side of the world can come about because of a single flap of a butterfly’s wings on the other side of the planet. 

And the ‘Butterfly Effect’ is a part of what is known as ‘Chaos Theory.’  
And Chaos Theory studies the links between these small things and their massive consequences.  But it is called ‘Chaos Theory’ because it holds that predicting these outcomes is quite impossible. 

Well, these are fascinating things to think about.  
And I am sure that most of us have probably had that moment, by way of example, when we stop to tie up a loose shoe-lace and then wonder what might have happened if that shoe-lace had not been undone at that moment???  We would have been 15 steps further down the road and who knows???
Well, is ‘Chaos theory’ the best answer there is in relation to why ‘things’ happen?  
Is it really a case of just stumbling along through life because, after all, what does it matter? and who knows what will happen? and ‘it will be what it will be’?
Does the Bible have something to say about this?  Is there a plan?  Is there some ‘grand scheme’ that enables us to live with hope and meaning and purpose?  
And if so, how will the way that you and I face each day be different, because we are followers of Jesus Christ, than he or she who does not follow Jesus?   

Well, let’s look again at this part of Acts 23.  
And we will just take some time to review the things that happen in these verses before we then step back to see what we are being taught here about Living WIthin God’s grand plan.
1. Well, as v12 opens, we see that a group of over 40 men want Paul dead.  And they are not alone in this desire.  The leaders of the Jews, also, want him dead.  
a. They do not like his theology.  They think he is a blasphemer, un-Jewish, and a ‘lover’ of the Gentiles, whom they despise.  They see him as a threat to the Jewish faith.  
i. But there is also plain old hatred in these men, as well as the corruption and greed that can attach itself to those in power, so very easily.  
A. Indeed, the High Priest, Ananias, was known as a brutal, power hungry man, according to a Jewish historian of the time.
b. And so, this group of men make a solemn oath not to eat until Paul is dead.  And they then get the leaders of the Jews to help them with their dastardly plan.  
c. Sadly, as has often been the case in religious history, ‘zeal for God’ becomes the excuse for really ungodly behaviour.  
i. They misuse a perfectly acceptable aspect of devotion to God – an oath – for the purposes of murder.  
A. Now, they don’t see it as murder of course.  They see it as ‘the work of the Lord’ – ridding the earth of one who they think is opposed to God.  But it is murder, nonetheless.  
ii. And how will they accomplish this murder?  With a lie.  
A. They come up with the ‘pretext’ of ‘wanting more accurate information’ from Paul, which is just a fancy word for a lie.   
iii. And we see the same wicked behaviour today, don’t we.  
A. Religious terrorists, who think they are doing the will of God, lie, cheat, defraud and misrepresent to get where they want to do their works of terror and then they kill or maim men, women and children, in the name of what they believe is ‘a righteous cause.’  
B. And even those who claim to be Christians have done and still do this.  
1) History is full of religious murders and persecution, all ‘in the name of Christ,’ according to the those who commit such crimes.  
2) And today, we see it with those who blow up abortion clinics or kill doctors who perform abortions.  
3) We see it with so called ‘religious violence’ in places like Northern Ireland and elsewhere.  
C. But this is certainly not the way of Jesus who calls His people, instead, to take up weapons like the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, and who calls His people to be prepared to suffer, even injustice, for the sake of the gospel.  
D. What we see here in these men and the Jewish leaders, then, is ungodly and wicked behaviour.
2. But then, never having previously heard even a mention about Paul’s family, we learn that he has a sister who has a son.  And this nephew hears about the plot and reports it to Paul.  
a. And so Paul brings it to the attention of the centurion who takes Paul’s nephew to the commander who is quite disturbed by this revelation.  
i. He swears the lad to secrecy and then arranges for Paul to be taken to Caesarea, where the Governor of the region, Felix, lives, by military escort.  
b. Now, the total number of troops in Jerusalem at that time is estimated from historical sources to have been around 600 soldiers.  
i. Fully 80% of them, then, are charged with bringing Paul to a place that is far enough away from Jerusalem so that his safety can be guaranteed, while 50% of the force stays with him all the way to Caesarea.  That’s a lot of soldiers!  
A. Remember though, that there is this Egyptian Terrorist around about, whom we read about in 21:38.  
B. Plus, the road to Caesarea was always a dangerous road in terms of robbery.  And so, this large force seems appropriate given all of these things.
c. And the commander, Claudius Lysias, sends a letter to Felix that accompanies Paul.  
i. And literally, Luke, in v25, says it was a letter “having this form,” or “to this effect.”  
A. Someone, then, has seen the letter and has passed on to Luke ‘the gist’ of what it says.  
ii. But it is one of those letters that embellishes the truth to make the commander look good.  
A. And embellish, boys and girls, means to leave out certain facts or to present information in a way that makes you look good.  
1) For example, if you and your brother have just done the dishes together and you are with Mum and you tell her that you did the dishes, well, you haven’t lied but you have embellished the truth; you have presented some of the truth in a way that makes you look good.  
2) And while you have not told a lie, imagine if you were the brother who had helped with the dishes but who was now not being mentioned to Mum!  Would you be happy to be left out in that way?  
3) Embellishing the truth can become a very bad habit that is all about self and forgets that Jesus called Himself the truth, and that the truth is very important to God.  And if you read Psalm 15 you will see how much God loves the truth.  
B. Well, in his letter, the commander makes no mention of how he ordered Paul to be flogged despite Paul being a Roman citizen, and he also makes no mention of the contribution of others to Paul’s rescue.  It is all “I.”
Well, all of this brings Paul safely to Caesarea, which, you might remember, was where Paul was before he came to Jerusalem.  But now he is no longer a free man but a prisoner.  
And there Felix decides to wait until Paul’s accusers arrive before he hears what they and Paul have to say.
Well, what does all of this say about Living within God’s grand plan?  Is this just a series of random events that occur in Paul’s life, that have no purpose or meaning?  Is this Chaos theory?
1. Well, to begin with, in terms of the big-picture view of salvation history, right back at the beginning of time, around 4000 years before these events, God had promised Adam and Eve that a child of Eve would crush the head of the Serpent – Genesis 3:15.  
a. It is called the Mother promise because every other promise of God flows out of that one.  
b. And what that promise spoke of would be the grand climax or the focal point of all history.  One would be born who would repair what Adam and Eve had broken.  One would come who would conquer the devil and everything that has to do with evil – sin, suffering, sorrow and death.  
i. And as the OT continues, we learn more and more about the One who was to come and fulfil that promise, until, as Paul himself wrote in Galatians 4:4-5, “When the time had fully come, God sent His Son … that we might receive the full rights of sons.”  
A. And what that verse speaks about is the coming to earth of Jesus, who later died on the cross at Calvary and rose again having conquered sin and death!  
B. And so now, because He has come and conquered sin and death, the gospel is John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, [Jesus] that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  
1) And what those words add up to is what we see down on the table here at the front of the church.  It is because the body of Jesus was broken and His blood was poured out that we may be saved from an eternity in hell.  
a) And I hope and pray that each of you can say in your heart, “Yes!  Amen!  It is so.  Jesus is mine and I am His.  Hallelujah!”  
2. So now we can take one step further in as we consider God’s grand plan.  In Genesis 17, God makes a promise to Abraham that through a son of his, Abraham will become the father of many nations.  
a. And for a while, 2000 years to be precise, this promise is focused almost exclusively on the Jews.  
i. That is the story of the OT.  God reveals His saving blessings only to the Jews and just the odd Gentile, or non-Jew, here and there.  
b. But here in Acts that is changing.  Before He left for heaven, Jesus said to His disciples, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem (circle one), in Judea and Samaria (circle two), and in all the earth (Circle three).  
i. And that is what Acts is allabout – the gospel ‘moving out’ into those circles.  
3. But now, in terms of Paul, we can zoom in even further.  So turn back for a minute to Acts 9:15.  For there, as Paul is converted, we are told the plan that God has for Paul, for Jesus says this to Ananias about Paul, “This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel.”  
a. And so, in Paul’s case, the Spirit of the Lord is very explicit in terms of Paul’s life plan – he will bring the gospel before the gentiles and their kings.
4. And then, as we wind the zoom lens down even further, look again at what Jesus said to Paul in Acts 23:11, “Take courage!  As you have testified about me in Jerusalem, so you must also testify in Rome.”
a. And so, Paul, and we as the readers of Acts, know that Paul will end up in Rome and that he will proclaim the gospel to kings.  
5. And so, Paul knew the Grand Plan of God in relation to his life.  And Paul’s calling was to live within that Grand Plan.  
a. So, each day, he had to get up and determine in his heart to serve the Lord and to trust the Lord not knowing exactly what would occur on that day.  
i. How will he get to Rome?  Paul does not know.  When will he get to Rome?  Paul does not know.  Who are the kings he will speak to?  Paul does not know.  Will there be release today?  Paul does not know.  Will there be another beating?  Paul does not know.  
b. But God knows!  And Paul knows that God knows!  

i. You see, it is not Chaos Theory that rules and governs creation.  It is the good purpose and plan of God.  It is providence.  
A. In Isaiah 46:10, God says, “I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please.”  
1) God has a sovereign plan for all of history, including you.
B. But note also that it is a good plan!  Remember what we read earlier in Jeremiah 29:11 as God encouraged the Jews in exile: “For I know the plans I have for you … plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”  
C. And Paul knows God’s plan is good because he has already written about that in the letter he recently wrote to the Roman Christians:  8:28, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”
c. Do you see then how Paul was able to face each day with confidence and contentment, regardless of what happened, including imprisonment and beatings?   
i. And this was important for Paul because even though he knew from the mouth of Jesus Himself that he was to go to Rome, he wouldn’t get there for another two years!  He will be a prisoner in Caesarea for two years!  
A. But while he is there, he will have the opportunity to preach to Governor Felix, Governor Festus, and King Agrippa.
d. So, here is Paul’s recent story: One day he went to the temple to pay for four men to be purified after a vow.  But while he was there, some Jews saw him and falsely accused him of bringing a Gentile into the temple.  And so he was violently beaten but then rescued from the Jews by the Romans.  He was give permission to preach to the Jews, who reacted violently, again.  He then, I think, hashed up an opportunity to preach to the Jewish leaders, and was confined to prison once again.  And now, because of an evil plot of terrorists, his slow journey to Rome has begun.    
i. But later, as Paul looks back on all of these events, he says this in Philippians 1:12, “Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel.”
A. That’s the joy, you see, of living within God’s Grand Plan!  Even as a prisoner, Paul could serve God.
So, brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, you may not be called to be an apostle to the gentiles and their kings, but some of you, perhaps, will serve the Lord as ministers or missionaries.  
Some of you will serve Him as students or employees and employers.  
Some of you will marry and some will have children.  
Some will serve Him at home and some in the work force.  
But each day, the providence of the Lord will unfold in your life.  It will do so in the little things and in the big.  After all, He is the God who numbers the hairs on your head and watches over each sparrow.  
But what you must know and understand, so that when hard times come, because they surely will, is that your God has a perfect plan for your life.  
He has said to you, “All things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose.”  
He has promised you that nothing can separate you from the love of God in Christ Jesus.  

And He wants to remind you of these things even as you gather around this table today.
So, let’s end with a question.  Today we have looked at providence and Paul.  But as we finish let’s ask the same question as we look at the example of two OT prophets – Habakkuk and Jonah.

You boys and girls will remember the story of Jonah.  Call –run away – sea – fish – vomit – Nineveh – repent – angry
Jonah delighted in God's providence when he liked the way it impacted him and hated God's providence when he did not like the way it impacted him.  And the book of Jonah ends with a question: Jonah, will you love my providence even when you don't see it as good? Or will you trust my providence only when it gives you what you would have chosen?  
In terms of providence, are you a Jonah?  West – NZ - life good

Or, are you a Habakkuk?
And turn with me please to Habakkuk 3:16.  
Death, destruction, and exile are coming – Babylonians

But look at Habakkuk’s response:
“I heard and my heart pounded, my lips quivered at the sound; decay crept into my bones, and my legs trembled.”  Yes, he was affected physically.  That’s OK!

“Yet I will wait patiently for the day of calamity to come on the nation invading us.  Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the LORD, I will be joyful in God my Saviour.  The Sovereign LORD is my strength; he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, he enables me to go on the heights.”
In the 1880’s a Welsh missionary who had endured severe persecution finally saw his first converts in a particularly brutal village in the Indian province of Assam.  A husband and wife, with their two children, professed faith in Christ and were baptized.  Their village leaders decided to make an example out of the husband.  Arresting the family, they demanded that the father renounce Christ, or see his wife and children murdered.  When he refused, his two children were executed by archers. Given another chance to recant, the man again refused, and his wife was similarly stuck down. Still refusing to recant, the man followed his family into glory.

Witnesses later told the story to the Welsh missionary.  The reports said that when asked to recant or see his children murdered, the man said: “I have decided to follow Jesus, and there is no turning back.”

Can you say:

I know God has a good plan and so I will trust in Him?
I know Jesus is my Saviour and that nothing can separate me from His love, and so I will trust in Him?

If so, it is a gift of the Holy Spirit that is a special blessing when hard times come.  Amen.
