The Fear

Men Confront the Problem of Uncertainty

Acts 27

Intro:


We live in uncertain times—politically, economically, socially, even geologically. (Food Day article about Oregon earthquakes; Sunday Oregonian)


Let me ask a few questions to try to bring this a little closer to home:

· How many of you feel less certain about your retirement today than you did 5 years ago?

· How many of you are dealing right now with some shaky relationships?

· Is anyone here battling uncertain health?

· Is anyone here just a little worried about an uncertain employment situation?

We could go on. The point is, we live in uncertain times. Of course, that's always been the case; that's part of what it means to live in a fallen world. We always have to deal with uncertainty. In fact, all times are uncertain; it's just that some times feel (and may actually be) more uncertain than others.

Last week we looked at how uncertainty tends to affect women, often coming out as insecurity. Today it's the men's turn. We're back in Acts 27, which describes an uncertain moment in history if ever there were one. And I think that in this passage we'll see not only how many men tend to react in times of great uncertainty, but I hope we'll also glimpse a few key strategies of how to effectively deal with it.

PRAY

I.
In times of great uncertainty, men tend to frantically do stuff—without inviting God into the process.

· Make key decision on their own (vv. 11-12)

· Work to make themselves secure (vv. 16, 17)

· Secured the lifeboat

· Passed ropes/cables around the boat

· Deployed sea anchor to slow drift

· Begin to sacrifice their resources (v. 18)

· Abandon their tools (for guys, that means it's bad) (v. 19)

· Carefully monitor their peril (v. 28) (measuring my hair line)

· Take desperate measures to avoid disaster (v. 29)

· Willing to sacrifice companions to save themselves (v. 30)

· Finally prayed — but a stupid prayer (v. 29)

We can't really blame these guys for what they did, because they made no pretense of following Christ. They simply did what comes naturally. But what about us? Unless we are controlled and guided and empowered by the Holy Spirit, we will act just like they did when we get into highly uncertain situations—and make no mistake, we will have to grapple with such situations.

· Paul often dealt with such situations (2 Cor. 1:8-11; 11:23b-27). 2 Corinthians written @ ad 55; events in Acts 27 took place @ ad 59. If God didn't spare Paul, why do we think He would spare us?

The question is, how are we going to respond in those times? Many of us are responding in ways clearly not like the apostle Paul. Book by Craig Groeschel, The Christian Atheist: Believing in God but Living As If He Doesn't Exist, Zondervan, September 2010).
I'd say that prayer is exactly the right response; although not the kind and the timing of the praying here. More like this. (Desiring God, pp. 138, 139, 146, 147)

Here's my very simple point: Men, if you want to react in an effective, God-honoring way when difficult, uncertain times hit—and know that they will hit—then you must begin preparing now by inviting God into every aspect of your life, as a regular practice. Keep buzzing the nurse!

II.
Intense, life-threatening uncertainty can lead to loss of hope. (v. 20)

The sentence in the original Greek sounds more like this: "now was taken away hope all that to be saved us." The "us" is at the very end of the sentence, which makes it emphatic. We are to understand that Paul, Luke, and Aristarchus gave up hope, along with everyone else on board. The Lord did not send an angel to tell Paul that everyone would survive until after the situation had so deteriorated that they all lost hope.

Remember, this was no ordinary storm. It raged for two solid weeks. At different times during the storm they had tossed overboard their cargo, then their tools. They did everything they knew how to do—and still the storm raged on. So at last they gave up hope. The men stopped eating (v. 21) and thoughts of death stalked them. In Paul's earlier words, they each "despaired of life and in their hearts felt the sentence of death."

Now before I go on I want to apologize, because I am about to get very autobiographical. I don't mean for this to be self-indulgent, but I hope it may encourage someone here who has reached this point of giving up hope and despairing of life. I don't know what your personal storm may be—but I know there are many kinds of life-threatening storms. Let me tell you a little about mine.

A. Decision to go to Regent—then delayed a year

B. Trip to VB, intro class. Every other day, "Is this the right thing to do?" 

C. Move to VB; Pat drives all but four hours. Next day, panic attack, emergency room.

D. August descent. Mom dies. Become convinced not saved, will die. Enter hospital on Sept. 5, thought for 3-5 days. Ended up being almost two weeks. (Graphics 1-3: picture, "journal.") Didn't leave until the 18th (school began Aug. 25).

E. Slow recovery; "What do you have to do next? Take one step at a time." Finally, maybe I'm saved. But why are we here? Uncertainty remains. (Graphic 4)

I learned a lot in those awful months. Every lesson was helpful, although almost none were pleasant. I really did feel the sentence of death in my heart. And I'd given up all hope of being saved. But here's the thing: If you belong to Jesus, then He saves you. You don't save yourself. Nor do you keep yourself saved. It's all His work, from start to finish. Three texts became critical for me in those days:

· 2 Timothy 2:9a

· 2 Timothy 2:13

· 2 Peter 5:10
Why do I tell you this story? It's because in tough economic times like these, it's easy for a lot of men to think it's all over for them. Everything's gone. If they once had a calling, a vocation, that's all in flames. They have no real purpose. No real mission. And no real future. Maybe they should go out and try to get a part-time job at Goodwill.

If you feel at all like that, I want to say this directly to you: God isn't finished with you yet.

· Providence New Life story, two ladies. "Shepherd" and "God's not finished with you yet." April 2009.

III.
Being spiritual doesn't mean being impractical; usually it means you live in this world by tapping into the resources of the next. (vv. 33-36)

Notice that Paul urged these men to eat, not to pray. And he not only urged them, he led by example. And he not only led by example, he infused his example with spiritual meaning.

A. When we enter times of great uncertainty, we tend to let important things slide, like eating. Two years ago, I dropped 40 pounds in less than three months—effective weight loss, but not something I'd recommend. I also stopped exercising. I didn't want to see people or talk to them; I wanted to be alone. All of which were deadly and the precise opposite of what I needed to do. If you want to effectively deal with uncertainty, make sure you do a few things: Eat! Rest! Exercise! Mingle! Go to the doctor, if needed. The devil wants you to do none of those things, but the Lord has given them all to you.

B. Paul didn't just preach to these guys; he did what he preached. Just so, in dealing with uncertainty, it's not just knowing what to do; it's actually doing it. You may have to force yourself to eat right, or rest, or exercise, or be with people. Do it anyway.

C. I said just now that Paul didn't preach to these men, and he didn't. But that doesn't mean he abandoned his witness to Christ. Does the description of his eating remind you of anything? Let me read it again: v. 35. He gave them half a communion service! When it says he "gave thanks to God in the presence of them all," do you think he muttered something indistinct about feeling blessed by the beneficence of the universe? Those men knew of his allegiance to Jesus Christ, and they recognized that it was that allegiance that gave him strength to do what they had been unable to do. They had seen Paul give up hope, just as they had; but then they also saw him regain his courage and his hope, for no other reason than that his God—who was very different from their gods—was clearly active in his life. Being a Christian doesn't mean never suffering through low times; but it does mean you have the supernatural resources to recover, and to encourage others to find the same strength you have found in Jesus Christ.

IV.
You can bank your life on the promises of God. (v. 34b, cf. vv. 22-24)

In fact, you must. Life is uncertain; He is not: "Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, 'Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.' So we say with confidence, 'The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can man do to me?'" That's true even though you may not get a promise like the one given to Paul in these verses. Yours may be more like the one in Isaiah 43:1-3, which belongs to every child of God: "Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have summoned you by name; you are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze. For I am the Lord, your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior."

What "waters" are you passing through? What "rivers" threaten to drown you? What "fires" are singeing your nostrils? What "flames" are roaring around you? Whatever they are, Almighty God has promised to be with you, regardless. You might get a night-time visitation from an angel telling you that while your ship will go down, you and all those with you will be spared. But you might not. That's up to God, and He doesn't seem to parcel them out very often. You might not get an angelic visit to bring you good news, but you still have God's Word, which is utterly trustworthy and true. What He says He will do, He always does.

I'd like you to remember that this shipwreck was not the final time Paul faced great uncertainty and had to stare death in the face. Listen to what he wrote at the end of 2 Timothy, his final letter included in the New Testament: 2 Timothy 4:14-18.

Shortly after Paul penned those words, a Roman executioner lopped off his apostolic head. So did God's promise fail? Hardly. All the Romans did, finally, was to fulfill the latter portion of God's promise. The Lord used the executioner to bring Paul safely to His heavenly kingdom. "What can man do to me?" asked the writer to the Hebrews, quoting the psalmist. Well, he can lop off your head. That sounds pretty serious! But remember Jesus' words, and I want to end with these. I have a strong hunch that Paul knew of these words, and that maybe even they were in his mind during the storm of Acts 27. Listen, and see if you can detect why I think it might be so: (Luke 12:4-8) — "I tell you, my friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after that can do no more. But I will show you whom you should fear: Fear him who, after the killing of the body, has power to throw you into hell. Yes, I tell you, fear him. Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? Yet not one of them is forgotten by God. Indeed, the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Don't be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows. I tell you, whoever acknowledges me before men, the Son of Man will also acknowledge him before the angels of God."

Think about that this week, as we prepare for our final time together next Sunday, when we'll look at the positive side of uncertainty. Until then, may God bless you. Amen.
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