The Haunting:

Women Face the Plague of Insecurity
Intro


I want to begin this morning by doing something I'm pretty sure you've never seen before. I want start by telling you why you shouldn't listen to a word I say.


There are two major reasons.

· I'm about to speak of how uncertainty affects women—and I'm not a woman. Nor have I ever been a woman. Nor do I play one on TV—although I have played one on occasion (pic). Her name is Hazel Scales. Can you pick her out? Here she crashed a ladies' tea for the women in our editorial department back in the day at Multnomah Press. I understand she has a short message for you this morning (tape). Hazel claims to have been the Dean of Women at the Moody Bible Institute, as well as the head fishtank cleaner at the Shedd Aquarium in the Windy City. Anyway, that's one reason not to listen to me.

· Here's the second reason. The passage we return to today, Acts 27, features no women. Not one. Zip. Nada. Precisely zero. It's about men, exclusively. And to make matters worse, the main character, the apostle Paul, was not married at the time, and perhaps never was. So that's the second reason.

Notice, however, that I'm not excusing you from the service quite yet. So you should probably be wondering, Why not? Why should I listen, if the speaker himself (me) says I shouldn't listen to him? Here's the answer, and it gets back to something I said last week. If you came here expecting much wisdom from me, then you are about to be disappointed. If, however, you came here for a much sounder reason—namely, to hear from God through His Word, even from a text that doesn't seem on the surface to have much to say to women—then you are about to receive, I hope, a true blessing from heaven. One author I have worked with over the years wrote in a book introduction, "if what I say does not line up with Scripture, then I do not expect anyone to be interested, let alone convinced." I completely agree with him. And so this morning I ask you to listen for the wisdom embedded in God's Word, and see how His Spirit might want to apply this text to your own life. OK? So let's pray.

PRAY

Uncertainty, so I am told, tends to affect men and women in different ways. Next week we'll consider what role uncertainty tends to play in the lives of men; but this morning we're focusing on women. And very often for women, uncertainty in life shows up as insecurity in the soul.

Beth Moore recently released what looks to me to be a very helpful book on the topic, titled So Long, Insecurity: You've been a bad friend to us. Apparently it resonates with a lot of readers; I checked this one out from the Cedar Mill library, but I had to wait several weeks for it. In fact, I was on a waiting list with so many names on it that the computer asked me, "Are you sure you want to be put on the waiting list?" I said yes; but to be safe, I also bought an electronic version of the book. (For Lisa, of course.)

Beth has interviewed and polled scores of women of all ages from all across the country, and she says the number one insecurity in women has to do with their appearance. Let me take an unscientific poll this morning: do you think that's right? Raise your hand if you do (wait).

You might be wondering, Well, that's interesting; but what does insecurity about my physical appearance have to do with Acts 27? That's a very appropriate and insightful question. And here's the answer to it: so far as I can tell, it doesn't have anything to do with Acts 27. Which is why we're not going to be dealing with it this morning. I recommend that if you want answers for this, get a copy of Beth's book.

But Acts 27 does deal with three key issues of uncertainty that often lead to insecurity, especially in women, and I want to look at each one briefly this morning. So if you have your Bibles with you, please turn once more to the twenty-seventh chapter of Acts.

I.
The fear of rejection/not being heard/dismissed.

A. V. 11. Paul a seasoned, world traveler. Not a novice. 2 Cor. 11:25-26. He knew what he was talking about. He'd taken this trip before, in reverse. He knew the area. He knew the winds. And his counsel was summarily rejected.

Rejection hurts. To be made to feel inconsequential causes pain. To be dismissed is to be ignored. We know it hurt Paul; that's why in v. 21 he says, "I told you so." He hadn't forgotten it. Even God feels hurt by such rejection. Listen to 1 Samuel 8:4-9.

In many women, such rejection and summary dismissal goes deep into the soul. They don't just get mad, as many men do; they start doubting themselves, their worth, their legitimacy. Listen to one woman talk briefly about this: (Lisa tape) That woman, by the way, is Lisa, my wife. And she's right; I do have a tendency at times to treat her as the Romans treated Paul. What especially gets to her is that when I insist she never told me something, it makes her look like, in her words, "some fool who talks and talks without anyone even in the room." It's something for me to work on, something that preparing this sermon has prompted. So I thank you for this opportunity to confront my own deficits and shortcomings.

B. Many crucial episodes of Old Testament history have as their background just this kind of insecurity. I think of Hannah, in 1 Samuel 1. (Story, read vv. 4-8; comment on Elkanah. Then v. 9-14; comment on Eli. Read vv. 15-18). How did Hannah deal with it? I would say she did just what Paul did in Acts 27. Both put God at the center of their uncertainty and problem. Remember the key verse we identified last week of Acts 27, in verse 23, where Paul speaks of "the God to whom I belong." Others might reject Paul, and that hurt, but he rooted his worth and his identity in God. He knew he belonged to God. Do you? Hannah does essentially the same thing; twice she identifies herself as God's "servant." This term links her response even more closely to that of Paul, because you'll remember the apostle spoke of "the God to whom I belong and whom I serve."

A quick side note: the RSV text says, "the God to whom I belong and whom I worship." In Greek, the term latreuo is sometimes translated "serve" and other times "worship." There's a very close connection there. And interestingly enough, you find the same connection in the Old Testament. John Sailhamer, the author of the Expositor's Bible commentary on the book of Genesis—and my former prof—makes a good case that God put Adam in the Garden of Eden not to "work it and take care of it," as you see in most translations, but rather "to worship and obey." Your service is meant to be worship, and your worship can become service. They grow out of each other—and the absence of one often means the lack of the other. End of tangent.

So here's the bottom line question: will you allow someone's dismissal of you, or ignoring of you, or condescending to you, to send you into a tailspin of insecurity? Or when it happens the next time—as it surely will—will you remind yourself that you belong to God, and that He invites you to serve Him, who is the King of the Universe? Remember Psalm 27:10 — "Though my father and mother forsake me, the Lord will receive me." Use the uncertainty of life to draw you to Jesus!

II.
The fear of significant loss (vv. 7, 8, 9, 15, 18, 19, 32, 34, 38, 41).

A. In many ways, Acts 27 is all about loss. Loss of comfort (7, 8); loss of time (9); loss of control (15); loss of possessions (18); loss of necessities (19); loss of safety net (32); loss of income (34); loss of livelihood (41); the threat of loss of life. And notice how often Luke says these things (or even their threat) caused those aboard to fear (17, 22, 24, 25, 29, 33). The fear of significant loss can lead to great uncertainty and crippling insecurity.

B. May I ask: what do you fear? In particular, what do you fear losing? Your health? Your job? Your spouse? Your children? Your home? Your reputation? What do you fear you might lose? And how are you dealing with these fears? How can you keep them from plunging you into a raging sea of insecurity?

C. Three of my grandparents were dead by the time I was born. I knew only my maternal grandmother. Her husband died when he was a younger man than I am now, leaving her to care for their seven children. And she lost a daughter, Donna, while Donna was still a teenager. Some time after these two losses, she wrote a poem that my mother cherished. In fact, it was printed in the bulletin two years ago when my own mother passed away. I'd like to read it to you. [Poem] Where did my grandmother turn when faced with the loss of two people she loved, and when she considered some future, threatened loss of strength and vitality and health? She did what Paul did: she turned to God. Her poem was a prayer to God. She knew that all things belong ultimately to God, and that whatever we currently have is only on loan to us for a short time.

Where did she learn that lesson? From the Bible. I don't have to guess about that; I have only to look in a little present she gave me in 1965. (Read from testament)

D. Paul had learned the same lesson. He knew loss—plenty of it. Many of his greatest losses came because of his faith in Christ, not despite it. Listen to Philippians 3:4b-11 (Read). He knew that all things belonged to God, not just himself. So fear of loss lost most of its sting.

E. Again, what losses do you fear? When you contemplate losing something precious, how do you combat the anxious feeling of insecurity that often follows? I think Paul gives us another clue in Acts 27. Sometimes we imagine Paul to be some superhuman loner, a unique and isolated individual with grand and glorious gifts. That's only half right. He did have grand gifts; but he was no loner. He traveled and ministered in community. He depended on that community. In Acts 27, we see this in vv. 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and so on. "We." "Us." Toward the very end of his life, as he sat alone in a gloomy Roman prison cell, he longed for that community once more (2 Tim).

Loss is a part of life for a Christian. Jesus Himself prepared us for this. [Mark 10:28-30] When Jesus promises that you "will receive many times more," He has in mind your being an integral, active part of the worldwide church.

You know, I feel very at home here. But why should I? After all, I'm a member of a Presbyterian church, not a Lutheran one. I grew up in an Evangelical Covenant church (when kids used to ask me what that was, I'd tell them it was kind of like a Lutheran church, although I had no idea what that was). In 7th grade we moved to a non-denominational Bible church. In college I went to a Baptist church. In seminary I went to La Primera Iglesia Bautista Evangelica de Minneapolis, and later to an Evangelical Free church. So how do I feel so at home here? Answer: We are part of the same worldwide community in Christ.

Interesting word, "community." I'm now studying for qualifying exams to get my PhD in communication. It has the same root word, Latin communicatio. Comes from two root words, "com" = with or together with, and "unio" = union. So both communication and community are about a union of two or more separate things.

You are called the "Community of Faith" (forget that some dullard guest preacher has called you the "Community of Hope"). Have you ever looked at your church's website, and read its mission/vision statement and values? You should; they're really good. Let me read you a little bit from those documents. [Papers]

If you live out these good words, you will be tapping into a God-ordained resource that will help you immeasurably in beating insecurity. You can't do it alone; and God never meant you to.

III.
Fear that faith in God won't ward off misfortune (vv. 22, 25-26).

A. St. Teresa of Avila once fell off a horse into some mud, looked up to heaven, and reportedly said to God, "If this is how you treat your friends, no wonder you have so few of them." Sometimes we think, like Teresa, that friendship with God means we should be spared misfortunes and hardship. And sometimes it does mean that. But many times it doesn't. Acts 27 shows us that unwelcome fact in big, bold letters.

In the middle of the storm, Paul predicted that the sailors and soldiers, prisoners and passengers all would be spared—but the ship would be destroyed (v. 22). And that is exactly what happened (vv. 41, 44).

Now, why do you suppose God allowed that to happen? For a period of time, He allowed even Paul and his companions to think they might die (v. 20). Why? What good is faith if it doesn't keep away hardship and pain and misfortune?

B. Last week I told you about my father-in-law's recent death at age 83. His older sister, who at age 96 is still living, had a very tough time accepting it. Just before the funeral, she wondered aloud to me, in tears, why God would allow her younger brother to sink into dementia before he died. Why? I had no answers. By the way, she's a tremendous Christian and has been the wife of a faithful minister of the gospel for more than 60 years. At age 97, he still drives. He just passed his Oregon driver's test and was certified for another five years (although no night driving).

C. I'd like to read to you an extended passage from Beth Moore's book. (323 ff)

D. The bottom line here is this: God can be trusted to keep His word, whatever that word is. He will do just as he says (v. 44). Faith in God doesn't necessarily mean keeping the Boogie man away; it may mean keeping you eternally safe even when the Boogie man strikes. That was the discovery the prophet Habakkuk made at the end of his little book. He's more famous for his line in 2:4, "the righteous will live by his faith." That's a good line! But listen to his last lines, which are equally about faith: "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 Savior. The Sovereign Lord is my strength; he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, he enables me to go on the heights."

Do you want to go on the heights? Do you want feet like those of a deer, instead of sore ankles stuck fast in the mud? Then you must learn to say, "Lord, I trust you. Period."

Conclusion
We are halfway through our tour with Paul on a doomed Alexandrian ship. Which only seems right, since the stormy part of their trip lasted over two weeks. Think about that this week, as you prepare to return next week. Over the past two Sundays, you've heard about certain aspects of their encounter with uncertainty on the high seas; remember that they lived it for more than two weeks straight. But they made it, and so can you. Until then, when we turn our attention to how uncertainty affects men, may God be with you. Amen.
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