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WORTH THE RISK
(Acts 18:12-17)
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A.  A necessary element of the Christian faith is risk.  In fact, faith always requires risk.  Our Lord Jesus told the story of a wealthy man who was going on a long journey.  He called his trusted servants and divided his property among them, and told them to put his money to work.  When he came back, he found that most of them had doubled their investment.  But one servant had played it safe.  He merely found a good hiding place and preserved what was entrusted to him.  He brought it back to the master safe and sound, but he was condemned.  He was afraid to take the risk.

Financial managers will talk about risk and reward.  Usually the degree of risk is proportional to the possible reward.  There are investments that are very safe, almost guaranteed.  But they also offer little reward.  And then there are investments that are not terrible secure.  You could lose everything.  But those risky investments also have the potential of providing the greatest reward.

B.  Faith calls us to trust.  Now if the terms were completely safe, if there was little risk involved, then there would be no need for trust.  A sure thing involves no trust at all.  But the Bible is filled with repeated calls to trust, in fact, the real giants in Scripture are those who had to trust the most of all.  They had to take great risks—but also became qualified for great rewards.  Take those three friends of Daniel, for example, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.  They were faced with a terrible choice:  quietly deny their God or be publicly burned to death.  What an enormous risk they took, to remain standing while everyone else bowed.  They could have pretended to drop something and slowly bend over to pick it up.  But they didn’t care.  The safe life of denying their Lord was unappealing.  They took the risk, and reaped a great reward:  the king publicly proclaimed their God!


C.  We’ve been studying the book of Acts.  And what we’ve seen is that the followers of Jesus took great risks for him.  They understood that faith in him, commitment to him involved trusting in him and, if need be, laying down their lives for him.  Paul has found himself in one of those risky situations again.  And we want to explore the risks and rewards of faith.  

I.  THE RISK OF FAITH.


A.  As we saw last time, Paul came to Corinth and proclaimed Christ as the only King and Savior.  He had already been attacked and run out of most other towns he visited.  Perhaps he had become fearful, gunshy, because God gave him an unusual measure of encouragement in the form of a vision.  “9  And the Lord said to Paul one night in a vision, “Do not be afraid, but go on speaking and do not be silent, 10  for I am with you, and no one will attack you to harm you, for I have many in this city who are my people.”   God basically said to him, “Trust me—it will be alright.”  And it must have worked, because Paul stayed there an unusually long time, a year and a half, establishing the church in that large, strategic city.  “11  And he stayed a year and six months, teaching the word of God among them.” 

B.  And God says the same to us today.  He calls us to great risk.  In fact, the greater risk we are willing to take, the greater the potential reward!  “What risk?” you ask. It is a risk not unlike the one taken by Paul.  It is the risk of falling in love.  

Paul came to Corinth.  He came and gave himself away to these unwashed, uncouth, and unlovable people.  That’s what he did in every town.  He allowed himself to fall in love with a walking freak show of kooks and oddballs.  He threw away a successful and respected career as a religious academic in the university.  He gave up the climb up the ladder to success, the comforts and safety of tenure, the façade of respectability for the sake of a bunch of drunks and idolaters and adulterers and homosexuals (1 Cor. 6:9-11).  But he didn’t keep them at arms length.  He fell in love with them.  They became his best friends, his closest confidants, those to whom he opened his heart and shared everything.  


That’s the risk to which God calls us also—to fall in love with broken and unlovely people, to give our lives to them and do everything we can to make them our closest and dearest friends:  to fall in love with them.  It is as though we are like missionaries that go off to the tribe, and love them so much, that we forget everyone else, and never leave.  The risk to which Jesus calls us is to give away our lives—to lose our life for his sake.  It’s not just increasing your tithe from ten percent to eleven percent.  It is losing your life, your whole life, abandoning it as not worth keeping, because you have found something so much better.  

At the General Assembly meeting in Orlando this week, I went to the Mission to the World luncheon.  As we were waiting to go in, I was surprised to see a minor Christian celebrity that I had met before.  I was surprised because I wasn’t sure he was still living.  I had heard that he had had some health problems.  At any rate, he recognized me, and we sat together for lunch. Some others sat with us, especially another man that he seemed to know quite well.


So I asked him how he was doing.  And this man unleashed a stream of bile and bitterness I had seldom encountered before.  His health was bad, his wife had cruelly abandoned him, and his ministry partners had swindled him out of his life’s work.  He said he hadn’t worked in three years.  I was wishing about then that I had not seen him and at least had not sat by him.  But what amazed me was the response of the other man sitting with us.  He very gently reminded this hurting man of the Lord’s mercy and wisdom and sovereignty.  He was so gentle and caring—he loved him.  That’s the risk we are called to take—to fall in love, and not fall out of love.   

C.  Now here’s the big question:  why take such a risk? Why would Jesus call us to such a great sacrifice?  Why did Paul go from town to town, fall in love over and over, and have his heart shredded again and again?

A part of it is that Jesus has done that for us.  We need to remember that without the grace of Christ, we would be that freak show.  We would definitely be the kind of people that no respectable person would give the time of day.  I wouldn’t want to know you; and you wouldn’t want to know me.


A greater part is that Jesus has fallen in love with them.  Paul fell in love with these people because he knows Jesus, who has fallen in love with these people.    


But mostly, it is because the love of Christ is so beautiful.  This love of Jesus who left the safe accolades of heaven and gave himself away to a walking freak show like us is beyond reckoning.  It is a love to be celebrated, proclaimed, and imitated.  It is the most beautiful thing in the world.  

D.  And to all of this God gives his assurance:  “Go ahead, give yourself away like this, it will be alright.”  God had promised Paul:  ““Do not be afraid, but go on speaking and do not be silent, 10  for I am with you, and no one will attack you to harm you, for I have many in this city who are my people.”
In that assurance, Paul faithfully served for a year and a half.


And then one day, it seemed that God had nodded off to sleep:  “12 But when Gallio was proconsul of Achaia, the Jews made a united attack on Paul and brought him before the tribunal, 13  saying, “This man is persuading people to worship God contrary to the law.”  Oops.  Here came the attack.  And this was very serious.  This was before the famous and important proconsul Gallio.  A misstep here could spell the end of the Gospel in the whole region.  Undoubtedly Paul prepared to defend himself.  


But it was unnecessary.  “14  But when Paul was about to open his mouth, Gallio said to the Jews, “If it were a matter of wrongdoing or vicious crime, O Jews, I would have reason to accept your complaint. 15  But since it is a matter of questions about words and names and your own law, see to it yourselves. I refuse to be a judge of these things.” 16  And he drove them from the tribunal.”  God is faithful.  He kept his promise.  The work could go on.  

So that’s the risk:  what is the reward?

II. THE REWARD OF FAITH.


A.  The reward of faith is proportional to the risk of faith.  If you invest your life in people for the sake of the Gospel, that will be your reward.  If you search the scriptures from cover to cover, you will find that there are two things that last forever apart from God:  they are the Word of God and people.  These two will endure forever, long after all the treasures of the world have turned to dust and slipped through your fingers.  So if you invest your life in people, falling in love with them and bringing God’s Word to them, you will be wisely investing in the only things that matter because they are the only things that last.  

B.  It’s the people who are the great prize.  It was the people that Paul mentions again and again in his letters.  In 1 Thessalonians 2, Paul writes:  “19  For what is our hope or joy or crown of boasting before our Lord Jesus at his coming? Is it not you? 20  For you are our glory and joy.”  In Mark 10, Peter begins to complain about the heavy cost he has paid in following Jesus, risking himself by giving himself away:  “28  Peter began to say to him, “See, we have left everything and followed you.” 29  Jesus said, “Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or lands, for my sake and for the gospel, 30  who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal life.” 

Invest your life in people, and your reward will be people:  the greater the risk, the greater the potential reward.  No risk, no reward.  So let yourself fall in love with people.  

In fact, if you go back to that original promise that God made to Paul in the vision, the one that enabled him to serve there for eighteen months, it was about people.  “9  And the Lord said to Paul one night in a vision, “Do not be afraid, but go on speaking and do not be silent, 10  for I am with you, and no one will attack you to harm you, for I have many in this city who are my people.”

I had always misread that text.  I had always understood this to mean that if trouble ever came, God’s people would rally to Paul’s support.  But that’s not what it means, because that’s not what happened.  God was saying that he had chosen many people in that city and that he had appointed Paul to reach them.  Until he finished his work and gathered all of the elect there, he was immortal.  No one could harm him until he had gathered all these people God loved, because it was all about people.  


C.  We even know one of their names.  After Paul had been released, the Gentiles of the city turned against the Jews for bringing this complaint.  “17  And they all seized Sosthenes, the ruler of the synagogue, and beat him in front of the tribunal. But Gallio paid no attention to any of this.”  Sosthenes was apparently the ringleader of those who initiated the charges.  But listen to the first verse of Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians.  “1 Paul, called by the will of God to be an apostle of Christ Jesus, and our brother Sosthenes, 2  To the church of God that is in Corinth….”  Most scholars believe this was the same Sosthenes, that he eventually came to believe, and that Paul won him as a dear friend as well.  The reward is people.  

CONCLUSION


What a great reward:  one of only two things on earth that last forever!  And how greatly worth the risk!  Letting yourself fall in love with those whom Jesus has fallen in love!  Spending your life for what truly matters.  

Will you take that risk? Will you throw away your life to gain your life? Like Paul, you are immortal until you have accomplished all that God has ordained for you.  God has many people in this city as well, in every city.  And we just need to fall in love with them, and share Christ with them.  He is anxious to get to know them.  And it is clearly worth the risk.  
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