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We heard it all before, “God works in mysterious ways!”  Yes, he does.  He works in ways that seem, often times, inexplicable.  Since today is Mother’s Day, let’s take mothers for example.  God designed the role of mother and have you ever thought about what job that is?  I recently read an article which noted that by the time a child is just three-years-old, mom will have changed over eight thousand diapers, prepared over three thousand bottles and lost more than twelve hundred hours of sleep.  In addition, moms are expected to be walking encyclopedias knowing how to explain where the sun goes at night, how jet engines work and what the three principal exports of Thailand are!  She is a practical nurse who removes splinters, stops earaches, mends skinned knees and makes everything better with a kiss.  

That’s why the whole vocation of mother seems, well, a bit impractical.  It seems to me you need a platoon of people do to what mothers do.  God does throw a father in there to help but that actually may cause you to question God’s practicality all the more!  Nevertheless, in most cases, it works. 


However, it is the impracticality of it that bothers me a bit.  You see,  I have always considered myself a “practically-minded” person.  For either good or ill it just happens to be the way my brain works.  So, taking a pragmatic approach to the affairs of my life, both personal and professionally, has always been important to me.  In fact, I have a few guiding principles in life which I try to follow pertaining to this:

Riordan Principle 1:   Don’t do things twice.  It has always been a mystery to me  how so many people aren’t willing to take the time to do something right the first time but always seem willing to take the time to repeat their efforts a second time.  Do it once.  Do it right and move on.
Riordan Principle 2: Don’t reinvent the wheel.  If someone has already established a procedure or system, why change it unless significant improvements can be made.  Change simply for the sake of change usually yields nothing and creates a bunch of headaches in the process.
Riordan Principle 3:  Take care of business while you are there.  This avoids having to make a second trip back and ultimately saves you time.  I’m not much of a procrastinator.  I don’t believe in putting off to tomorrow what you can do today.  

And finally and most importantly, Riordan Principle 4: Don’t expect your wife to understand or abide by principles 1-3.

You name the cliche and I have practically conducted my life that way so, perhaps it is because of my natural inclination toward living practically that makes me wonder sometimes, “What is God thinking?”  Take for example our reading from the Acts of the Apostle’s for today, because to be honest, it confused me a bit.  On the surface, it appears that the Holy Spirit is telling Paul and his companions to do something that really, in the end, seems extremely impractical and, to be honest, that bothers me.  If anyone should be practical, should it not be the Holy Spirit?  However, in this passage Paul, and most likely Timothy and Silas, journeyed throughout the area of the Mediterranean Sea.  They were doing their job of spreading the gospel, the good news of Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection and the forgiveness of sins available to all people.  Paul and his companions sought to continue their ministry of proclamation in both Bithynia and Asia.  As they went to these areas, though, we read how the Spirit of the Lord would not allow them to enter to preach the Word.  Actually, the language used by Luke is much stronger than simply “not allowing.”  The Spirit forbad them from going there to establish churches.

The question that at least comes to my mind is “Why?”  What I mean is, consider where Paul and his companions already were.  They were already in the province of Asia.  They were, for all practical purposes, already knocking on the front door of Bithynia.  Why, as we see happening, would the Spirit want Paul to, quite literally, reverse directions and go to Macedonia? Wouldn’t the practical thing be to simply start churches where they were and not to journey back again?  Didn’t anybody inform the Holy Spirit that this was a direct violation of Riordan Principle #3:  Take care of business while you are there so you don’t have to make a second trip back?  Apparently not.
So, what’s going on here and why is this text important for us to consider?  Well, this text shows us two things.  First, it reminds us that the church’s mission is really not the church’s mission.  It is God’s mission.  He is in charge.  He sets the agenda.  And, second, it shows us that the modus operandi, if you will, for the way the Lord works, almost always seems impractical to we human beings.  That, however, is only a seeming problem for us . . . not for God.  Although his ways seem impractical, in the end, they absolutely work out for the best.
It is important for us as Christians to remember not only what the mission of the church is, but who owns it.  My dear friends in Christ, Grace Lutheran Church of Western Springs does not exist for itself.  We are not here in this place because some 80 years ago a bunch of people decided to open a church.  We are here because God moved those people some 80 years ago to be part of his mission.  God’s hand was behind it.  We exist only because of him and for his mission.  We have no other reason for being.

What that mission is can be seen quite plainly in Matthew 28: 18-20, “Then Jesus came to them and said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the son and the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  And surely, I am with you always to the very end of the age.”  As the church, we are to be about this mission that the Lord himself is giving us.  We are to make disciples for Jesus Christ.  We are to go forth, baptizing and teaching all nations, all peoples, regardless of sex, regardless of ethnicity and regardless of race, about Jesus Christ, his death and his resurrection and the salvation that is available for all people.  It is not “Grace’s” mission.  It is not Pastor Riordan’s mission.  It is God’s mission and it really is the only reason for our existence.
Fulfilling that mission is what Paul and his companions were doing and here is where we begin to see the second thing that we learn from this text:  sometimes the mission doesn’t seem very practical.  In fact, Asia and Bithynia were prime missionary targets for Paul.  The region was very civilized.  By first century standards there were large metropolitan areas and that meant easy access to people.  Furthermore, this region of Asia and, in particular, the area surrounding Bithynia both contained a considerable population of Jews.  This fit perfectly into the way that Paul evangelized.  If you read through the Book of Acts, you’ll see that Paul would always first associate himself with a local synagogue as he preach Christ as the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies.  And, admittedly, it does make you kind of wonder, “What was wrong with the people of Bithynia that the Holy Spirit actually had to forbid Paul from going there?  Didn’t the people of Bithynia need to hear the gospel?  Weren’t they sinners in need of salvation just as much as anyone else?”  As I said earlier, staying would have just seemed to make sense, wouldn’t it have?
But God controls the mission, not Paul.  And in God’s economy, he did not want Paul to stay in Asia at that time, but, rather, to go down to Macedonia to preach the gospel.    
Now, I know this seems like I am just giving you on a Mediterranean geography lesson but bear with me.  Going over to Macedonia didn’t make as much missionary sense.  For one thing, remember, this was not like grabbing a discount airfare on Southwest Airlines.  Paul was not “free to move about the country.”  In those days, a trip to Macedonia was long and arduous.  We are talking several hundred miles by both foot and small sailing vessels.  On top of that, the ground was not as “evangelically fertile.”  The Jewish population was not as extent and the influence of Roman and Greek polytheism was more pronounced.  Add to that the number of seaports with their reputation for being . . . well . . . seaports . . .  and it would seem an unlikely place to go at this time.
But, Paul understands what I think we so often forget:  God is the power behind the mission and it is he who works through sinful men to bring sinful men to faith.  Paul went to Macedonia to help.  He went to preach the Word of God about Jesus.  And God, through that preached Word, does his amazing work of saving lost souls.  Note the subtlety of what Luke says in verse 14, “One who heard us was a woman named Lydia, from the city of Thyatira, a seller of purple goods, who was a worshiper of God.  The Lord opened her heart to pay attention to what was said by Paul.”  Paul said it, he actually vocalized the words, but who opened Lydia’s heart?  God did.  As I said, this is his mission.  This is his show.  We are merely his instruments in his grand salvation scheme.
And here is the thing, with hindsight we see that, stating the incredibly obvious, God was absolutely right in sending Paul to Macedonia.  After leaving Asia and Bithynia and traveling to Macedonia, through Paul, God established churches on what would be the outer Westward region of Paul’s mission.  Paul worked to establish churches in cities that we all know:  Thessalonica, Berea, Philippi and Corinth.  Having already established churches in the east, Paul eventually travels back to the area of Bithynia and settles in Ephesus.  What’s so special about Ephesus?  Ephesus was exactly in the center of the entire region.  The Holy Spirit guided Paul so that the church of Ephesus would become the strategic location for his ministry.  This permitted greater access to both the Western and Eastern churches and for the next three years, Paul worked from Ephesus to firmly establish all the churches in the region.  By this move, the administration of Paul’s ministry was greatly enhanced.  What seems from a human point of view to be totally impractical ended up being completely practical because of the hand of God.

My dear friends in Christ, it is still God’s mission and it is still his show.  In that regard,   nothing has changed.  And even now, the Lord still chooses to work to fulfill his mission to save all people in ways that from a human standpoint seem totally impractical. First, through the foolishness of preaching he opens hearts to the message of the gospel.  In a world that sees words as “just words,” carrying no real weight or significance, we see with eyes of faith that the Word of God is way more than just words.  We see that with Paul preaching to Lydia.  The preaching of God’s Word, the proclaiming of Jesus Christ and him crucified has power.  They are the words of eternal life that have by the gracious will of God come to you and me and have worked faith in our hearts.  As believers, we can testify to the power of those words because we have all personally experienced that power.  They are words that have, yes, convicted us of our sin and have led us to see our need for a Savior.  However, they are also words that powerfully tell us of the salvation that has come to us through the cross of Jesus Christ.  They are words that tell us of how he took our sins to the cross, how he died for them and how he rose to give us the hope of eternal life.  And they are words that, having forgiven us our many sins, move us to tell others that there is forgiveness, there is salvation and there is life for all who trust in Jesus.
And, even more impractical than fulfilling his mission through his Word, is that he fulfills his mission through us. Look around you.  I don’t mean this as an insult but, we are a church full of sinners and I stand among you as chief.  But we are forgiven sinners, every one of us and guess what?  Our impractical God loves to use forgiven sinners as his tools.  He used Paul, he used Timothy, he used Silas and by the guidance of the Holy Spirit, he will use us to fulfill his mission of a bringing all people back to him.
He probably won’t ask us to pick up and travel to Macedonia, but, then again, maybe he will?  But, he may just ask you travel across the street to your neighbor, to tell your un-churched friend about the hope that lies within you, to speak of Jesus to the woman who cuts your hair, to invite your neighbors children to Sunday School, to tell those who live in your immediate world about Jesus.  
It is in our everyday lives that God works to fulfill his mission.  In fact, let me go back to mothers for a moment.  Do you understand your role in this glorious mission of Christ?  You should because it is one of the most important.  Our Lord asks all mothers to be his tools to pass on the faith to the next generation; to teach your children about the unlimited grace of God and to encourage them, not just when they are little, but even when they are grown, to remain in the faith and to partake of the richness of God’s love.  Mothers, never consider your vocation unimportant, you are key to the fulfillment of God’s mission on earth.  Quite literally, you are an irreplaceable cog in the mission of God to keep Christianity alive.  Never underestimate your role or your importance in the faith of your children.  Granted, you may look in the mirror and find yourself an impractical tool in the hands of God as you have half-chewed Cheerios stuck in your hair and spit-up stains on your shirt, but, remember, the truly important thing is that you, as are we all, are in the hands of God and, as we have seen, he can do marvelous things with us to bring Christ our Savior to the world.  To God be the glory.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.
