On September 5, 2021, 


we embarked on a journey through Acts.  

We made it to Acts 11 before Advent.  

Following Christmas, 


we dove back in as Luke transitioned from Peter to Paul.  

Before the start of Lent, 


we journeyed with Paul and his companions on three missionary journeys 



as the gospel was proclaimed.  

We then looked at our core values for Lent, 


celebrated Easter, 


and Jan has led us through the Apostles Creed the last three weeks.  

Which means 


it is again time to get our Acts together 


and make one final journey, 



the trip from Jerusalem to Rome.  



From the Jewish Epicenter to Caesar.  

This is another perilous road 


with shipwrecks, 


snake bites, 


plenty of jail time, 


and chances to proclaim the gospel before rulers and kings.

It is a road that Paul knows is before him.  


His journey to this point 



had the Spirit making the pathway ahead clear 




through each stop on the journey.  

So today 


we see one the last effort 



to prevent what is obviously going to happen.  


That is Paul starting a riot.  


Paul getting arrested.  

I say obvious, 


because in addition to all of the prophecies, 


there is also history.  

Most of the time, 


Paul moved to the next city, 



because he had upset the Jews in some way.  


The other times, 



he upset the Romans of the city by endangering their idol trade.  

Depending on how you count it, 


of the 40 some cities Paul has visited so far, 



only 3 were non-confrontational.

Which brings us to the visit to Jerusalem.  


A city who's name means, 



“city of peace,” 


but has always struggled to live up to that name.  

On paper, 


it seems like the potential is there.  



Paul is bringing an offering from the other cities 




that have taken up a famine offering.  



He is willing to take steps that show the full reality of his position, 




rather than the shortened headline of his work.  



He undergoes the steps of purification 




and shaves his head, 





following all the ritual laws of Moses.  



According to the church fathers 



and the council of Jerusalem's understanding, 




he is as in good of standing as a Jewish Christian can be.

Then Paul finds himself in a reality that many of us know all too well.  


We have tried to live righteously as God calls us to.  

Somehow, 


those around us 



find a way to twist what we have done 



and make us look like an awful person.  

This is painful, 

this hurts, 

this is frustrating.  


This is Evil's standard protocol.  

We are confused and upset because it has happened, 


despite doing everything by the letter of the law.  

We are often naive when it comes to the ways of evil.  


Evil only plays by the rules 



when it is convenient for them to 



and it works in their favor.  


Evil will pound the places you violated the rules in your face every day.  


But try and hold those not living by the law 



to the law 



and quickly see how flexible that solid, 




unmovable standard becomes.

It is so flexible all of the sudden, 


because evil is not concerned about justice, 



fairness, 



or what is right.  


It is concerned about itself.  


What is best for me.  

So I pick which rules I want to abide by 


and which ones I want to look the other way on.  

Evil is all about the self focus, 


looking in.  

The gospel is all about others, 


looking out.  

Hence the reason Paul does not protest 


when he is asked to go through purification, 


puts up the funds for others to do it, 



and abides by the letter of the law, 


even though he knows that in Jesus, 



he is not bound by the law.  

As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 6 

and again in 10, 


““Everything is permissible for me”



—but not everything is beneficial.”  

He could take freedoms in Jerusalem, 


but they would not benefit his fellow man, 



especially other Jews.  

So Paul has to do more than he needs to do, 


in the hopes that more will hear of Jesus' life giving work.

Did you catch why in the text that Paul is having to undergo this?  


“They have been informed 



that you teach all the Jews 




who live among the Gentiles 



to turn away from Moses, 




telling them not to circumcise their children 




or live according to our customs. 

22 What shall we do? (Acts 21:21-22).  

This gets my blood boiling.  


They have been informed, 



but what they have been informed of, 




is not true.  
Did anyone take the time to correct them, 


to get the truth out there.  

We live in a world 


where the media tends to control the story.  

A world where the rich and powerful 


have the resources to invest in PR 


and ways of controlling the narrative.  

A time where so much is being thrown out there, 


that it is impossible to keep track of it all 


and keep a clear picture of what is true 



and what is spin.  

But look at that word 'spin.'  


What does it tell us about the truth?  

If we imagine the truth as a towel 


set out flat 



touching all parts of truth and reality. 


As you begin to spin it, 



what happens?  

It still gets us from point a to b.  


But it's breadth and length are not as far reaching.  


It begins to twist 



and  jump over pieces of information, 


leaving some pieces out 



and centering more on others.  

When evil is at work, 


it does not start with a whole new reality.  

It takes the best of God's creation 


and twists it just enough that it looks good, 



but does not lead to what is good.

So the Jewish Christian leaders have tried to do a PR campaign 


to clear up Paul's name, 



which should never have been smeared in the first place, 


but no one stepped in to make the truth known 



when the rumor started.  

Their efforts 


lead to an easy target.  

7 days from now, 


Paul will be back to finish the process of purification,



set the ambush.

Sure enough, 


on that 7th day, 



as Paul comes to complete the process, 

the same rumor, 


again not quelled from the leadership 


arises 



and leads to a riot.  

Falsehoods compound 


as the accusation of bringing a non-Jew into the temple are made 



based on seeing him with a non-Jew earlier in the week.  

Can you hear how simply 

and powerfully 


our sinful brokenness 



brings chaos into the world?  

Paul is dragged from the temple 


and the profound words, 



“The gates were shut.”  are uttered. 

Paul will never see this place of God again.  


The temple of Yahweh



 that has shaped so much of his life, 



where he has worshipped so intensely in the past, 



where he was making sure to be right before God right then, 


he is dragged out of, 


the gates were shut, 



and that part of Paul's life is closed forever.  

God's care over Paul is not.  


It is actually going to the next level.  

Under typical circumstances, 


Paul should have been dead.  

Usually 


by the time a riot is reported to the Roman Guard, 


troops are activated, 


and respond, 



the crowd has ended the life of the riotee?  

Paul is the beneficiary of Roman dominance.  


You don't have to conquer too many lands, 



before you figure out that many disputes happen 




around the beliefs of people.  

So it was not just by chance that a Roman outpost 


was built just outside the gate of the temple.  
They knew where trouble would be brewing 


and kept an eye on it.  

Just like a recess supervisor figures out pretty quickly 


where they should be standing and when 



to see what needs to be seen.

Luke, 


the writer of Acts 



is trying to make something very clear.  

Yes, 


the gospel is divisive and dangerous.  

Yes, 


Paul has caused more riots 



than any free man should.  

But why?  


Because when the truth is given time to be heard, 



Paul is exonerated time and again.  

As much as we would prefer to avoid this route, 


it is the route that the gospel was proclaimed to the ends of the earth by.  

Preaching boldly, 

enduring the initial reactions, 


and holding strong under the care of the living God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 



until the truth is ready to be heard 



and sets Paul free again.  

If we are living true to the purposes of God, 


we can expect a similar thing to happen 



when the truth has been twisted.  

We will have to undergo the trials, 


the chains, 


the weight of everything.  

But we will in the end, 


find our cause vindicated.  

Every time we are vindicated, 

just as every time Paul was 


that Luke is trying to make clear to us, 



it is a reminder that God really is coming 




to judge the world 




and make things on earth, 





like they are in the Kingdom of Heaven.  



The place where truth reigns in fullness, 




without a single twist that exists.

There is a limit 


to how far evil can twist reality, 



at least for those who are looking to the Triune God 




for the basis of their reality.  

If we give God the time, 


we can expect him to come in 



and untwist the work of evil 



and spread the truth out for us nice and flat again, 


without even a wrinkle.  

But we have to be ready to endure all the twists that the world 


and the evil one 



want to try and spin into our reality 


and remember what the towel looks like, 



until we see it clearly again.  

May we be people who are causing evil 


to want to twist our reality, 


because we are proclaiming who Jesus is clearly and abundantly.  

May we also be people 


who are patient enough to wait for God to come 


and spread the towel out again 



so all can see the truth 



and the God who is truth.
