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SILENT PREPARATION: 
Jesus said, ”If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever. This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you.”  (John 14:15-17)
    
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION 	

Most gracious and holy God, Creator of all that is and which ever shall be, and Giver of the free gift of the water of life: Bring new life to us this day through the reading and hearing of your Word, that we might become more faithful members of your family in Jesus Christ, and that – through the witness of our love – people might know that we are his disciples.  Amen.

FIRST SCRIPTURE READING	John 13:31-35

Our First Scripture Reading comes from John’s Gospel.

As the reading begins, Jesus has washed the disciples’ feet,
and Judas has gone out to betray him.... 

When he had gone out, Jesus said, 
"Now the Son of Man has been glorified, 
and God has been glorified in him.

If God has been glorified in him, 
God will also glorify him in himself and will glorify him at once.

Little children, I am with you only a little longer. 
You will look for me; and as I said to the Jews so now I say to you, 
'Where I am going, you cannot come.'

I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. 
Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.

By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, 
if you have love for one another."

This is the Word of the Lord.    Thanks be to God!


SECOND SCRIPTURE READING                                                               Acts 16:6-15

Our second reading is from Luke’s second book, the Book of Acts.

Taken as a whole, 
Acts details the order in which the good news of the Gospel 
is to be preached –  in Jerusalem, in all Judea, in Samaria, 
and to the ends of the earth.

As our reading begins, Paul is seeking to follow the Holy Spirit’s direction 
in terms of where he is to preach the Gospel next....


They [Paul and Timothy] went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, 
having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia. 

When they had come opposite Mysia, they attempted to go into Bithynia, 
but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them; 
so, passing by Mysia, 
they went down to Troas.

During the night Paul had a vision: 
there stood a man of Macedonia pleading with him,
and saying, “Come over to Macedonia and, help us.” 

When he had seen the vision, 
we immediately tried to cross over to Macedonia, being 
convinced that God had called us to proclaim the good news to them. 

We set sail from Troas – and took a straight course to Samothrace, 
the following day – to Neapolis, 
and – from there – to Philippi, 
which is a leading city of the district of Macedonia, 
and a Roman colony. 

We remained in this city for some days. 

On the sabbath day, we went outside the gate – by the river – 
where we supposed there was a place of prayer; 
and we sat down, 
and spoke to the women who had gathered there.



A certain woman named Lydia, a worshiper of God, was listening to us; 
she was from the city of Thyatira, and a dealer in purple cloth. 

The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was said by Paul. 
When she and her household were baptized, she urged us, 
saying, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, 
come and stay at my home.” 

And she prevailed upon us.


This is the Word of the Lord.    Thanks be to God!

SERMON	“What Are the Chances?”		Pastor

Way back – in 1682 – a most unusual occurrence took place:

Almost the entire village of Runswick, England, slid down the hillside – 
into the sea. 
-------------------------- 
But, here’s what’s most interesting: 
Not a single inhabitant of Runswick perished! 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Why not? 
-------------------------- 
Returning from a wake, 
one of the villagers noticed the steps of his house – 
slipping away beneath his feet. 

He gave the alarm – and the rest of the village fled to safety. 
-------------------------- 
But – by morning – only one house remained standing:
the house of the deceased man.
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Now, if you had been a resident of that village – 
where not a single life was lost – 
would you say that was providence,
or would you say it was simply a coincidence? 
-------------------------- 



Was it the hand of God that all members of the community – 
men, women, even little babies – were saved, 
or was it a matter of simple happenstance? 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Dr. Steve Land tells about a seminary student – 
during World War II – 
who was preparing himself to enter the war as a military chaplain.
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
One day this student found a used book at a bookstore; 
the title was “How to Speak Russian.” 
-------------------------- 
Now, this student was somewhat of an introvert – 
he preferred to remain in his room reading,
rather than going out to socialize with his peers. 

So, he decided that this little book on how to speak Russian 
would be a nice, quiet way to spend his evenings. 
-------------------------- 
And so – from then, until his graduation – 
he studied that Russian language book whenever he had a chance. 
-------------------------- 
After graduation, the young man was inducted into the Army as a chaplain. 

And, he was sent to Europe – 
where his battalion was involved in heavy fighting. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
One night – 
as he lay on his bedroll, staring up at the stars – 
he became depressed. 
-------------------------- 
Day and night, 
he was called upon to minister to wounded and dying soldiers. 

Seminary had not prepared him for this, and – in fact – 
he did not feel prepared for anything he was being asked to do. -------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
But just then – while those very thoughts were troubling him – 
a medic came running.
-------------------------- 

“Chaplain,” he said, 
“we have a man who is seriously wounded, 
he is scared and panicking.

“But we can’t understand what he is saying to us. 
Can you come help us?” 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 	Arriving at the scene, the chaplain realized 
that it was a Russian soldier – 
who had evidently gotten separated from his unit. 
-------------------------- 
And – as he knelt beside the man – he suddenly found 
that he could understand much of what the soldier was saying. 

So – for the rest of the night – he stayed by the soldier’s side, 
speaking words of comfort to him in broken Russian,
and praying with him – until the man died from his wounds. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Later – when he returned to his bedroll,
and lay down under the stars once again – 
the young chaplain felt that – somehow – 
the stars were brighter,
and the load he was carrying was a little lighter. 
-------------------------- 
He now knew that God was at work – even in this awful war. 

That little Russian language book had fallen into his hands,
and God had used it to comfort a dying soldier through him.
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Now, was this a coincidence or was it providence? 
-------------------------- 
Did God lead a young soldier to study Russian – 
just for this particular moment in his life? 

Or, was it just coincidental? 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 



[bookmark: _GoBack]The Apostle Paul had many unusual experiences – 
experiences that brought him into contact 
with a wide assortment of people. 
-------------------------- 
He was shipwrecked, 
he was jailed, 
he traveled to countries all around the rim 
of the Mediterranean Sea.

And – sometimes – he didn’t know
exactly where he would be going,
or why,
or – even – who he was supposed to meet when he got there. 
-------------------------- 
But – nevertheless – 
Paul went whenever – and wherever – the Lord prompted him to go.

Paul completely trusted God to show him what to do. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
And so it was in today’s reading from the Book of Acts:
-------------------------- 
One night – while he was awaiting guidance from the Holy Spirit – 
Paul had a vision of a man from Macedonia. 

This man was standing – and pleading – with Paul:
“Come over to Macedonia, and help us.” 
-------------------------- 
For his part, Paul believed this was a call from God. 

So, he – and three of his friends – immediately embarked for Macedonia.
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
But, the trip to Macedonia was not easy – 
they traveled by boat, 
and were forced to make stops along the way. 

And, one of those stops was at Philippi – 
the leading city of the district of Macedonia – 
and Paul and his friends stayed there for several days. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 

But – evidently – there was no synagogue in Philippi. 
-------------------------- 
So – when the Sabbath came – 
they went down to the river to find a place to pray. 

That river was apparently a favorite place 
for the faithful to gather on the Sabbath. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 	
As it turned out, 
a group of women who had come to pray were also by the river.

And – so – Paul and his companions began talking with them.
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
One of the women was named Lydia. 
-------------------------- 
We can visualize Lydia as a successful business woman – 
smartly dressed,
carrying her attaché case,
and holding her smart phone – 
which she consults quite regularly. 

Lydia would be quite comfortable in our corporate world. -------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
But – leaving our visualization behind –  
Lydia was a dealer in purple cloth, 
and – therefore –  was probably quite wealthy. 
-------------------------- 
The fact is that purple was the color of the Roman elite. 

Indeed, the emperor – and only the emperor – 
could wear a toga made entirely of purple cloth. 
-------------------------- 
Purple dye was quite expensive – 
it was made from a liquid found in shellfish,
but only in minute quantities. 

And – so – it took thousands of these small crustaceans 
to make a yard or two of purple cloth. 
-------------------------- 


Purple dye was rare,
and purple fabric was worth its weight in silver. 

And – for that reason – 
franchises for dealing in purple were highly coveted. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
That Lydia was a woman of considerable means 
is also evidenced by the size of her house. 

At the conclusion of this short vignette, 
she invites Paul – and those who are with him – 
to come – and stay at her house. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
What makes this even more impressive is that Lydia did not live alone. 

There were others in Lydia’s household – 
probably servants – and possibly children, as well. 
-------------------------- 
In any event, to house four traveling evangelists – 
in addition to the rest of her household and servants – 
indicates that Lydia’s house was quite large for the time. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Notably – even though she was not a Jew – Lydia worshiped God.

And – as Lydia listened to Paul’s message – 
Luke tells us the Lord opened her heart to the message of Jesus. 
-------------------------- 
Then – right there, on the spot – 
she and all the members of her household were baptized.
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
It was afterward that she invited Paul – and his friends – to her home. 
“If you consider me a believer in the Lord,” she said, 
“come and stay at my house.” 

And – Luke tells us – they accepted her kind hospitality. 
-------------------------- 



Incidentally, Lydia was Paul’s first convert in Europe. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Now, if we could have asked Lydia, 
“Did you just happen to be there 
when the Apostle Paul came down to the river to pray?” 
how do you think she would have answered? 
-------------------------- 
Was it providence, or coincidence? 

Was it God’s hand, or mere happenstance? 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
A case could be made either way. 

But I believe that Lydia would have said, 
“It was providence. 
God brought me to that very spot just so I could hear the Gospel.” 
-------------------------- 
And, I believe that Lydia would say that 
because Lydia was a person of faith – 
even before she was exposed to the Gospel. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Here we should pause.
-------------------------- 
We should note that there is a tendency – 
especially on the part of some religious people – 
to divide the world into 
the saved, and the unsaved;
the righteous, and the unrighteous. 

And – in these peoples’ eyes – 
if you are not a baptized believer, 
you are somehow inferior, unacceptable, 
and probably immoral, as well. -------------------------- 
-------------------------- 






Interestingly, the New Testament is not that narrow. 

In the New Testament,
there are Jews, and there are Christians,
and there are – also – people who are referred to as “God-Fearers.”
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Lydia – then – fits the description of a God-Fearer. 

Luke refers to Lydia simply as a worshiper of God. 
-------------------------- 
In today’s church parlance,  
we might call her a “seeker,” 
someone who is outside the traditional faith community,
but is seeking after God. 
-------------------------- -------------------------- 
There’s also a man – back in Acts Chapter 10 – 
who fits the description of a God-Fearer. 
-------------------------- 
Cornelius was an officer in what was known 
as the Italian Cohort of the Roman army. 

He was a centurion – a man who commanded a hundred men, 
whose duty was to maintain order in Caesarea. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Now, Cornelius was not a Jew, but neither was he a Christian. 
-------------------------- 
Here is how Luke describes him, 
“He was a devout man who feared God with all his household;
he gave alms generously to the people 
and prayed constantly to God.” 
-------------------------- 
And – as a result of his faithfulness – Cornelius was given a vision:
an angel of God appears to him, and says,

“Your prayers and your alms have ascended as a memorial before God.





“Now send men to Joppa for a certain Simon who is called Peter;
he is lodging with Simon, a tanner, 
whose house is by the seaside.” 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Now, all of this was happening about the same time 
that Peter was having his famous vision – 
of the sheet being lowered from heaven.

And, it was this vision that enabled Peter to understand 
that it was all right for him to break bread with Gentiles. 
-------------------------- 
This was a life-changing experience for Peter,
and it was a life-changing experience for the early church.

And, it came through this non-Jewish, not-yet-Christian,
man named Cornelius. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
The point is that the world is filled 
with people like Lydia and Cornelius. 

There are fine, decent people in our society today, 
who are seeking God. 
-------------------------- 
They may have little – or no – church background. 

They may have been turned off by the church – at some time in the past. 

They may have even been hurt by the church – somewhere along the way.
-------------------------- 
But – most importantly – they still hunger for God. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Dr. Elizabeth Kubler-Ross tells the story of a woman she encountered 
when she was writing her famous book on death and dying. 
-------------------------- 
Part of Dr. Kubler-Ross’ research
involved interviewing dying patients in the hospital – 
trying to find out how they felt – 
and what they thought – 
as they faced death. 

As she went from room to room in the hospital, 
she began to notice a remarkable pattern. 
-------------------------- 
Sometimes she would go into a dying person’s room,
and the person would be calm, at peace, and tranquil. 

She also began to notice that – most often – 
this was after the patient’s room had been cleaned 
by a certain hospital orderly. 
-------------------------- 
One day, Dr. Kubler-Ross happened to run into this orderly
in the hospital corridor. 

The doctor said to her, 
“What are you doing with my patients?” -------------------------- 
Thinking that she was being reprimanded, the orderly said,
“I’m not doing anything with your patients.” -------------------------- 
“No, no,” responded the doctor. 
“It’s a good thing. 
After you go into their rooms, they seem at peace. 
What are you doing with my patients?” -------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
“I just talk to them,” the orderly said. 
“You know, I’ve had two babies of my own die on my lap. 

“But God never abandoned me. 
I tell them that. 

“I tell them that they aren’t alone, 
that God is with them, 
and that they don’t have to be afraid.” 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Now, let’s imagine that you are a patient in that hospital. 
And you have reached a low point in your life. 
-------------------------- 
A gentle and caring hospital worker comes in to your room and – 
while she cleans your room  – 
she listens to your concerns. 
-------------------------- 

And then – very quietly – this person shares with you 
that she was once in your situation.

And, she reached out to God, and God was there,
and God helped her through a very difficult situation. 
-------------------------- 
You – then – are helped by this genuine act of caring and sharing,
and you actually come out of that hospital experience 
a stronger person than you went in. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Later, you happen to look back on that experience. 
-------------------------- 
How do you explain it? 

Was it just a coincidence – or was it providence – 
that you encountered this woman in your hour of need? 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
In truth, it was both. 
-------------------------- 
It may indeed be happenstance – that you were assigned 
to the particular room where that woman was working. 
-------------------------- 
But it was also providence – 
because she had yielded herself to God,
and God was working through her.

Through her, God was reaching out – 
to anyone who would heed her calming and reassuring message. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Friends, the Lydias and the Cornelius’s of this world are all around us. 

They are waiting – waiting for you and me to reach out to them 
with the love of Jesus Christ. 
--------------------------
And we – like Peter and Paul – 
can be tools of God’s providence and grace – 
if we yield ourselves to be used by God.
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 

We can do so if we view every conversation 
as a potentially, God-sent, opportunity 
to make a difference in someone’s life. 

We can do so if realize that – as David Augsburger has said – 
“Being listened to is so close to being loved 
that most people cannot tell the difference!”

We can do so if we encounter others where they are,
and share – genuinely and generously – 
what God has done in our life. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Indeed – if we do yield ourselves in this way – 
we will discover that God leaves absolutely nothing to chance! -------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit: Amen.


AFFIRMATION OF FAITH (Unison)	Pastor
From the Heidelberg Catechism (1563)
To be reconciled to God is to be sent into the world as his reconciling community.  This community, the church universal, is entrusted with God’s message of reconciliation, and shares his labor of healing the enmities which separate us from God, and from each other.  Christ has called the church to this mission, and given it the gift of the Holy Spirit.  The church maintains continuity with the apostles, and with Israel, by faithful obedience to his call.
Life in Christ is eternal.  The resurrection of Jesus is God’s sign that he will consummate his work of creation and reconciliation beyond death, and bring to fulfillment the new life begun in Christ.  Amen.

CHARGE AND BENEDICTION  	Pastor

As we go out into the week that God has prepared for us, 
we will encounter some situations which may seem to be coincidence – 
and others which may seem to be providence.

But – if we look for what God is doing in all circumstances – 
God will not leave anything to chance!


Let us receive the Lord’s benediction....		
