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OCTOBER 16, 2022

SERMON October 9—Note Burning Celebration! “Count the Cost, Follow Faithfully” Luke 14:28-33
This morning we take time to celebrate and incredible accomplishment and evidence of the great things that can happen
when God calls, people step out and faith in action, and continue to respond to that call with consistent follow through to
a greater mission in Christ.
For our congregation the call came 11 plus years ago, and 11 years ago as we’ve heard and seen the journey began to
consider whether it was time to add on to the facility for the purposes of greater ministry opportunities and enhancing the
faith experiences of our members.
A feasibility study happens for a congregation to be in keeping with the scripture for today, counting the cost. Intentions
may be good and even faithful, but there is wisdom in seeing whether or not what is being started can be seen through to
fruition. This is a very constant hallmark of the Christian faith. It’s an example of discernment which is so much a part of
wisdom in our journey.
Jesus puts it in terms of the very beginning of our faith. Before making a commitment to follow Him, we should consider
truly what the prices will be. What will be the sacrifice? What must we give, what must we give up? Who will we offend or
alienate? Are we willing to make this steps in our lives to follow Jesus? For Christ, at least in this passage, the answer is
pretty plain. Don’t make the promise until the genuine commitment can follow it.
His illustration couldn’t be more apt for us this morning to make His point. Building.
From what I remember hearing, the feasibility study didn’t necessarily come back overly favorably, though the turnout for
the congregational meetings was impressive. Nevertheless, the congregation chose to move forward with the building
project anyway. Scott McKenzie was amazed at the initial turnout of pledges for the capital campaign.
As time moved on, it became evident that the slogan “moving forward in faith” was well chosen. Faithful, generous commitment brought pledges in ahead of schedule. What has become evident is that while feasibility studies are important
and should be regarded, they aren’t the end all and be all. Discernment and counting the cost when it occurs in Christian
community has another factor involved. The Holy Spirit.
We must tread carefully, but the Holy Spirit can sometimes lead us where other people’s sensibilities might encourage us
to hold back. Even with good reason. But God knows things we don’t. God knows what hearts are ready to respond.
God knew what this congregation could do before we did it. And so God called. God guided. Faithfully our church responded.
This is refreshing in a world of so many extremes. All or nothing seems to rule many days. There is theology that says if
you feel led just go for it no matter what and trust that God will fill in all the gaps. The other is more microanalyzing every
choice. One leads to potential recklessness hoping God will bail us out. The other leads to paralyzation because microanalyzing will always find a reason to say “no”. Both damage our personal faith and our kingdom building. We either
have reckless faith or too little faith. We either damage the building of the kingdom by undertaking things we had no
business undertaking or by not taking the risk, trusting God too little and missing opportunities to reach the lost for
Christ.
The reality is that cost is never only dollars and cents. It’s also souls.
There is another side to cost that has to be considered. We might say it’s the negative or hidden cost of saying no. What
would be the cost to NOT take the chance? To not take the risk? What would be the future of our congregation? Sometimes in order to grow, we have to take a chance. We have to step out on faith.

We have to believe the passage Chris gave us from Ephesians that no matter our thoughts or situation, God can do exceedingly more than we could possibly imagine or do on our own. And here God did.
God did it through faithful men and women who are discipled to Christ. I was in conversation yesterday about the notion
that “God does it all”. My comment was that this is both accurate yet also misleading. Yes, the transformation in our
hearts, the faith that leads to radical generosity and service, the becoming a new creation more into the image of Christ is
all the result of God working in us. No question. However God isn’t putting food in the mouths of the hungry, clothes on
the naked, visiting the sick and in prison. We are. Yes, God does the work in us, but we have to respond. This is why
scripture puts a premium on obedience. Belief is all well and good, but it’s obedience that makes the truth or lie of whatever belief is confessed.
A 1.2 million dollar debt paid back in 4 years. That is faith in action. That is men and women standing on the faith of
their discernment and making good on seeing the project through not just physically, but financially. It is a miracle of the
heart to see such incredible giving and trust that what we’ve done is God’s design and will to push our ministry ever further.
But the faith in action isn’t just financial and the building of the facility. It is also the investment and willingness of our
congregation to use the new space to better or create new ministry to the community. You saw the parade of posters
come down showing what new ministries have been created and what existing ministries were enhanced because of this
step of radical faith. It’s amazing. Part of the testimony of our congregation is actually that not all of these events or
programs have recurred. Sometimes we meet with a need for a time and that time expires. That isn’t failure. That’s progress and the call to ask “what’s next?”
11 plus years ago our congregation answered the call to take a risk and build something new. We did it the right way balancing the guidance of the world and the push of the Holy Spirit. We made good on the facility by using it for ministry and
new points of entry for folks who may not be ready to jump into worship. We made good on the belief that God inspired
this by paying it off so incredibly rapidly.
Now we continue that journey forward in faith. It won’t look like it did 20 years ago, 10 years ago, or even 5 years ago.
But it will move forward as we continue to respond faithfully to God’s call and draw. As we seek to meet the needs the
community has in an effort to shine the light of Christ. As we love the new face, no matter what it looks like, that darkens
the door of our sanctuary, maybe for the first time they have ever darkened such a door.
The cost was counted and found acceptable. The cost of not acting was far too great. And so we continue to stand on the
faithfulness of our choice by consistently and constantly loving the community around us, keeping the ministry relevant
and alive, and pushing ourselves to reach out in the world around us to invite it into relationship with Christ. We embrace
the new opportunities afforded us to carry this out. As we live out our faith to propel us to the future, we are inspired by
the witness of what’s happened over the last years to keep discerning, being inspired, and adapt to the ever changing
community around us. Asking others to come to faith even as we move forward in faith.
BIBLE STUDY Acts 25
Both martyr and cordial
This week we are going to do our chapter in Acts a little differently. Paul is still going through his ordeal that began in
Jerusalem as he was dragged out of the temple under false pretenses and beaten. This put him in the custody of Roman
authorities and what transpires is a series of “hearings” where the Romans are trying to sort out the problem as they listen
to Paul being tried by Jewish authorities.
The wrinkle is that Paul has exercised his rights as a Roman citizen so the Romans have to protect him until some kind of
legitimate verdict of guilt is rendered to justify punishment. They can’t find any reason to convict, but the Jewish leadership is volatile and persuasive. So Paul bounces back and forth between the two. Splitting the difference, Felix has kept
Paul on essentially house arrest for two years until his own retirement and passes the problem of Paul on to his successor
Festus. This is where we pick things up.
Felix has just come on duty and he is dealing with this issue. Felix has likely left his region of authority in a state of tension. Paul is an example of why. Rather than deal decisively, Felix has procrastinated the situation for years. He can’t
convict Paul otherwise he risks his own neck by violating Roman law. This means the Jews are upset because he can’t kill
Paul. Paul is in a limbo of sorts himself, but still alive. But Paul is in jail which hopefully is a bit appeasing to the Jews.
This making no one happy but trying to keep a tense peace isn’t sustainable. Festus starts right in dealing with a very specific and public problem, Paul.
Playing this out, we’re going to look at it more as a character study this week starting with Festus, then to Agrippa, and
finally to Paul himself.
Festus
Festus presents to us as a fairly typical political figure of the day. He is self-interested and playing all sides to his own
advantage as much as possible. Tackling the case of Paul early on is a way for him to begin to stall out unrest in his

region. Felix gave no verdict, Festus has to figure something out.
Going to Jerusalem and meeting with the Jewish leadership consisting of more than what has been heard from before, he
starts trying to sort this situation out. More than just priests, there were other prominent people of influence in the Jewish
community that are part of this crew. They ask for Paul to be brought to Jerusalem so they can ambush and kill him.
With a new governor in town, they see opportunity to get a guilty verdict where Felix wouldn’t go along.
This is not uncommon. When a new pastor arrives in a church there is a network of people who try to play the system and
sell sob stories looking for financial handouts. They will play at it until they recognize they aren’t going to succeed because of whatever systems are in place to verify legitimate vs. illegitimate need. After a few months they back off. Likely
there was some backing off through Paul’s 2 years of incarceration. Now fresh meat is available and they are trying it
again.
His unwillingness to send Paul is less likely to be out of concern for Paul than concern for himself. Paul to him is first and
foremost a Roman citizen. He has an obligation to protect Paul until a sufficient verdict is reached under Roman law. To
knowingly put him in harms way risks his own hide.
When the Jews come to Caesarea for the hearing, nothing they say can be proven. There comes another interesting reveal
of Festus’s character. Paul makes his first appeal to Caesar. This is new. It also lets Festus off the hook. If Paul wants
to go to Caesar, Festus no longer has a decision to make, only a place to send Paul. It may be a relief. Yet he still asks if
Paul wants to go to Jerusalem. This is both sides of the fence. He can get rid of Paul sending him to Rome or maybe
quicker if he dies. If Festus sent Paul to Jerusalem, the consequence is on his own head. If Paul chooses Jerusalem then
the consequences are on Paul’s. It’s a pretty simple equation. Get rid of Paul as fast as he can.
Paul doesn’t feed in to Festus’s plot but doubles down on Caesar. After which Agrippa shows up.
Festus is clearly laying it on thick. He has to. As a new governor he has relationships to build and power/influence to
consolidate. Of course he’s going to curry favor with other leaders. He paints himself as an upstanding law fearing Roman. He never spoke to the Jews so far as we know about Roman due process yet he claims it was his impetus to not
send Paul to them. He claims that he didn’t know how to investigate things yet the verses before bear out that he’s already found Paul innocent and the Jewish squabbles that landed Paul there meaningless. Festus is trying to please everyone and the trap is closing in on him.
In some semblance of truth, there may have been some legitimacy to Festus sucking up to Agrippa. As a pagan Festus
likely didn’t know or care much about Jewish custom and squabbles. Agrippa as king of the Jews would have. Though a
secular Jew, Agrippa was far more understanding of Jewish custom and narrative.
Finally we see Festus pushing to sort out some explanation for why Paul is being sent to Caesar. Yes, Paul asked for it.
Yes, by Roman law it was now required for Paul to be sent to Rome for the occasion. Still, to send someone to Caesar with
no sense of why is a big mistake. If he’s going to take Caesar’s time, he’d best give a reason. He doesn’t really have a
decent one right now. The one exception is the nature of Paul’s charges. One thing that has been made clear is that the
Jews are trying to pin stirring up riots and trouble on him(even thought it isn’t true). Starting riots/revolts is seen as being
seditious, as an insurrectionist. This was punishable by death by crucifixion, and certainly heavy enough to be weighed by
Rome itself.
Agrippa
While he is a solid part of this chapter, Agrippa doesn’t do an awful lot. He ultimately agrees to hear out Paul regarding
the charges against him. Agrippa is a King, specifically the King of the Jews. Different people and regions in Rome had
rulers beneath Caesar yet considered authoritative. They were put in place as puppets to control the people by being
some combination of relatable and knowable to the people they ruled and at the same time wildly pro-Roman. This was
Agrippa, a secular Jew ruling over Jews with his wife Bernice.
His place in all of this may well have been to shed a little light on the situation. Festus likely knew little to nothing about
Jewish culture and the like. His grasp of the gospel was disrespectful and couched in light Jewish understanding regarding Jesus. Maybe Agrippa could help. Moreso, Agrippa could do what Festus could not. Festus could rule only regarding
Roman law which he clearly found Paul innocent of. Agrippa’s position was at the head of the temple and priesthood
even if only in title. Perhaps he could rule on the religious matters in a way that Paul could be dispatched through the
Jews own Law.
For me in this chapter, Agrippa is merely painted as a target of opportunity for Festus. He’s a curiosity who is curious.
Certainly he’s heard of Paul. Now he gets the chance to see and hear this guy first hand. Who wouldn’t take that opportunity? We’ll see that not only does he hear the case of Paul but injects some much needed wisdom.
Just because someone is in authority doesn’t guarantee their faithfulness. Though God can use even the most faithless
acts for God’s own glory. Agrippa comes into the picture as Festus begins his work replacing Felix. Festus is hoping to
build favor with others in leadership in his new territory. Thus the way he quickly comes to embrace Agrippa and draw
him into the current situation with Paul. Agrippa of course embraces the opportunity as like with too many leaders he’s

more than willing to take the compliment of a somewhat obsequious player making him feel powerful and wanted.
Paul
In this chapter, Paul seems to be the least focal character. In terms of the Jews he remains a hated enemy that they want
dead. In terms of Rome he’s merely a pawn. He’s had two years of house arrest with no movement on his case. He’s
been played back and forth between the Jews and Rome. He’s even been played back and for the between Jew and Jew
with the Pharisee/Sadducee argument. He’s also had enough and knows that ultimately Rome is his destiny.
We’ve seen that when he’s charged with giving a defense he demands to be seen by Caesar and that this is expedient for
Festus. It gets Paul out of his hair. There’s a little more to it than that. It’s also reflective of Paul’s faithful commitment
to his calling as well as a general brilliance to working circumstances to advantage.
When Paul brings up Caesar several things are happening. For Luke’s storytelling the moment is golden to foreshadow
where these last chapters are headed. Paul is heading to Caesar, to Rome. Paul is also fulfilling all of what was foretold.
He’s bringing his message before kings. He must bear witness in Rome. It’s all coming to a head.
It's also doing something that hasn’t yet been done with Paul. He is removing the argument from the Jewish leaders and
placing his fate squarely with Rome. To this point the hearings and trials have pretty much been Romans watching from
the sidelines as the Jewish leaders scramble to prove Paul is worthy of some kind of punishment. The Romans can’t find
anything and even recoil when the hear Paul is a Roman citizen if they’ve been sucked in to the Jewish hype to simply punish Paul “just because”. Rome is a place of order and rules, the Jewish response to Paul is clearly chaos. They are at
odds yet in cahoots because at least in Judea peace in the Roman province depends on peace in the Jewish community.
Here Paul puts his foot down. If he’s going to be rendered a verdict in the Roman empire it should be a Roman verdict,
not Jewish. He is no longer under the Jewish Law so why keep subjecting himself to it? He knows his Roman rights so
let’s see what happens in a court that is tailored to punish or protect a Roman. Of course he knows he’s broken no Roman laws which is why he’s still alive and protected, so all he has going is an ability to witness and testify in the higher
and higher courts of the land.
In calling for a trial before Caesar Paul does several things. He does away with the Jewish nonsense accusations that are
wasting his time. He ensures Rome will truly be his destination, fulfilling the calling he’s received. He makes a point that
the Jewish leadership is literally less orderly than the Roman society that is persecuting them. He also ensures his protection. Appealing to Caesar is a no pulling back move. Once he’s made this plea, he can’t withdraw it. Paul is now fully
bound for Rome. As a Roman citizen, he’s also guaranteed to be protected. As Festus himself has said, a Roman can’t
be consequence without a fair trial and verdict. Since no formal verdict has been offered, Paul is under Roman protection until one is reached.
The Romans and Roman law become the unwitting saviors of Paul’s life. How ironic.
Festus and Agrippa continue to be examples of God’s ability to use the unfaithful for faithful purposes. Festus in his selfpreservation ends up opening doors for Paul to exploit the system for his own calling and benefit. Agrippa’s position given due to his favorability to Rome puts him in a position to hear the Jewish case against Paul, yet also defer to a more Roman way of deciding a case.
What we also see here is a question. Paul is so incredibly steadfast in his responses. He is more and more direct and in
his demands to see Caesar in many ways(intentional or not) insults both the Jewish leaders and the Roman officials. His
play on his citizenship and demands go over Festus’ head are also an assault on Festus’ incompetence. To the Jewish
leadership it’s an abandonment of deferring to their rule and allowing the secular Roman law to take prominence.
The question is this: should we all be as prickly as Paul, or knowing how his trajectory lands should we be more cordial
even with the more assaultive forces of the world?
The answer is yes. We need both.
The larger part of our community isn’t built, nor called to be in positions like Paul. Public, power brokering positions that
carry with it all or nothing consequences. And that’s fine. We may not be called to that. If all of us were we’d all be in jail
or executed. The message would die along with all of us. No, most of us are called to a more cordial relationship with
those around us. We are called to build relationships. Not compromise, but find common ground to connect with those
who don’t yet know Jesus in hopes that as they see Him in us they will be compelled and inspired to seek a relationship
with God through Him.
At the same time we all need inspiration. That inspiration comes from those few who are placed in impossible circumstances yet the integrity of their faith never falters. Like Paul, they hold fast and even confront the powers that would persecute them, often revealing the hypocrisy of the persecutor in the midst of hanging on to the integrity of their faith. Perhaps some of us might be called to that someday and prayerfully we would be able to not back down. But this isn’t every,
or even most experiences of faith.
We need both. We need those bold, humble, faithful figures who stand up against the odds to remind us of the power of
our faith and the genuineness of our calling. At the same time we need the masses who are inspired to keep building

relationships without compromise yet also without poking a finger in the eye of those with whom we disagree. Both
spread the faith and both inform the other. The martyr is driven by faith and an understanding that their suffering inspires
faithfulness. The non martyr is driven to connect on a more practical level, and inspired by the martyr to not give in to
temptation and water down the message to the point it becomes powerless.
Which one are you? Which one am I? Calling and circumstances tell the tale. Whichever, the bigger question is are we
faithful? If the answer is yes, we follow in a long tradition of believers that has built the church to where it is and beckon
us to continue building it into the future.

