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 “GOD’S SURPRISE PARTY FOR THE DISCIPLE-MAKER”





Philippians 1:12-14








“Now I want you to know and continue to rest assured, brethren, that what (has happened) to me (this imprisonment,) has actually only served to advance and give a renewed impetus to the (spreading of the) good news — of the Gospel.  So much is this a fact that throughout the whole imperial guard and to all the rest (here), my imprisonment has become generally known to be in Christ — in that I am a prisoner in His service and for Him.  And (also) most of the brethren have derived fresh confidence in the Lord because of my chains, and are much more bold to speak and publish fearlessly the Word of God — acting with more freedom and indifference to the consequences” (Philippians 1:12-14, Amplified Bible)








Underscore the word “actually” in the above text, and read it with heavy emphasis on that word.  The King James translation says that “the things which happened unto me have fallen out rather unto the furtherance of the Gospel.”  The word translated “actually” in the Amplified Bible and “rather” in the King James Version indicates that the outcome specified in the text was quite different than Paul and others anticipated in the circumstances of Paul’s life.		





Everybody is familiar with the phrase, “a blessing in disguise.”  There are many things in life that, at first glance, seem undesirable but turn out to be very advantageous, extremely beneficial, in short — a blessing.  Some things which are very unpleasant at the moment of their occurrence turn out to be great blessings as we view them in retrospect.





Any believer in Christ who has sought to walk with Him for a long time knows that life is Christ is free and replete with creative possibilities — both human and divine.  The God who created this universe is surely not short of creative ideas!  And the world that He made was not only created, but it remains very creative.  And this is especially true for God’s Spirit-walking child.  Many remarkable and amazing things take place when we live by faith.  When we believe that God has created us in His image, when we trust that He loves us and works out His salvation in us (Philippians 2:13), when we decide that the only way in which life takes on meaning is when we believe that the invisible truth is what keeps the visible world together, certain things begin to happen in our lives apart from our efforts.  They surprise us with their presence.  Or rather, God surprises us by their intrusion into our lives.  The God who created us and re-created us in Christ Jesus, continues to work creatively in us and for us and through us.  He keeps bringing new qualities and new realities into our lives, and He continues adding surprising lines to our “script.”  There is a “larger script,” a large picture, and we play from that script, we color within those lines — but then we are almost free to “ad lib” inside of the Big Picture all the way home!  And the Holy Spirit is always changing our lines and repainting our picture in incredibly creative ways.





�



I “stumbled onto” a surprising paragraph about surprises in a book by Sue Monk Kidd entitled, God’s Joyful Surprises (!).  Let me record it in entirety.  “When I was small and my father arrived home from work, I would race to the door to greet him.  Now and then I would find him standing there with his hands behind his back.  ‘Pick a hand,’ he would say.  These words touched me like an electric current.  For I knew, hidden behind my father, buried in the fold of one of his hands, there was a surprise meant for me.  ‘This one!’ I would shout, pointing wildly.  And he would whisk out his hand and slowly, too slowly, uncurl his fingers.  And finally there it would be, shining in his palm, a gift I could not have imagined.  A golden paper ring from one of my granddaddy’s cigars to wear on my finger, a cardinal feather for my hair or sometimes a silver nickel.  I have not thought of it until now, but it seems my father’s surprises had a curious way of coming on the days I needed them most.  The days I fell off my bicycle or went to the doctor with a sore throat or broke something irreplaceable in the house.  I suppose Mother told him.  Somehow he knew that I needed to be surprised with a gift of love that would help bind up my broken day.  Now I like to think of myself as grown up.  Yet I cannot seem to get rid of the longing to search my father’s hand.  Perhaps that’s why I have found such joy in discovering that God is a God of infinite surprises.”





It’s a long way from the idyllic world of a child which is full of only tiny happinesses and heartbreaks to the pressurized, poignant, power-packed world of the Apostle Paul.  God’s surprises continue, but they are much more surprising, unique, and peculiar than those in a child’s life.  The surprises are not always “happy” in the weak and sentimental sense of that word, but they are far more amazing and gratifying from the viewpoint of eternity.





The Apostle Paul was a great missionary and maker of disciples.  One would be hard-pressed to try to prove which of these two profiles was the more important in his life.  These two activities were well-balanced in his life.  Today, many Christians are like a lop-sided bicycle tire that causes the bike to go flopping down the street.  Some “bulge” on the side of missions, others on the side of preaching, others on the side of disciple-making.  No Christian leader would find it easy to plead guilty to the charge of imbalance, but the sad facts shout their testimony to us.  “The actual figures are that the Christian world receives 99 percent of all Christian literature, 90.9 percent of all foreign missionaries, 95 percent of all full-time Christian workers and 99.9 percent of all output from Christian radio/TV.  Even overseas ‘mission field’ churches are clamoring for mission funds for their own local needs while mission vision for the fields still beyond receives only about 10 percent of mission monies and personnel” (Penetrating Missions’ Final Frontier, by Ted Yamamori).  The Apostle Paul can show us the way to attain balance between home and foreign ministries, and between missions, evangelism and disciple-making.





�
Paul was a great strategist.  He knew the value of cities in Gospel pioneering.  He knew that cities were the headwaters of the world, and that if a Gospel seed were dropped into those headwaters, the current might carry it anywhere.  Paul had ministered in Jerusalem, the heart of Palestine and Judaism; at Antioch, the heart of Syria; at Ephesus, the heart of Asia Minor; and at Athens, the heart of Greece.  There was one more cosmopolitan city that he longed to visit, the city of Rome.  Take a few minutes and read and meditate on Romans 1:8-13, and see the heart of the missionary-strategist leap from the page.  It was obviously Paul’s desire — and plan — to go to Rome.  He surely thought he would get there “as usual,” paying his own fare, moving freely as he wished through the city, and being welcomed by the saints of the small church there.  But surprise, surprise!  He wanted to go there as a preacher, but instead, he went as a prisoner.  And out of this circumstance (“circum” — around; “stance” — to stand; circumstance is that which surrounds us) came one of the great “eureka experiences” of the Bible.  A serendipity of the first heavenly magnitude was in store for this great missionary and disciple-maker.





I.  GOD’S GOSPEL SEQUENCES





There are certain steps that are taken when God’s Gospel strategy is followed.  These are specified in Romans 10:13-15, which says, “Whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.  How then shall they call on him in whom they have not believed?  And how shall they believe in him of whom they have not heard?  And how shall they hear without a preacher?  And how shall they preach, except they be sent?”  God wants His Word to the lived, but before it can be lived, it must be believed.  Before it can be believed, however, it must be heard.  But before it can be heard, it must be preached.  Before it can be preached, the preacher must be called and sent.  The miracle-marked work of God at Philippi had followed this order.  God had sent the missionary team of Paul and Silas, even working dramatically to close doors in other directions and giving a special vision to them to direct them to Philippi (Acts 16:6-10).  Two of God’s great surprises took place at Troas, one being the guiding vision about southern Europe, the other being the enlistment and addition of Dr. Luke to Paul’s missionary team.  	





“Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God,” says Romans 10:17.  After the missionary team was sent to Philippi, they had preached the Gospel there.  The circumstance of each Gospel presentation was different, but the same Gospel was preached.  It was heard by a wealthy business woman named Lydia, by a poor slave girl, and by the jailer of a Roman jail in the colony of Philippi.  In each case, a miracle of salvation and deliverance occurred.  Each believed and was saved.  This Gospel sequence is normal and typical.  There is nothing surprising in the sequence that was followed.  The surprises developed in succeeding years as God’s plan carried Paul to Rome.  The letter to the Philippians was written from Rome — where Paul was in prison.


Now for the rest of the story . . .





II.  GOD’S GRACIOUS SOVEREIGNTY





The people of Philippi have watched anxiously as God’s plan to evangelize Rome has unfolded.  Of all the churches of Paul’s travels, they have been most involved in his financial support and in prayer and personal interest.  They undoubtedly had prayed for Paul to get to Rome, as he had so earnestly hoped. But neither of them expected his trip to Rome to follow such a pattern.  We may establish these rules: The steps of a good man are ordered of the Lord; the stops of a good man are orchestrated of the Lord; the stumblings of a good man are overcome of the Lord; and the schedule of a good man is overseen and overruled by the Lord.  Our text provides a great example of rule numbers one, two, and four in that list.  Paul’s steps, stops, and schedule were in the sovereign hand of God.  Robert Louis Stevenson, whose body was wracked with pain and disease, nonetheless testified, “I came about like a well-handled ship.  There stood at the wheel that little-known steersman named God.” 


�
“Disappointment is His appointment, Change one letter, then I see


 That the thwarting of my purpose Is God’s better choice for me. 


 His appointment must be blessing, Tho’ it may come in disguise,


 For the end from the beginning Open to His wisdom lies.





 Disappointment is His appointment, No good will He withhold,


 From denials oft we gather Treasures of His love untold.


 Well He knows each broken purpose Leads to fuller, deeper trust,


 And the end of all His dealings Proves our God is wise and just.





 Disappointment is His appointment, Lord, I take it, then, as such,


 Like clay in the hands of a potter, Yielding wholly to Thy touch.


 My life’s plan is Thy molding, Not one single choice is mine;


 Let me answer, unrepining — ‘Father, not my will, but Thine.’”





Albert Einstein said, “I shall never believe that God plays dice with the world,” and I agree with him.  Paul was not a pawn in enemy hands, and neither are we.  We have been carefully selected by a loving Father, and it is His desire to deploy us in the world for both His best advantage and ours.  That advantage is often gained in peculiar ways, but when the final scheme is seen, we will recognize perfectly that “our God does all things well.”  As C. S. Lewis said, “A secret Master of Ceremonies has been at work.  But we must remember that God is nobody but Himself and what He does is like nothing else.”  One pastor took several months and did nothing but read the Book of Revelation to his church in the Sunday evening services.  The reading was entirely without explanation or comment.  He later said, “I’ve never seen or experienced anything so powerful in all my life.  I was reminded again by the Word of God that anything can be endured if we know the outcome is certain.”  Paul Borthwick, in his book on missions, noted that it was the tsetse fly of Africa, which carries sleeping sickness, that stopped Islam’s advance (by the effects the fly had on the Muslims and their camels) into Africa, and allowed the great movement of the Holy Spirit which is continuing there until this day.  





     “Careless seems the great Avenger, History’s pages but record


       One death-grapple, in the darkness, `Twixt old systems and the Word.


       Truth forever on the scaffold, Wrong forever on the throne,


       Yet that scaffold sways the future, And, behind the dim unknown,


       Standeth God within the shadows, Keeping watch upon His own.”





III.  GOD’S GREAT SURPRISES
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“My circumstances have produced instead the advance of the Gospel.”  Instead of what?  Instead of the feared and expected outcome.  Both Paul and the Philippians had thought that his ministry might be over when he was taken to Rome in chains.  But again, the circumstances were controlled — even planned — by God.  Think for a moment of the past experiences Paul alluded to when he wrote of “my circumstances.”  These circumstances are recorded partially in Acts 21-28.  During the three years before he wrote the Philippian letter, he had experienced imprisonment (again!), harassment (again!), and threats against his life (again!).  But Paul’s attention was not on himself, and so he bypassed the graphic details and, instead, emphasized that God had rigged a great surprise so that the Gospel was advanced, and not hindered, by his circumstances.  





The word “furtherance” or “pioneer advance” is a fabulous word in explaining the outcome of his “prison ministry” in Rome.  The Gospel had originally come to Philippi as a pioneer advance, and now it was advancing in Rome the same way.  Paul no doubt recalled the time in the Philippian jail when he and Silas had been praying on the inside of the jail and Timothy and the new Christians in Lydia’s house had been praying on the outside.  God had said a loud “Amen” to their prayers by sending an earthquake.  The Roman jailer was saved and then his entire household, adding substantially to the tiny infant church in Philippi.  Now God was at it again!  Paul was in prison again, and again his jailers were being saved! 





 Think of the contributions of Christians in captivity.  Daniel Defoe wrote Robinson Crusoe while in prison.  John Bunyan wrote Pilgrim’s Progress during his twelve-year stay in Bedford jail.  Sir Walter Raleigh wrote his great work, The History of the World, during thirteen years in jail.  Martin Luther translated the Bible and fanned the flames of the Reformation while imprisoned in the castle at Wartburg.  Dante wrote brilliantly during his twenty years in prison, part of the time spent under a death sentence.  Adoniram Judson, the famous missionary to Burma, spent a great portion of his first fourteen years in confinement and terrible tortures in a Burmese jail.  He himself declared that he prayed that “he might live to translate the entire Bible into the native language, and to preside over a native church of at least one hundred members” -- and God answered both of those prayers.  This rehearsal of the sufferings of saints reminds us of two lessons: l. Christians should know that “fiery trials” are a real part of their contract as Christians.  2. Christians should know that the Lord always has a better idea.  Remember that, in spite of momentary appearance, “God is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or even think of asking, according to the power that works in us” (remember that this, too, was written from that same Roman prison).  “God makes all things work together for good to those who love Him and are the called according to His purpose.”





 The word “furtherance” is a great word with a great history.  The word was used in the first century to refer to a corps of engineers or a company of woodcutters preceding the travel of a dignitary or the progress of an army, cutting a road through a forest so that unimpeded progress could be made.  Paul is declaring that his circumstances are like Divine woodcutters, cutting a way through the opposition so that the Gospel might be advanced.  So we can deduce this principle for today’s disciple-maker: The things that seem to hedge us in, the things that apparently hinder and handicap us, may be used of God as Divinely appointed woodcutters to hew out a path for the greater advance of the Gospel.  








Let’s see this principle at work in Paul’s case, and then we will show some illustrations and applications for today.  Paul’s liberty was gone.  He could not even go to church or to the marketplace, let alone to a pulpit.  Or so it seemed!  Again, God had a whole set of surprises behind His back.  Look at the outcome. 
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 l.  There were new converts to the Gospel among the Roman soldiers.  In verse 13, Paul says that “throughout the whole imperial guard, my imprisonment has become generally known to be in Christ.”  And in Philippians 4:22, Paul referred to “all the saints in Caesar’s household.”  What a stroke for the Gospel!  The word used is “praetorium,” the word for the elite imperial guard of 10,000 select soldiers assigned to protect the Roman Emperor and guard all imperial prisoners (Paul was one of them).  Just think of it.  Paul was under constant guard (Acts 28:16, 20).  The guards remained for six hours at a time.  So at least four a day provided him a “captive audience!”  And each one was a potential convert and Gospel messenger!  The fact that Paul was Christ’s prisoner “became manifest throughout the Roman guard.”  In other words, the fact that he was there as a Christian became the talk of the town.  I can imagine the drift of their conversations.  The question of the reason for Paul’s imprisonment would inevitably be raised, and the word was passed around that it was because of his relationship to Christ.  The next question would be, “Who is Christ?”  And we can be certain that Paul supplied the fuel for a full Gospel apologetic.  What an opportunity, and all funded by the Roman government!    





Two Jewish bounty hunters found themselves surrounded by 10,000 Arabs.  The young novice said despairingly, “What are we going to do?”  The veteran replied gleefully, “Do?  We’re going to get rich, that’s what we’re going to do!”  Paul must have thought, “They’ve got me surrounded; they can’t all get away!”  Never before had Paul had such an audience, and they were chained to him — a truly “captive audience!”   I guess you could call the result a “chain reaction!”  Acts 28:30, 31 says, “He stayed two full years in his own rented quarters, and was welcoming all who came to him, preaching the kingdom of God, and teaching concerning the Lord Jesus with all openness, unhindered” (NASV).  Paul was not behind bars; he was under “house arrest.”  His case was important enough that he was bound to a guard day and night.  Can you imagine the kind of truths that flowed from the mouth of the man who wrote such letters as Romans, Galatians, and I Corinthians!  And you may be sure that those Roman soldiers heard his words with intensifying interest, and  investigated his life as with a fine-tooth comb.  They saw his life, they heard his testimony, they observed his companions, they audited his teaching, they overheard his prayers, and they listened as he dictated his correspondence!  And there were new soldiers of Christ enlisted from the Emperor’s elite guard.  What a surprise!





  2.  There was a new communication of the Gospel throughout the city and the surrounding area.  Hear Paul’s words: “My bonds in Christ are manifest...in all other places.”  The word for the communication of the Gospel that is used in verse 14 is not the word for formal presentation, like preaching or systematic teaching, but rather it is the word for “everyday conversation.”  The Gospel was gossiped everywhere!  Not just Paul, but Jesus, became the talk of the town!  What a surprise! 





�



 3.  There was new courage among the Christians of Rome.  It took quite a lot of courage to preach Jesus Christ in pagan Rome, and it seems that many true believers had become “closet Christians” or “secret saints” rather than risking their lives for what they believed.  But many of them became “turned on” by Paul’s courageous witness.  If Paul could take so much abuse for the Gospel’s sake, they could certainly take a little heat too!  So verse 14 says that “the saints at Rome were much more bold to speak the Word without fear.”  Paul’s faithful witness stimulated a volume of testimony about Jesus from their lives.  In the medical world, where transplants have become incredibly common, operations have been performed by which one man’s nerve has been implanted into another man’s body.  But God has been doing this for a long time.  The nerve of the Apostle Paul had given nerve to other saints to speak more boldly.  Remember, Christian, it was when the Jerusalem authorities “saw the boldness of Peter and John, that they took knowledge of them that they had been with Jesus.”  To be intimidated among men is to be incriminated before God.  Be bold!  Paul wrote, “Watch ye, stand fast in the faith, quit you like men, be strong” (I Cor. 16:13), and here, he was the very personification of his own exhortation.  And many others were emboldened by his example.  What a surprise! 





 4. There is one last great bonus surprise that came out of Paul’s imprisonment and sufferings.  There was a new correspondence for the church in all ages.  Do you realize how much blessing came out of apparently evil circumstances in Paul’s life — with Rome at the center?  He had wanted to go to Rome earlier, and God hindered him.  What was the outcome?  The book of Romans.  Surprise, surprise.  We have the Book of Romans because God seemed to coldly disregard Paul’s long-standing ambition to preach the Gospel in Rome.  Then, finally, God let Paul go to Rome — as a prisoner.  And what was the outcome?  He wrote the books of Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon while in prison in Rome.  It was God’s surprising prohibition that led to the writing of the Book of Romans, and it was God’s surprising permission that led to the writing of the Books of Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon.  What incredible surprises!  The Greek word for Paul’s chain is halusis.  Should we not say, “Hallelujah for the halusis!”





Paul must have felt a little like Martin Niemoller, who wrote many years later from a Nazi prison camp, “I believe my imprisonment is a singular instance of God’s holy sense of humor.  Here they laugh scornfully, ‘at last we’ve got him,’ and arrest eight hundred more, but what is the result?  Full churches with praying congregations.  It would be utter ingratitude to become bitter in the face of such facts.”  Or like the great French author, Victor Hugo (my all-time favorite novel is his monumental work, Les Miserables), who was exiled by Napoleon III for nineteen years.  His biographer says that his work was “miraculously inspired” during those years, and that “books that were far stronger than everything that had gone before...came from his hand” during that time.  Hugo’s reaction?  “Why was I not exiled sooner?”  





C. S. Lewis gave this fascinating title to his autobiography: Surprised By Joy.  Every believer who has long sought to walk with Christ could borrow his title to describe features of his own life.  One of the most potent elements in human life is that of surprise, whether sad surprise or happy surprise.  God certainly knows the power of surprise, for after all, He built it into life.  We may safely say that God delights to surprise and astonish His people in many ways.
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A young soldier in the Civil War received wounds that left him very severely disabled for the rest of his life.  He agonized over the reality of his dilemma, wrestling with the problem and with God.  Near the end of his life, he wrote these insightful lines: “I asked for strength that I might achieve, and I was made weak that I might obey.  I asked for health that I might do greater things; I was given infirmity that I might do better things.  I asked for riches that I might be happy; I was given poverty that I might be wise.  I asked for power that I might have the praise of men; I was given weakness that I might feel the need of God.  I asked for all things that I might enjoy life; I was given life that I might enjoy all things.  I have received nothing I asked for and all that I hoped for.  My prayer is answered.”  His words exemplify the sentiment of Lena Ford in her poem, “Keep the Home Fires Burning,” when she wrote, “There’s a silver lining, Through the dark clouds shining.”





Helen Keller suffered an illness at eighteen months which left her completely blind and deaf.  For five years she was “imprisoned in a tomb of darkness and silence,” to use her own words.  Then with the help of Anne Sullivan, she fought back against her handicap.  She later wrote, “The marvelous richness of human experience would have lost something of rewarding joy if there were no limitations to overcome.  The hilltop hour would not be half so wonderful if there were not dark valleys to traverse.”





Hear the incredible testimony of another champion of the Cross.  Some of the most precious hymns ever written came from the pen of Fanny Crosby.  Many worldly-wise people would call her blindness a waste and a tragedy, but (as true champions of the Cross always do) she had an entirely different perspective: “I have heard that the physician who unwittingly caused my blindness has never ceased expressing his regret at the occurrence, and that it is one of the sorrows of his life.  But if I could meet him now, I would say, ‘Thank you, thank you, over and over again, for making me blind.’  Although it may have been a blunder on the physician’s part, it was no mistake on God’s.  I verily believe it was His intention that I should live my days in physical darkness, so as to be better prepared to sing His praises and incite others to do so.”





The greatest surprise of all of God’s great surprises is the great Gospel surprise: A Baby in a Manger, a Man on a Cross, a Body in a Tomb, a Third-day Footrace, an Invincible Church, a March through History, and a Throne in Heaven — and sin lying writhing on the ground in death agony, Satan coiling like a serpent around the shaft of a Cross that has been driven through his vitals, and the saints of the church militant on earth tuning up to sing forever with the saints of the church  triumphant in Heaven. I wonder what new surprise God holds today — just around the corner.*
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*The second outline that attends this message explores some of the Gospel surprises that each believer has already experienced, or will yet experience.








                                   ------------------------------------------------------





“THE CHRISTIAN LIFE IS FULL OF SURPRISES”





I.  The Dreadful Conviction of Sin is Full of Surprises





A.  Its power is terrible


B.  Its purpose is tremendous





II.  The Dynamic Conversion of the Sinner is Full of Surprises





A.  The way of salvation is a total surprise


B.  The work of salvation is a total surprise





III.  The Daily Course of the Saint is Full of Surprises





A.  The disciplines of it are surprising


B.  The delights of it are surprising


C.  The details of it are surprising





IV.  The Delightful Crowning of the Christian Life will be Full of Surprises





A.  The Presence attending us in death will be surprising (Ps 23:4)


B.  The Place awaiting us after death will be surprising (John 14:2-3)















































