So, in 5 weeks, it’s election time again. Australians will go to the polls on August 21. It’s going to be the first time that I get to give my vote, not just the first time in Australia, but the first time in my life. I’m looking forward to that experience. 
I read it’s also going to be the first winter election in this country in more than 20 years. The last winter election was in 1987. Winter elections are deemed risky for governments because voters are generally sullen over the winter.
But forget the polls. Perhaps psychic octopus can help us predict who’s going to win the election. The FIFA World Cup in South Africa had Paul the psychic German octopus, whose prediction of who’s gonna win which match was 100% accurate all the way through. The Sydney Morning Herald now has Cassandra, from the Sydney Institute of Marine Science. According to Cassandra, Julia Gillard is going to win. She wrapped her long arms around the Prime Minister's photo. Her reaction to Tony Abbott, the Opposition Leader's image was less enthusiastic: she turned a defensive black colour.
But, they said, octopus had ''episodic personalities''. So Cassandra could choose Mr Abbott tomorrow. So we’ll see.

When it comes to the plan of God, to God’s campaign to save the world through Jesus Christ, it’s not the same as with federal election, is it? God doesn’t need a mandate from us to move the world forward, does he? Whether we elect him as our Lord or not, he is not less God. He’s still sovereign. He still rules over the world. Whether we recognise him as our Saviour or not, he is still, through Jesus, our only way out of this fallen world.
Therefore, my first point today is: we are to persevere in suffering. It’s not surprising to see how Paul & Barnabas faithfully persevered, as recorded for us in the book of Acts. Notice, will you, in our passage today, Paul & Barnabas went through 3 cities: Iconium, Lystra & Derbe. They had been expelled from Antioch (13:50) & had fled from Iconium & Lystra (14:6, 20). But amazingly, they returned again! 
They faithfully persevered, at great cost, through the pain of rejection, humiliation, & stoning, to tell people about Jesus & what God’s done in Jesus for them. It’s not only that, they were there to strengthen Jesus’ followers. They told them to remain faithful. They warned that hardships & suffering are part of what it means to follow Jesus. 

22 They encouraged the followers and begged them to remain faithful. They told them, "We have to suffer a lot before we can get into God's kingdom." 
Later on in chapter 16, we read that it was in Lystra, in one of those cities which Paul & Barnabas fled from, that Paul first met Timothy. We know that Paul’s letters to Timothy ended up becoming wonderful parts of the NT Bible, & blessing countless other people in the last 2000 years. If you think about it, that was the fruit from Paul’s & Barnabas’ perseverance in Lystra!
Sometimes there is wisdom in moving away temporarily from an explosive situation. So Paul & Barnabas boldly told people about Jesus, but they left the cities, when staying on would do more harm than good. So sometimes it’s appropriate to run away from persecution or suffering.
But following Jesus is not about a popularity contest, like in politics. Paul & Barnabas understood this. It is us who need him, not the other way around. It is us who need to be saved, & have our sins forgiven, not the other way around. Jesus has opened the way. Jesus doesn’t need to be saved! He died in order to save us! He rose again from the dead, to show us who rules! To show us who is in charge! To show us who is worthy of our trust, of our whole life, of our best, our utmost allegiance! To show us who’s worthy to be the first in our heart!

Many of you have surely experienced more pain, suffering & hardships first-hand than I have, especially because you try to follow Jesus. So can I just remind you under God: The message about Jesus is still ‘the good news’ that people need to hear & believe, even though it caused many hardships. Even though it caused many bad experiences. It’s still the good news! The gospel!

It’s a beautiful thing, isn’t it? We read that: 19 Some Jewish leaders from Antioch and Iconium came and turned the crowds against Paul. They hit him with stones and dragged him out of the city, …. 
Can you imagine the pain, being stoned by a crowd like that? Or the mental anguish? The humiliation? Yet at this dark hour, we read, 

20 But when the Lord's followers gathered around Paul, he stood up and went back into the city.
What a comfort it must have been for Paul to have those followers of Jesus gather around him. he stood up and went back into the city. See, when facing pain & hardship like that, everything can seem so bleak & hopeless. God can seem so far away. But there’s the power of God when the followers of Jesus gather together, comforting a brother or a sister who is facing suffering & hardship. Never underestimate the church, friends! 
Often I hear people facing hardships or rejection or conflicts, & the first thing they do is withdraw from church. Withdraw from Bible study. That’s the worst thing you can do! Stay! Share your burden! Let your brothers & sisters help you, pray for you at least. It’s amazing what God can do in the church.
I was privileged to do the funeral of George Ovington last Thursday. It’s obvious his sudden death caused a lot of pain & sadness. But at the same time, even more obvious was how much love there is in the family. How much hope! How much joy! How much faith in Jesus! It was the first funeral I ever did. But God was very gracious to me, because in a sense it was such an easy funeral to do, because God’s church was there to support one another in grief.

My second point is that sharing the good news about Jesus sometimes doesn’t begin with Jesus. Did you notice, that when Paul was in Lystra, after he did a miracle by healing that crippled man who had faith in Jesus, Paul was absolutely horrified to see how these people then started to worship him & Barnabas as gods. But notice, what Paul said to them. He said: 
    15 Why are you doing this? We are humans just like you. Please give up all this foolishness. Turn to the living God, who made the sky, the earth, the sea, and everything in them. 16 In times past, God let each nation go its own way. 17 But he showed that he was there by the good things he did. God sends rain from heaven and makes your crops grow. He gives food to you and makes your hearts glad.
Paul didn’t start with Jesus, did he? He didn’t even mention Jesus’ name! There is something interesting going on here, because this is the first speech in the book of Acts, that is spoken to an audience that has not been influenced by a Jewish synagogue & its beliefs. This was a pagan audience. Never heard about God, or Moses, or king David, or the law, or the promises about Jesus. Never heard about what happened in Jesus’ life: his miracles, his teachings, his death, his resurrection! Paul didn’t mention sin or forgiveness, or repentance.
But I guess we can learn something here about starting a church among people from non-Christian background, like we do here. Sharing the good news about Jesus sometimes doesn’t begin with Jesus. Paul certainly didn’t. He starts by saying that there’s something completely wrong with what they’re doing. 

15 Why are you doing this? We are humans just like you. Please give up all this foolishness. Turn to the living God
Actually, this translation leaves something out. Paul actually says, We are bringing you good news, telling you to turn from these worthless things to the living God,

That would’ve been offensive, wouldn’t it? To call what they’re doing as ‘foolish’, or ‘worthless’. But Paul was saying, ‘we are bringing you good news!’. The good news is: You can give up all this foolishness. There’s something much better that you can turn to. Paul was simply calling them to change, & to turn to God. 
There’s something we can do, when we see pagan people around us, worshipping their family, or their career, or their house, or their money, instead of the living God. We can start by telling them the good news that they can turn from their foolish way of life! They can turn to the living God.
Paul then explained who God is: He created everything. He is the giver of all good things. Even apparently ordinary things in life, like rain, crops, food, joy, all these good things come from God. We shouldn’t be ashamed or feel awkward to bring God into our daily conversations.  

I guess this is a reminder to us that we don’t always have to explain all the details of the gospel, when we’re trying to tell them about Jesus. Of course there are times when we actually do need to explain the details. I guess we need to work out in any given situation what aspect of the gospel needs to be emphasised. And then see where it goes from there. 
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