Thank you very much, Bruce, Bruce Koon.  We’re so grateful for his ministry over a number of years here at Keswick and whenever I hear him, wherever in the world we’re together, that presentation of Scripture comes alive to me.  I see new aspects of the truth through that wonderful proclamation.  
He was reading or narrating from Acts chapter twenty and if you have a Bible with you perhaps you’d turn to that passage which Bruce has already presented.  Acts chapter twenty.  And we’re looking this evening at making disciples of all nations.  We’re going to read or look from verses seventeen to twenty-seven.
Driving up to err Keswick on Saturday I enjoyed listening to a programme on the radio.  Some of you will know it.  It’s called ‘Excess Baggage’ and it’s hosted by Sandi Toksvig, and she was interviewing three mountaineers.  Of course my ears pricked up knowing the subject this year at Keswick.  And she was trying to get under their skin as to why it was that they were willing to risk life and limb for this pursuit of climbing.  After all, on Mont Blanc alone the annual death toll is now in three figures, which she felt was not particularly encouraging.  And so all of these mountaineers began to reply to her questions, ‘Why were they doing what they were doing?’, and they said they were enchanted by the goal.  That’s the language they used, enchanted by the goal, the summit, and not just the summit, by the unspeakable beauty of the mountains which one of them said more than paid off the cost that they had incurred.  Err one of the mountaineers err quoted err the writing of another climber called Herzog, who’s written a book on his exploits.  In fact he didn’t write the book; he had to dictate it because he lost all of his fingers from frostbite.  And this particular man said, “Well, the summit was so much more important than fingers and toes”.  So it doesn’t seem quite adequate to describe that as a hobby, does it, really?  
And as I listened to those people I thought, well these men – err, one woman, two men, - their lives are dominated by this all-consuming passion, by this incredible sense of purpose.  And that stands in contrast to the way in which so many people live their lives today, doesn’t it.  If you ask people about their sense of purpose, why they’re living, what they give their life to, it’s not that kind of passion and dedicated focus to purpose, is it?  I read not long ago in answer to that question Helena Bonham Carter, the actress, who I think sums up how many people, certainly in the youth culture but more widely I think, view their lives.  She said, ‘Well, we’re all going to die anyway, so what does it matter so long as you have fun and have a sense of humour?’  And that’s today’s philosophy for so many people, it’s ‘eat, drink and watch telly for tomorrow we diet.’ (Audience laughs.)  That’s the purpose of life. And the purpose of life for so many of them is found in attributing meaning to things around them.  It may be the things they consume, maybe the things they wear, it may even be the things that they drive.  I was reading an article a short while ago on the crisis in the public sector and the journalist was talking about the way in which consumer culture has filled the vacuum left by the decline of traditional values, like patriotism or socialism or Christianity.  This is what he said:  “The most powerful collective identities now are those that we buy.  So DKNY or CK mean more to your average teenager than any government service.  Where once Socialism offered the promise of a better world, now GAP does.  Where once every seven year old girl wanted to be a teacher or a nurse, now they want to be Britney Spears.  The consumer culture is primarily focussed on your relationship with yourself rather than a relationship with a wider cause.  It’s typified by the L'Oréal slogan – do you know it? – ‘Because you’re worth it’.  Ugh!  
Well you don’t have to be a sophisticated social commentator, do you, to recognize that most people are looking for purpose, looking for meaning, something big to which they can give their lives.  And there frequently comes a point when people genuinely recognize that for all of their self-indulgence, all of their investment in those things, they remain deeply dissatisfied.  They have no idea what should be the purpose of their existence.  Now you’ve heard the example of the disillusioned businessman who was nearing the end of his career and this is what he said:  “For thirty years I’ve been climbing a ladder only to discover that it’s propped against the wrong wall.”  So, what about your life?  And this evening I’d like us all to confront that basic question.  In fact it’s the basic question this text, which Bruce narrated and which we have in our hands, Acts chapter twenty, what is the purpose of your life?  What are you giving your life to?  What shapes your priorities?  What determines your motivation in your life?  And as this week we think about what it means to be a disciple of Jesus and as this evening we think about what it will cost to make disciples of all nations, I think this is the bottom line question.  And the focus of what we’re going to look at over the next few minutes is Paul’s purpose statement in verse twenty-four.  Please read that as err I turn you to it.  Verse twenty-four:  “I consider my life worth nothing to me if only I may finish the race and complete the task” – climb the mountain – “the Lord Jesus has given me, the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace.”  And you see in that verse how Paul viewed his life.  It wasn’t a possession to be held on to at all costs.  He wasn’t living his life according to his own needs and priorities, his own sense of personal comfort or convenience or security.  Here was a man with a purpose.  His life was shaped by that one over-riding concern which he expresses in verse twenty-four, to be “faithful to the Lord Jesus, who called me, to finish the task that God has given me.”  Now this speech here is a wonderful example of what it means to make disciples.  And although this theme is really the thing for the whole church, it’s the task of the global Christian community to make disciples of all, all nations, it is essentially a calling for each individual Christian.  And it’s for this reason that tonight I want us to confront the personal demands involved in the global mission of God.  And at the close of this evening we would like to give many here the opportunity to commit themselves wholeheartedly to this cause, to this purpose.
Well Acts 20 is the only speech which Luke records which is addressed to the Christian audience.  There are many other evangelistic speeches but this is unique.  And in particular it gives us unique insights into the pastoral and evangelistic priorities of this man, Paul, and more than that, into what it took Paul to make disciples.  So I’d like us to look at four qualities, four characteristics of Paul’s ministry in making disciples of all nations.  And each of these qualities is a result of that passionate purpose statement in verse twenty-four, “To complete the task that God has given me.”  
So number one, the first quality is faithful proclamation.  What comes across in this extraordinary commitment of Paul is his energetic commitment to preaching and teaching the gospel.  You notice it several times in these verses, verse twenty-four, we’ve been reading, “the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace”.  If you look at the next verse, “I have gone about preaching the kingdom”, or verse twenty-one, back to twenty-one:  “I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and faith in our Lord Jesus.”  These are the great themes of the gospel that Paul’s talking about:  grace, faith, God’s kingdom, human repentance, and this speech demonstrates that Paul was thorough in fulfilling this aim of faithful proclamation of the gospel of God’s grace.  
You can see it in three ways, actually, this faithful proclamation.  First of all, it was to all of the people.  Verse twenty-one:  “I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and faith in our Lord Jesus.”  You’ll probably know from the previous chapter, in err nineteen he was there in the city and he was teaching in the synagogue, arguing persuasively about the kingdom of God.  And he had to move on.  He was given what we these days call the left-boot of fellowship and err he had to leave the synagogue.  So he went to the lecture hall of Tyrranus, you remember, chapter nineteen verse ten:  He lectured “for two years, so that all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord.”  It’s err, it’s a remarkable statement by Luke:  “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord.”  So all of the people.  All of the tourists, all of the traders, all of the residents of Ephesus, they were there sitting in the lecture hall during their lunch-breaks, drinking their Coke, munching their sandwiches and listening to Paul preach and teach.  It went on and on, year after year.  It’s been estimated if Paul was there for about three years, and if he was in the lecture hall, say, five hours a day, then that is the equivalent to three forty-minute sermons a week for fifty years.  That was his commitment to the preaching and teaching of that message.  It was to all the people, the whole population.  In his case it literally was making disciples of all nations in that cosmopolitan city.  Well not only all the people, it’s also all the truth.  Do you notice in verse twenty-seven:  “I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God.”  His preaching ranged across every aspect of the plan and purpose of God.  That’s part of the business of making disciples.  Every part of the message he proclaimed faithfully.  And thirdly, it was not only that, it was all occasions.  That’s another remarkable feature in this text which Luke gives us.  He was equally thorough in his approach.  Verse twenty:  “You know that I have not hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you but have taught you publicly and from house to house.”  So publicly and privately, day and night, verse thirty-one, which we didn’t read, but if you just turn to the text you’ll see “for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears.”  So this man wasted no opportunity.  He wasted no time.  All occasions.  Nothing could stop Paul from this fundamental commitment, this fundamental priority, of faithful proclamation of God’s grace.  No opposition, no trial, nothing could stop this man with a purpose.  So he omitted no part of the message, no part of the population and no method was left untried.  And I think that’s why in his speech, you’ll notice in verse twenty-six he could be so bold in declaring, as he says, “I am innocent of the blood of all men.”  He’s picking up the phrase there which Ezekiel uses, Ezekiel thirty-three, how he’s fulfilled this spiritual responsibility, this task the Lord Jesus had given him.  “I’ve discharged my duties before God and men” he says.  “I’ve been a faithful watchman in my proclamation of the gospel of God’s grace.”
Well that’s Paul’s first priority, his first characteristic of making disciples of all nations.  And I think it really does represent a challenge in terms of our own life and work, the work of the church, the work of the global church.  What about all people, making disciples of all nations?  Are we tempted to ignore the difficult groups, whether they’re in our neighbourhoods or in our society at large or even other parts of the world?  And I often ask myself to what extent I am sustaining and nurturing and developing this incredible vision of God’s universal mission which we’ve been singing about tonight.  That was the motivating force in Paul’s life.  All people to hear this gospel of God’s grace.  And what about all of the truth?  It’s very tempting in our increasingly pluralistic culture to soft-pedal, to skip some parts of the message, which in our contexts are particularly difficult.  I name for example the uniqueness of Jesus Christ.  Christians are losing their nerve about that part of the gospel in this pluralistic setting, or the challenge of preaching as Paul did repentance and faith.  And what about all occasions?  I wonder if we’re tempted to give up too easily.  We assume it will never work.  Well Paul would not give up.  Night and day, publicly, house to house, faithfully proclaiming all of God’s word.  Well Paul was determined, you’ll see, verse twenty, to hold nothing back:  “I have not hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you.”  Or verse twenty-seven:  “I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God.”  Faithful proclamation.  
Well now this is supported by a second characteristic.  It’s touched on very briefly in this text but very significantly in the opening statement of his speech in verse eighteen.  Have a look at it.  I call it consistent living.  Last month there was a small item of news that surprisingly hit the international newspapers.  I don’t know if you saw it.  It was published in several papers here.  It was the rather distressing story of a lorry driver who had lost his job.  And what was the reason?  Well, he drove supply lorries for Coca Cola but he insisted on drinking Pepsi at work.  Yeah.  So they sacked him.  A little unjust, you might think.  Of course, err, if it was the chief executive who was discovered with a six-pack of Pepsi under his desk, that would be another matter in my view, ‘cause these days the new styles of business management all emphasise consistency matters.  Charles Handy, the business guru, lists as one of his six guiding principles for leaders and for managers, the leader must live the vision.  He must not only craft the vision statement, the mission statement for his company:  he must embody it.  So verse eighteen:  "You know how I lived the whole time I was with you, from the first day I came into the province of Asia.”  When you read this speech, there is a ring of integrity about it; there is a ring of consistency in the speech as a whole.  This is the kind of person I am.  You know, err this is what I have done; you know this is how I lived among you.  Same is true of his closing words, verses thirty-three to thirty-five at the end of the chapter.  He says he has not coveted the possessions of others.  He’s worked hard.  He’s followed the words of the Lord Jesus – “it is more blessed to give than to receive”.  In other words, as you read through this text you can see that he can appeal to them as witnesses of the way in which his life matched his words.  And this was and is an essential part of the task of making disciples.  It’s a reflection of the fundamental purpose of this calling.  He was being true to that calling verse twenty-four, to proclaim faithfully and to live consistently.  In his err most recent book Dallas Willard tells the story of a pastor who one Sunday morning in the middle of the service saw something which made him very angry indeed so immediately after the service he hunted out the person who was responsible for what happened and he gave him a ruthless, err, merciless rebuke.  Unfortunately he was still wearing his lapel microphone.  [Audience laughs] And this was a large American church and his diatribe was broadcast right through the church buildings in the Sunday school rooms, apparently even in the car park.  And Dallas Willard says soon afterwards he moved to another church.  Well, there would be a degree of humour about that but I think almost all of us know that this is a fundamental challenge in Christian mission, in Christian ministry of any kind, and that is living by double standards, and Paul’s words in 1 Thessalonians echo exactly this same idea that is expressed here in verse eighteen in talking to the Ephesian elders – do you remember? – where he talks about his mission priorities, he says “our gospel came to you not simply with words “but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction.  You know how we lived among you for your sake.”  So Paul’s description of mission in those opening verses of 1 Thessalonians 1 is a collection of items.  You see, it’s not restricted just to communicating information.  That’s not just the task of mission or of evangelism.  He adds three other expressions, in 1 Thessalonians 1 verse 5:  it’s proclaimed in God’s power, it’s proclaimed with full conviction, it’s proclaimed, as he says, in the Holy Spirit, who empowered him, the speaker, and empowered the listeners to receive that message.  But then there’s a further phrase which he gives in verse five and in the way in which he expresses it, it’s very tightly connected to everything else, and he says:  “so you know how we lived among you for your sake.”  In fact on several occasions to the Thessalonians as here to the believers in Ephesus he says “you remember how we lived.”  So the gospel that he was proclaiming was bearing fruit in his own life and it was this combination which made his gospel communication so effective:  God’s word proclaimed in the power of the Spirit and demonstrated by, embodied in the messenger himself.  And this, of course, is to be expected because the truth of the gospel is dynamic, it is life changing.  Truth is to be done, not simply to be believed.  Now I think this kind of modelling the gospel, faithful proclamation and consistent living is vital today in whatever area of mission or ministry that God is calling us, whatever our daily work, this combination is vital.  Err, two of my daughters, teenage daughters, have, over the last year or so, served on the staff of a theological college in a famous university not far from where we live.  And I’d like to say that they’re on the staff of the university but in fact on Saturday mornings for pocket money they’re working in the kitchens and they’re cleaning the tables and err serving up breakfast to the various ordinands, trainees, and those who are there at the theological college and every so often one of my daughters in particular comes back Saturday afternoon and she has another story to tell of how rude or how discourteous one or other of the students has been to her or to the girls who are serving the food or cleaning the tables.  In fact she’s even threatened to email the churches where these ordinands are going to go and give them an unsolicited testimonial about their ministry, their new curate.  You see, on the one hand I say, ‘well, well Becky, you know, we’re all grumpy at breakfast.  It’s not too much.’  But on the other she is absolutely right, because how do you make sense of less than godly behaviour of people who are preparing to serve the church, to serve the community, to make disciples?  It’s of vital importance in Christian mission that we ensure that our lives are truly modelling the truth of the gospel and that we’re giving energy to the shaping and the forming of other disciples through encouragement, through faithful proclamation but through lives which demonstrate that kind of consistency.  So if we’re committed to the truth it will shape the whole of our lives.  Notice Paul also says in verse twenty-eight, which is where err Bruce stopped as I asked him to, but in the, the rest of the speech to the Ephesian elders Paul takes this seriously.  He says to the leaders “Keep watch over yourselves.”  His first concern you see is that they take seriously their own lives, they pay attention to their own spiritual condition.  And even though it’s obvious, this is often missed.  It’s only as leaders themselves remain faithful to guard his disciples that they can expect other people to do so.  It’s only as they grow in grace and in the knowledge of the Lord Jesus that they can appeal to others to do so, to move forward in faith.  Yet so often this is a neglected priority amongst Christian workers, amongst missionaries, amongst pastors, amongst all of us in whatever area of service God calls us to.  We become spiritually dry with a busy schedule.  We may even begin to drift morally, or we’re prone to a kind of professionalism, dispensing our advice, passing on information without any real connection to the spiritual life which should be maturing and developing.  Remember how Paul urged Timothy with exactly the same phrasing that he uses here in Acts 20:  “Don’t let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an example to the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith and in purity.  Watch your life and your doctrine closely.  Persevere in them, because if you do you will save both yourself and your hearers.”  Well I think what is clear from this speech in Acts 20 is that there would be nothing in Paul’s life, nothing in his lifestyle that could be made an excuse by other people for not believing in the gospel of God’s grace.  His message and his ministry were wedded to a godly life that made the message believable, credible.  And that’s essential to making disciples.  That’s the result of living with this kind of committed purpose.
So faithful proclamation, consistent living, thirdly:  compassionate identification.  Compassionate identification.  I think this passage is, is wonderful for what it shows us about this man’s heart, Paul’s pastoral heart.  He wasn’t the professional who delivered his lectures and then disappeared.  You know here, there’s no hint here of the detached presence of a specialist.  Let me highlight a few phrases.  Verse eighteen:  for one thing, he lived amongst them for three years.  Verse nineteen:  he “served the Lord with great humility and with tears.”  Verse twenty:  he “visited and taught from house to house.”  Nothing remote.  House to house in his engagement with people.  Or earlier on in the chapter, which we didn’t read, at Troas, verses nine to eleven, you may remember, he spent a very eventful night proclaiming the word of the Lord, talking with the believers, it says “right through to daylight.”  Or at the end of the chapter, chapter twenty, you gain some insight into the affection and the warmth that these believers saw Paul in [sic].  Verse thirty-seven:  “they all wept as they embraced him and kissed him.  What grieved them most was his statement that they would never see his face again.”  So you see, here was someone who was completely open-hearted.  He didn’t keep his distance.  He identified fully with the people to whom he was bringing this message, fully with the people who he was seeking to bring into true discipleship.  Now as we’ve seen from that purpose statement in verse twenty-four, he didn’t consider his own life, his own comforts the first priority.  He drew alongside people and in all kinds of costly ways he gave time and energy to understanding them and winning their trust and affection, just the same as he did in Thess … err, Thessaloniki as he describes again in 1 Thessalonians those beautiful words “as apostles of Christ we could have been a burden to you but we were gentle among you like a mother caring for her children.  We loved you so much that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God, but our lives as well because you’d become so dear to us.”  Now there’s probably no better description than that passage, 1 Thessalonians 2, for what pastoral ministry, what making disciples involves:  this unreserved commitment, sharing the gospel and our own lives.  He worked hard to support himself as he says at the end of the chapter.  He constantly gave himself to others.  And the metaphor he use … err he uses here and in err 1 Thessalonians show that deep love, that motherly tenderness, that gentleness.  Now as I think about the cause of the gospel around the world, I have no doubt at all that proclaiming the gospel today is a very demanding task.  But equally demanding is sharing our life with those to whom we are bringing the message and Paul demonstrated that self-sacrifice in that way lies at the heart of this ministry of making disciples of all nations.  This is simply following in the steps of Jesus himself and it’s basic to this consistent service:  sharing the gospel and ourselves – our lives, our resources, identifying with those to whom we’re ministering.  Now this is especially important I think in what these days we call the post-modern culture.  In this culture of ours people are becoming weary of words, aren’t they?  In our seminar this morning we were recognizing people do not trust these authority figures any more.  We don’t trust the politicians.  We don’t trust even the BBC.  We don’t trust church leaders.  The Times newspaper this morning will carry news of the death of Saddam’s two sons, and as we said this morning, we’re not too sure whether that’s true.  The Americans said it is but – phh (mild expression signifying ‘so what?’).  I was in a student residence not long ago.  As I went into the err gentlemen’s bathroom and I saw some words written above the hot air hand-dryer.  You know these hot air hand-dryers in the, in the bathrooms?  And a student had written above the hot air hand-dryer:  “Press this button for a message from the Prime Minister”.  And it’s true.  You see, people are cynical about words.  They are weary of authority figures telling them what to do.  We don’t trust them any more.  And so authenticity in Christian mission demands our lives embody the message, we identify with those to whom the Lord is sending us.  And if the gospel describes God’s power in the apparent weakness of Jesus our ministry will follow that same pattern of costly identification.  If God is calling you to go to another part of the world, I can guarantee it will involve that kind of costly identification if you’re to make disciples of all nations.  Ajith Fernando, many of us know him and have enjoyed his ministry, has written a book recently called Jesus driven Ministry, in which he says a lot about identification and a lot to us western Christians, us comfortable Christians, as he would call us, and he highlights the fact that many people are not prepared for the costs of this kind of mission, this kind of disciple-making.  We are more concerned with self-fulfilment than with the costly identification with others.  We’re more interested in the ‘Because you’re worth it’ mentality.  And when you are committed to the gospel and you live with that mentality, you will soon be disillusioned in your service for God.  If God is calling you to serve him in mission, it’s as well to be realistic about what Paul is saying here.  He shows his humility.  He refuses to claim anything for himself.  He talks about his tears, this deep concern for his converts.  He displays patience and perseverance as he kept going, year after year, month after month, proclaiming the word, visiting house to house, identifying, refusing to give in.  In my work, errm, with pastors, younger pastors and err younger leaders I sometimes quote the words of Colin Morris.  We’re sometimes talking about preaching, and I like what, err, Colin Morris said about the word and the words to preachers.  He says:  ‘It’s not from a pulpit, but a cross that power-filled words are spoken.  Sermons need to be seen as well as heard to be effective.  Eloquence, homiletical [sic] skills, biblical knowledge are not enough.  Anguish, pain, engagement, sweat and blood puncture the stated truths to which men will listen.
That leads us to the fourth and the final quality, and that is obedient suffering, obedient suffering.  You see, Paul describes in verses twenty-two onwards, what he expects will now face him as he completes this calling, as he carries to fulfilment this task that the Lord Jesus has given him.  You’ll see in verse twenty-two it was certainly uncertain what his future held:  “I am going to Jerusalem not knowing what will happen to me there.”  He certainly knew it would involve suffering.  See the Holy Spirit in verse twenty-three:  “In every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships are facing me.”  So it was an uncertain future, but it was necessary.  Do you notice in verse two he says “compelled by the Spirit”.  Err, several times in Luke’s account he talks about this kind of compulsion, what we were thinking about last night through Steve’s message – the compulsion of the Spirit.  And despite the warnings of what he would encounter he knew that God was calling him to go, the Spirit was pushing him forward, so he must obey.  A short while ago there was a report in the British Journal of General Practice, and it carried a survey of the stresses and strains on British missionaries.  And the Times medical err correspondent reported on this article in the British journal, and this is what he said:  “A hundred and twenty years after David Livingstone died broken by disease and despair in a remote African village, British missionaries are afflicted by the same occupational hazards that hastened his demise”.  And it went on to describe this particular survey.  Two hundred missionaries were surveyed and a high proportion of those were brought home for health reasons.  Sixty per cent had psychiatric illness of one kind or another.  Livingstone himself was found dead kneeling in an attitude of prayer beside his bed on May the first 1873 in what is now called Zambia.  And the Times correspondent continued:  “By the time Stanley found him he was worn out mentally and physically, his supplies had been stolen, he had no medicines.  He was almost at the end of the road”.  And when you read Acts 20 you realize that Paul already knew a great deal about the costs of making disciples.  He refers in verse three of this chapter to the “plots of the Jews”.  He had to make other plans because of the plots of the Jews and then again in a poignant phrase in verse nineteen of the passage we’re looking at:  “I served the Lord with great humility and with tears although I was severely tested by the plots of the Jews”.  See, like Jesus who called him, if obedience required it then he was willing to suffer.  And I think that’s the only way you can make sense of these two apparently contradictory messages of the Spirit in verses twenty-two and twenty-three.  Do you notice that?  He describes two actions of the Spirit in verse twenty-two and twenty-three.  Verse twenty-two:  a compulsion by the Spirit that drives him to Jerusalem and in verse twenty-three the warning that if he will suffer, he will, he will suffer if he goes to Jerusalem.  How is that contradiction reconciled?  Well it’s reconciled by the purpose statement that we’ve been looking at, verse twenty-four:  “I consider my life worth nothing to me if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me”.  So obedient suffering was no problem to a man who had that kind of purpose, a man who understood his life in those terms – Jesus calling me.
Well that’s an expression of these four qualities that we’ve identified:  faithful proclamation, consistent living, compassionate identification, obedient suffering.  I think those four things are all needed if we’re going to make disciples, to make disciples of all nations.  So as I conclude, let’s return again to that controlling verse, verse twenty-four, with which we began.  And I think it’s clear, don’t you?  It is a call for total commitment.  We’ve seen what this meant for Paul:  he gave everything he had to make disciples.  He wanted to finish that task.  Now I have a [sic] inspirational poster err at home which brings me great encouragement.  It says this:  “God put me on earth to accomplish a certain number of things.  Right now, I’m so far behind I will never die”.  And Paul expresses in this purpose statement what he also wrote to Timothy:  he was determined to finish the course:  “I have fought the fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.”  He had completed the task the Lord Jesus had given him.  He’d made disciples of all nations.  He’d lived his life with that kind of undivided purpose, like the mountaineers.  It’s worth it, you see.  Not for me, but for that cause, that summit, that overwhelming beauty of Jesus and the call of Jesus to proclaim the gospel of God’s grace.  
I have over the years received news from err brothers and sisters in Rwanda and Burundi.  Not all of the Christians in those countries capitulated to racism or to err ethnic hatred.  Some of them opposed it and often at the cost of their lives and in the midst of genocide stood for Christian gospel principles of forgiveness and reconciliation.  And err one of my former colleagues whose life was preserved in the middle of it err was left there with his wife and family in the refugee camps and a number of us found some money, sent him a fax and said ‘well, we could fly you out’, you know, ‘we can get you and the family out.’  And he replied with this, just a very short fax transmission.  He said:  “If I cannot share my people’s pain, I cannot share the gospel with them.”  And there’s nothing half-hearted or double-minded about that reply, is there?  You see, here was someone like Paul, whose focus was sharp, whose purpose was absolutely clear.  He knew why he was living his life.  And so it was for Paul.  His life was of no value to him, he said.  He was ready to lay it down.  His ambition was not to climb some ecclesiastical ladder, but to finish the race, to complete the task of proclaiming the gospel.  He wasn’t after fame or money.  He says he worked with his own hands.  He was absolutely focussed on this task of making disciples, of proclaiming the good news.  
So this evening I would like to ask if God is calling you to that task.  I hope it’s very clear from this passage.  The calling to serve God in bringing the good news to the nations is not driven by self-fulfilment but by the calling of Jesus Christ himself.  And this evening we want to ask those of you who believe that God has been calling you to this mission to be ready to respond publicly.  And Peter in just a moment will explain more about that.  I think what this text shows is that there are no false promises.  There are no immediate rewards save knowing that we serve the Lord Christ, that we fulfil the task he’s given us, that we run that race that we climb to the summits because to be a disciple of Jesus is simply this:  to take up our cross and to follow him.  That’s it, pure and simple.  Verse twenty-four:  “I consider my life worth nothing to me if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me, the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace.”  Amen
PAGE  
1

