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Have you been enjoying the Olympics--the setting in an ancient land, the beauty of the events is inspiring. Although the official Olympic motto is “Higher, Faster, Stronger”, my favorite Olympic motto was spoken by British gold medalist decathlete Daily Thompson, who said it was: “To enter the arena, to make the attempt, to do one’s best.” I like that!

I can easily picture the Apostle Paul saying the same thing to his missionary team outside Lystra and Derbe. I like it so well that that is what I want to say to you this morning (and to me): “To enter the arena, to make the attempt, to do one’s best.” Today’s story about Paul is that motto in action--by acting on it, by believing it, we can carry out the charge Christ gave his followers: “to go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, Son and of the Holy Ghost”  [Mat. 28:19].

Yet what happens when you do that: you enter the arena, you make the attempt and you do your best—and it is not good enough! When your actions and effort fall far short of the prize and find yourself outside the city gates battered and bruised and unable to get up! . 

Two weeks ago I spoke about the treasure in earthen vessels and last week how we can’t do it alone, we need encouragement; we need help from earth and from heaven. Today these things come together outside an ancient town called Lystra. 

This story began as a typical day in the missionaries’ life. There was a new town, Lystra, to evangelize. While Paul was preaching there, he noticed a man who was lame but who had the faith to be healed. Luke, the author of Acts, is careful to point out that the power to heal the man came not from Paul but from the God to whom Paul was a mere witness. When Paul told the man with faith to get up, he did it! That is what faith is. It is simply a way of getting back up—in the power of God.

The people of Lystra had long heard rumors that the gods may one day visit disguised as humans. That was a central element of their ancient Greek mythology. So when the crowd saw this healing, things quickly got out of hand. The crowd began to shout, “The gods have come down to us in human form.” Barnabas they called Zeus, and Paul they called Hermes. Soon the local priest of Zeus showed up with an ox to sacrifice to the missionaries and placed garlands on their necks. We can imagine the music blaring, and people beginning to dance.

If this happened to you or me, we may be tempted to go with it. It’s not often you get to be a god, and it would feel good to be the answer to someone s needs. But Paul and Barnabas knew that nothing is more dangerous than being someone’s god - for a while. The gods that humans create, they always eventually destroy. That’s because it is only a matter of time before a false god disappoints us.

Paul and Barnabas got so angry they tore the clothes off their backs and began shouting, “Why are you doing this? We are mortals. Just like you.” At first the people of Lystra just smiled. “Oh, humble gods as well.” But soon the same folks who had chased Paul and Barnabas out of the last few cities they were in showed up in this scene as well. They started telling the truth saying, “These men really are mortals.” We can just see Paul nodding in agreement as they backed away from the crowd saying, “Yes, that’s what we’ve been claiming. We’re mortals.” The enthusiasm of the crowd immediately turned to anger. They dragged the missionaries out of town and threw rocks at them until everyone thought they were dead.

It’s a dramatic story, but it happens all of the time, and this is the reason why. For a long, long time, mortals have been consumed with finding a way to mend their brokenness. Like the man born lame in Lystra, some of us are crippled by broken bodies, others by broken spirits, broken dreams, relationships, and families that have broken apart. We cannot stand the thought that we are abandoned to limp along in life as if there is no healing. So we keep rehearsing our favorite mythology that promises someday we will find someone or something to fix us. And we’re ready to make a god of whatever looks promising: getting into college or getting out, finding a new job, settling down or moving around, and, of course, finding someone to love you just right. At this point, even a good friend will do. The search goes on and on and on because whenever the person or the thing we were counting on to save us fails, and we discover our life is still broken, we become so angry we could throw a stone. That is probably preferable to the barbed words we say that are even more damaging.

It is so very significant that the very first thing Jesus did after his baptism, where he identified with us, was to go into the wilderness. Remember what happened to him there? He was tempted by Satan to do something about his hunger, mortality, and the human yearning for more success. Rather than diminishing God’s power by fixing these basic human frailties, Jesus honored them as created limitations.

So just to be clear, Jesus will not fix everything that is broken in our lives any better than anyone else. We sometimes encounter healing narratives in the gospels, but we have to remember that everyone Jesus healed became sick again and eventually died. So clearly, the point of these healings was not to protect people from their mortal limitations. Jesus came to give us God; not to give us the nature of gods. We will always be mortal, which means something is always broken in our lives.

It is amazing how much of our days are spent with brokenness. It is so common that you may not even think about it. But you deal with brokenness at work where you try to paste together deals that are falling apart, relationships that are strained, copiers that keep jamming, and computers that freeze up. As you drive home in your car, you hear that funny sound even though you’ve had it in the shop three times. When you get home, your kid runs up to you asking if you can fix her bike that is busted. You go inside and learn that the repairman has to order a part to fix your broken stove. So you whip out your cell phone to order a pizza, which you now have on speed dial, but it drops the call. After dinner you were hoping to watch TV, but the cable is out. So you throw yourself into fixing the busted bike, the broken garbage disposal, and the creaky back door step. And just before you go to bed, the closet doorknob comes off in your hand. You stand there just staring at this doorknob until your spouse gets really worried about you. You trudge into bed and as you lie there, you hear the toilet that is still running because you forgot to jiggle the handle. And as you stare at the ceiling, you are thinking that if someone could just invent one thing that does not break, you would slay an ox and call that person a god.

Being a Christian doesn’t change any of that. It doesn’t keep all of the pieces of daily life together, and it doesn’t even keep the pieces of the heart together. Being a Christian just allows us to call our broken lives holy.

In Jesus Christ, we have a God who entered the mess of how it is—lives that are often falling apart, hearts that break so easily, and bodies that keep breaking until they eventually fall back into dust. He sanctified it all by becoming a broken man himself. That is what the cross proclaims.

Joyful people aren’t any closer to keeping body and soul pasted together than those who are not joyful. But the joyful people have learned that they do have enough--even with some of the pieces broken, it’s a pretty good life. In fact, they have learned to give thanks, especially for the broken pieces because that is now their best altar where it is easy to pray and find communion.

The end of the story is my favorite part. After everybody had thrown their stones and left Paul for dead, the other disciples came around him. Then, Paul got up! (Notice the parallel to the lame man he healed.) He had the faith to get back up. And where does the battered, old apostle head, but right back into town.

The witness of mortals who find it easy to believe in God because they stopped trying to be a god can never be destroyed. That’s because they believe not in what they can do but in what God can do even through them. We have this treasure, Paul claimed, in earthen vessels. The vessel keeps chipping and it breaks apart, but only to reveal the treasure.

One of the most memorable moments in recent Olympic history took place in 1992, at the summer Olympic Games in Barcelona, Spain. You may remember the name, Derek Redman. He was the British runner who had been through 22 surgeries after an injury he suffered while getting ready for the 400 meter race in the 1988 Olympics in Seoul.

It was a shock to everyone that he was even running again, much less competing as the best athlete from his country. When the gun went off for his race, Derek took off. He was in the middle of the pack of some of the fastest runners in the world when, about halfway around the track, he pulled his hamstring and fell to the ground.

Of course, everyone thought he was finished; the broadcasters started yelling out, “Derek Redman is out of the race! Derek Redman is out of the race!” The cameraman stayed with the rest of the runners as they finished the race, but then raced back to Derek Redman who was still down on the track, trying to pull himself back up. He was determined to finish the race.

Much to everyone’s amazement, this great athlete slowly stood up and began to hobble around the track, writhing in pain. You can see this on the video footage. As you watch his face, there were tears streaming down his cheeks. Yet, in spite of his determination, it was obvious to everyone watching that there was just no way he would be able to finish that race; he was in such pain.

Just as Redman was about to collapse for the final time, a man came running down out of the stands. He climbed the fence at the side of the track, pushed his way past two big guards and ran onto the track. The man who came to Derek Redman’s side that day was Derek’s mentor. He had been sitting in a section at the top of the grand stand that day in Barcelona, but he could not imagine anything but getting involved.


The man’s name was Jim Redman. He happened to be Derek’s dad. For years, he had been there by his son’s side, getting up at four o’clock in the morning for practices, encouraging, supporting and cheering his son on. Now, he felt he just could not stand by and let his son fail to finish the race.

So, he came jogging up to his injured son; and, when he got close enough, he reached for him, putting his hand on Derek’s shoulder. Derek took a few more steps and then turned and fell into the chest of his mentor and dad. Then, Jim Redman said these words, which were later quoted in the newspaper. He said, “Derek, we started this thing together and we are going to finish this thing together.”

Then, Jim took his son’s arm, put it around his own shoulders, put his arm around Derek’s shoulders and held his son up. I mean, literally, just held him up as together they made their way around the rest of the track. As you can imagine, the crowd was roaring its approval as Derek Redman finished his race.

[PLAY CLIP AT http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1iCUgPdRXPs]

When your life is battered and broken, what is it that will get you back up on your feet? Your own tenacity and commitment? You don’t have enough. Your own power? You are not a god, and haven’t the power of gods. You are made of dust, as a mortal. That’s the good news! It means you can witness - watch - the power of God that shines best through broken vessels.

The hope created by a God who journeys with mortals always gets up! And goes back to its mission. For it is God who is with you. Alleluia! Amen.

Source: NY Times, Aug. 5, 1992, “BARCELONA: TRACK & FIELD; British Runner Is a Hero Even Without a Medal.”
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