06.29.25 ~ Pentecost 3

“Generous Grace and Miraculous Freedom”
The United Baptist Church, Annandale, VA

Deuteronomy 26:1-11 MV
' When you have entered the land the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance
and have taken possession of it and settled in it, > take some of the first fruits of all
that you produce from the soil of the land the Lord your God is giving you and put
them in a basket. Then go to the place the Lord your God will choose as a dwelling
for his Name * and say to the priest in office at the time, “I declare today to
the Lord your God that I have come to the land the Lord swore to our ancestors to
give us.” * The priest shall take the basket from your hands and set it down in front
of the altar of the Lord your God. ° Then you shall declare before the Lord your
God: “My father was a wandering Aramean, and he went down into Egypt with a
few people and lived there and became a great nation, powerful and numerous. ° But
the Egyptians mistreated us and made us suffer, subjecting us to harsh labor. ’ Then
we cried out to the Lord, the God of our ancestors, and the Lord heard our voice and
saw our misery, toil and oppression. 8 So the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a
mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great terror and with signs and
wonders. * He brought us to this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with
milk and honey; ' and now I bring the first fruits of the soil that you, Lord, have
given me.” Place the basket before the Lord your God and bow down before
him. ! Then you and the Levites and the foreigners residing among you shall
rejoice in all the good things the Lord your God has given to you and your
household.

Leader: These Are God’s Words of Provision.

People: Thanks be to God!

Acts 16:20-31 NV
20“The whole city is in an uproar because of these Jews!” they shouted to the city
officials. 2! “They are teaching customs that are illegal for us Romans to practice.”

22 A mob quickly formed against Paul and Silas, and the city officials ordered them
stripped and beaten with wooden rods. ?*> They were severely beaten, and then they
were thrown into prison. The jailer was ordered to make sure they didn’t

escape. 2 So the jailer put them into the inner dungeon and clamped their feet in the
stocks.

25 Around midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the
other prisoners were listening. 2° Suddenly, there was a massive earthquake, and the
prison was shaken to its foundations. All the doors immediately flew open, and the
chains of every prisoner fell off! 2’ The jailer woke up to see the prison doors wide
open. He assumed the prisoners had escaped, so he drew his sword to kill

himself. 2 But Paul shouted to him, “Stop! Don’t kill yourself! We are all here!”

9 The jailer called for lights and ran to the dungeon and fell down trembling before
Paul and Silas. ** Then he brought them out and asked, “Sirs, what must I do to be
saved?”



31 They replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved, along with
everyone in your household.”
Leader: These Are Miraculous Words of Witness!
All: Thanks be to God!

Please pray with me:

Gracious God, we thank you for the comfort and freedom to worship you here
today. We thank you for our opportunities to minister to others and have fellowship.
May the words of your Scriptures be opened to our minds so that we can hear you
communicate your love and instruction to us through this messenger. Guide our
senses and actions of hospitality so that we can be an example to the community.
Thank you for your generous grace, abundant provision, and miraculous power. In
Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Happy Sunday! It is good to have David and Charles and others
back with us today. After pondering the second passage reading all week,
I found that my hymn singing was a bit more robust and joyful! But first,
let us claim God’s vital hospitality and generosity explained a bit
differently in Deuteronomy.

The Israelites who left Egypt with Moses and wandered for 40 years
seeking the Promised Land were encamped on the plains of Moab. The
first generation had perished except for Caleb, Joshua, and Moses. The
book of Deuteronomy is Moses’ final address to second-generation Israel.
From Chapter 12 until Chapter 26, where we are today, Moses laid out
numerous laws required of the Israelites by God. Laws about tithing,
making sacrifices, community behavior to get along well, worship
practices, prayer requirements, and even laws about war, marriage, and
sexual purity. Our reading goes from heavy instruction and correction to
teachings about gratitude and having an expectation of thanksgiving.

How do you give thanks on a daily basis? Typically, we share our
resources of food, money, or clothing, and verbally praise God’s

generosity. We also recount our experiences or stories of God’s blessings;
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we get personal, sharing our gratitude privately with God or sometimes in
a public setting. The public testimonies help others see how God has
blessed our lives, as we give him the credit. In this chapter, we read a
summary of their deliverance out of Egypt as they left slavery for
freedom but had no idea how difficult it would be. This generation had
never experienced the backbreaking slavery their parents had. Moses
needed to remind this new generation that God fulfilled his promise to
bring them out of the hostile desert to a better land flowing with milk and
honey.

God’s generous gift of provision and grace came about not from
merit or anything the people did, but from their longstanding relationship
with God. At breakfast yesterday, we discussed how our prayers with and
for each other are not transactional or conditional. People we know often
ask us to pray for them (even if they have never been baptized into the
faith) because they see that our relationship with God is strong and
perhaps stronger than their own. We also share prayer needs because we
are told in James 5:13-16 to pray for one another; if anyone is sick, call
the elders together to pray for healing. If anyone has a praise experience,
share it with joy and singing. This passage is not just about the bounty of
the land but is a reminder of God’s generous grace and blessing, even for
an obstinate people. That gives me great hope in our challenging times.

Now, the second passage is also a hopeful one, yet an odd choice or
interpretation of hospitality, so you’ll have to listen for it closely and read
between the lines. Here’s some context. Just before Acts 16:20, Paul had
miraculously exorcised a python, sooth-sayer demon from a young slave
girl. You would think that would be reason for praising God! But the
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slaveowner’s master was angry because once she was healed, Satan no
longer told fortunes through her, and they lost their source of income. The
people lost their entertainment. Crowds gathered to see the spectacle, and
Paul and Silas were accused of disrupting the city and the girl’s owner’s
business of fortune telling.

Paul and Silas were stripped, beaten, and thrown into an inner
prison (which means indescribable filth and no windows) and their feet
were put into stocks for punishment and pain. To cope, they started
singing hymns of praise to God for protection and deliverance. The other
prisoners and the jailers could hear them and witnessed unusual joy
despite their horrible circumstances. I have heard that this Bible story was
a source of support for Christian prisoners of war during Vietnam, and for
those captured in World War 11.

Then there was a sudden earthquake, and their chains broke in two,
while the doors flew open. During those times and probably today, a
jailer or prison guard was responsible for any escaped prisoner and would
face severe punishment himself. So, the jailer in our story was distraught
and about to take his own life in despair. Paul noticed his reactions and
reassured him that they would not flee the scene. The other prisoners had
witnessed the praising of God, a potential to escape, but also saw Paul’s
decision of obedience, and decided to stay as well. This shocked and
changed the jailer’s mind and heart. He knew and witnessed that Paul and
Silas had something inside of them that he did not have: a courage of
conviction that was a different kind of freedom than any prison could
restrict. Can you imagine the jailer trying to make sense of their actions
of surrender? It didn’t make much sense, but to us believers, one person’s
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salvation, internal freedom, and obedience to God and authorities are
more important than superficial freedom. The prayers, singing, and
willingness to stay testified to God’s miraculous power and a freedom he
wanted, so the jailers asked, “what must I do to be saved?”

Just think, what would you say after being flogged and tortured in
jail? They did not berate him, boast of their new freedom, or criticize his
abusive treatment of them. Instead, they said to him the same witness
they said to previous converts on their missionary journeys, “Believe in
the Lord Jesus Christ.” They forgave him immediately and helped him
respond well to God’s transformation with no judgment. Folks, that is
vital, life-giving hospitality even in a prison! His whole household was
saved! That is miraculous freedom too--the freedom of religious liberty
and salvation.

What does this mean for us? Does it take a cataclysmic event like
war to get our attention? Most of us here are already Christ followers, but
are we fully committed enough to have forgiven abusive treatment like
the jailer gave? Are we obedient no matter what? Or are we imprisoned
by our fears, unmet expectations, jealousy, ambition, or hatred? There’s a
lot of anger right now over that 900+ page budget bill being read in
Congress this morning. Can we put aside our politics, opinions, and
choose what’s right for the human race and for our country and world?
Will we pray for things to go our way, or will we sing with joy and for
the joy of Christ in everything we do? Will we agree to pray for others
who ask, even if we wonder how they ended up in their difficult
circumstances? Will we forgive those with whom we cannot agree? Will
we offer live transforming hospitality and fellowship to strangers?
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I hope so! Let us remember the visual on the front of the bulletin.
Through Jesus Christ, our chains to whatever vice or sins we own are
broken because of his love for us, his sacrifice on the cross, and his
resurrection and relationship with God. How’s your relationship today?
Are you in prison or are you free? Happy Early Independence Day!
Amen. ||

Let us pray. Dear Lord, we kneel in spirit, obedience and love, asking
you to break our chains whatever they may be. You are the restorer,
forgiver, and transformer. Help us to be more like Paul and Silas, trusting
in your freedom and your grace. Relieve our anxiety and fear. Thank you
for your mercy, protection, and love, reminding us daily that you are a
generous provider and we trust in you. Help us to share this story with
others so that you may change lives. In Jesus’ name, we pray, Amen.
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