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TITLE: TAKING OPPORTUNITIES

TEXT: Ephe. 5:15-16; Acts 26:1-29; Jn. 16:33; 

1st Pet. 4:12-14; Acts 16:25-34

INTRODUCTION:  The New Year is a time of renewed potential & opportunity for us.

 The New Year marks a time when we can let go of the failures and missed opportunities of the past and start out new and fresh and embrace the bright hope of a new and fresh tomorrow.

 In a lot of ways the New Year symbolizes and marks the beginning of a new day.
 For the Christian, it marks the beginning of a new day, a fresh beginning with God.

   With the coming of the New Year we have a whole new year of opportunity ahead of us, a new year of opportunity for service to God.

 The question that I pose this morning is how committed will we be in this New Year to take hold of the opportunities for serving God that lie ahead of us?

 The best example that we have in Scripture of a man who knew how to recognize and make the most of every opportunity, I believe, is the Apostle Paul.

Eph. 5:15 -16 (NIV)
15Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, 16making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. 

  We live in evil days today don’t we? The School shooting in Newtown Conn. a couple weeks ago is a another tragic reminder of that fact,
 Paul was a Christian who new the importance of recognizing opportunities when they arose and then taking advantage of them.
 Paul was opportunity minded. He recognized opportunity in places where many of us may not.
I want you to turn with me to Acts chapter 26.

 Paul had been arrested for his proclaiming the Gospel of Christ in Jerusalem.

 The Jews there are about to kill him when the Roman commander steps in and takes Paul from the Jews.    He has Paul put under Roman guard until he can find out why the people are so hostile against Paul.

 When he finds out that all this hostility toward Paul is because of a matter of religion and that the Jews have made a plot to kill Paul while Paul is in his charge, he has Paul sent to Caesarea to the Roman Governor, Felix.

 Felix hears Paul’s case and finds no grounds for him to be handed over to the Jews to be put to death, but because he wants to stay in good graces with the Jewish leadership, he keeps Paul under arrest.

 Two years later Felix is promoted and a new Roman Governor comes to town to take his place. The new Roman governor’s name is Festus.

 Festus doesn’t know much about Jewish law and custom and the inn’s and out’s of Jewish religion so he doesn’t really know what to do with this prisoner that he had inherited from his predecessor, Felix.

 So one day the Jewish king, King Agrippa,  comes to pay his respects to the new Roman governor and Festus asks if he would speak to this guy Paul that is in his prison that the Jews seem to hate so much ….

 And Agrippa, being very familiar with Jewish custom and law agrees to hear Paul’s case….

Acts 26:1 -29 (NIV)
1Then Agrippa said to Paul, “You have permission to speak for yourself.”

So Paul motioned with his hand and began his defense: 2“King Agrippa, I consider myself fortunate to stand before you today as I make my defense against all the accusations of the Jews, 3and especially so because you are well acquainted with all the Jewish customs and controversies. Therefore, I beg you to listen to me patiently.

4“The Jews all know the way I have lived ever since I was a child, from the beginning of my life in my own country, and also in Jerusalem. 5They have known me for a long time and can testify, if they are willing, that according to the strictest sect of our religion, I lived as a Pharisee. 6And now it is because of my hope in what God has promised our fathers that I am on trial today. 7This is the promise our twelve tribes are hoping to see fulfilled as they earnestly serve God day and night. O king, it is because of this hope that the Jews are accusing me. 8Why should any of you consider it incredible that God raises the dead?

9“I too was convinced that I ought to do all that was possible to oppose the name of Jesus of Nazareth. 10And that is just what I did in Jerusalem. On the authority of the chief priests I put many of the saints in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them. 11Many a time I went from one synagogue to another to have them punished, and I tried to force them to blaspheme. In my obsession against them, I even went to foreign cities to persecute them.

12“On one of these journeys I was going to Damascus with the authority and commission of the chief priests. 13About noon, O king, as I was on the road, I saw a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, blazing around me and my companions. 14We all fell to the ground, and I heard a voice saying to me in Aramaic, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.’

15“Then I asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?’

“‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,’ the Lord replied. 
16‘Now get up and stand on your feet. I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant and as a witness of what you have seen of me and what I will show you. 17I will rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles. I am sending you to them 18to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.’

19“So then, King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the vision from heaven. 20First to those in Damascus, then to those in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and to the Gentiles also, I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds. 21That is why the Jews seized me in the temple courts and tried to kill me. 22But I have had God’s help to this very day, and so I stand here and testify to small and great alike. I am saying nothing beyond what the prophets and Moses said would happen—23that the Christwould suffer and, as the first to rise from the dead, would proclaim light to his own people and to the Gentiles.”

24At this point Festus interrupted Paul’s defense. “You are out of your mind, Paul!” he shouted. “Your great learning is driving you insane.”

25“I am not insane, most excellent Festus,” Paul replied. “What I am saying is true and reasonable. 26The king is familiar with these things, and I can speak freely to him. I am convinced that none of this has escaped his notice, because it was not done in a corner. 27King Agrippa, do you believe the prophets? I know you do.”

28Then Agrippa said to Paul, “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?”

29Paul replied, “Short time or long—I pray God that not only you but all who are listening to me today may become what I am, except for these chains.”

 Do you know the difference between an optimist and a pessimist?

The difference between an optimist and a pessimist is that the pessimist sees a difficulty in every opportunity, while the optimist recognizes an opportunity in every difficulty. 
You may recall the story about how a psychiatrist was asked to treat twin brothers with extreme personality differences. One twin was a total pessimist and the other a total optimist. After weeks of interviews and observations, the psychiatrist decided on treatment. She set up two separate rooms; one to observe and treat the pessimist child and the other to observe and treat the optimist child. The psychiatrist had her teams set up and ready to observe. She was sure that she had found the solution for each child to begin to deal with each condition.

She first brought the pessimist child into a room full of brand new toys. To her amazement, the child broke down crying. The psychiatrist asked the little boy what was wrong. In between sobs, he shared that he refused to play with the toys because he was afraid that he would break each toy that he played with.

Thinking that she would fare better helping the optimist pare back his optimism the psychiatrist led the optimist child into his room. This room was full of horse manure. To the psychologist’s surprise, the optimist child jumped up and down rejoicing. Amazed, the psychiatrist asked the optimist child why he was so excited about the horse manure. With a glee that can only come from optimists, the boy shouted, “With all of this poop, there has to be a pony in here somewhere!”

  Personally, I have pessimistic tendencies. To a large degree that is how I was trained the years that I was in Grocery Management.  To look at any given situation and look for possible or potential problems that may arise from it.

 Before you would implement any “new Idea’s” any “new way” of doing business, you would first look for all the possible problems that may result from doing it.
  The thought was, don’t just jump into anything no matter how good it may sound.  First look for any potential problem that may arise from doing it.
   Many times, what sounded like good ideas, when held up to this kind of scrutiny, turned out to be not such a good idea.
 I am sure that the opposite sometimes happened also. A good idea may have been discarded because of potential problems that probably never would have arisen.
 But none the less that is how I was trained--To think analytically. To look for the bad in the supposed good in case there may be some bad hidden there.
 So, to that regard I am more of a pessimist then an optimist.
 Paul was 100% optimist. Particularly where the proclaiming of the Gospel of Christ was concerned.
  When Paul faced difficulty, he recognized the potential opportunities that lie within the difficulty.
   Paul’s difficulties were many and serious. He had been within an inch of losing his life at the hands of the mob in Jerusalem. 

  Rescued by Romans and smuggled out of the city, Paul was detained in prison.
  One day he was summoned before King Agrippa. Surrounded by his entourage, the king sat in splendor. Before him stood the apostle Paul — in chains. In such an intimidating situation, Paul was totally un-intimidated. 

   His primary concern was not to save his own skin but to save his hearers’ souls. 

   The way Paul snatched an opportunity from the jaws of difficulty is instructive. He was unfailingly courteous, he spoke with deep conviction, and his message was focused on Christ. 
 He commended the king for his expert knowledge of “ Jewish customs and controversies” and he expressed appreciation for the opportunity to speak to him.” 2“King Agrippa, I consider myself fortunate to stand before you today as I make my defense against all the accusations of the Jews, 3and especially so because you are well acquainted with all the Jewish customs and controversies. Therefore, I beg you to listen to me patiently.
When Festus rudely accused him of being insane Paul responded courteously: “ I am not insane, Most Excellent Festus”. 

   Paul’s defense was not a dry theological or political oration but it was a heartfelt explanation of personal experience. He pointed everyone’s attention to the Lord Jesus, with particular emphasis on his death and resurrection.

  Jesus appointed his disciples “ to tell people about [ him] everywhere”. To go out into all the world and make disciples of nations!

  Jesus never promised that it would always be easy or that we would never encounter difficulties in doing it, He just gave us the command to do it and the promise of His grace and sufficiency for the task….

 Jesus tells us in:
John 16:33 (NIV)
33“I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”
  Peter recognized this fact when he said in:


1 Pet. 4:12 -14 (NIV)
12Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. 13But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. 14If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you.
   All of us need to learn to be optimistic in our faith. To look for and see every opportunity for serving God and witnessing Christ. Especially looking for those opportunities in the difficulties we may face in this life.
  Because it is in the difficulties of this life that the opportunities for serving God are the most prevalent.
   That is why more people have probably come to Christ at Funerals then at weddings.
 Did you realize that there is more opportunity for witnessing Christ at a funeral then at a wedding?

  That a hospital is more fertile ground for the reception of Christ than a park or playground is?

  That jail services can produce more salvation experiences then services held in a Church can? 

 Often there is more opportunity for the Gospel of Christ being presented and being accepted in times of difficulty then where difficulty is absent.
   Why is that?

 Human nature! When things are going well, when difficulty is absent from our life, we often don’t feel a great need for God do we?
  On the other hand, when we are going through difficult times, when we have exhausted all of our recourses, when we have come to our wits end, when we have done all that we can do, exhausted all of our human effort and ability and the difficulty still looms in our life, it is then that we are the most receptive to God.
 Those times when we have hit rock bottom and the only way to look is up. The only hope we have left is God…
 If I asked the question, when has God moved in the most powerful way in your life, when was it that you found yourself being the most open to God or the most open to the Gospel of Christ?  Was it when everything was going well in your life, at a time when you didn’t have a care in the world? Or was it in or through a time of difficulty in your life?

 My guess is that more hands would go up indicating that it was when you were going through a time of difficulty.
  Or what have been the times that you have been the most effective in your witness of Christ?

 When you have witnessed to people whose lives are totally intact, people who seemingly have it all together and don’t have a need?

 Or when you have witnessed Christ to someone who was going through a difficult time? Someone who was in a state of crisis?

 Again, I believe that more hands would probably go up with the latter.
  The point is, there is tremendous opportunity and possibility for us as Christians in our witness of Christ in the difficulties that we or others face in this life.
 The Apostle Paul recognized this fact and it is what made him an effective witness of Christ.
 It was this knowledge that enabled him to be imprisoned and stand before kings and governors and the rulers of this world and boldly and unashamedly proclaim the Gospel message of Jesus Christ to them.
  Paul’s lifelong desire had been to one day go to Rome and present the gospel message of Jesus there.. God was now taking him there in chains…
 Paul recognized the opportunity of his imprisonment.
 Years earlier Paul had been arrested in Philippi. He was severely flogged and put into the dungeon of a Philippian prison…. 

 He was in one of the most difficult situations of his life.
  He was in horrendous pain; the whipping with a cat of nine tails had all but removed the flesh from his back..
 He was sitting, chained, in the innermost part of the prison, a dark and damp and dreary dungeon. The possibility of death lies ahead of him….

 How did Paul respond to this severe time of difficulty?

  Did he sit and moan and groan or curse those who mistreated him so severely and unfairly?

 No! He viewed it as an opportunity for proclaiming the Gospel of Christ. He saw it as an opportunity to witness Jesus.
Acts 16:25 34 (NIV)

25About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other prisoners were listening to them. 26Suddenly there was such a violent earthquake that the foundations of the prison were shaken. At once all the prison doors flew open, and everybody’s chains came loose. 
27The jailer woke up, and when he saw the prison doors open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself because he thought the prisoners had escaped. 28But Paul shouted, “Don’t harm yourself! We are all here!”

29The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before Paul and Silas. 30He then brought them out and asked, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”

31They replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household.” 32Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his house. 33At that hour of the night the jailer took them and washed their wounds; then immediately he and all his family were baptized. 34The jailer brought them into his house and set a meal before them; he was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God—he and his whole family.

   So often when we read this story we focus on Gods mighty deliverance of Paul and Silas.
But that is not what this story is all about.. 

This is a story about finding opportunity in the midst of difficulty, in the midst of adversity.
This story is about the salvation of a Roman soldier and his entire household that came about through the difficulty that God had allowed to come into Paul’s life.
 Had Paul not been arrested and whipped and imprisoned this Roman jailer and his entire family’s souls would have probably been lost.
Had Paul not viewed this difficulty as an opportunity to witness Christ, then when the prison doors opened and the chains fell off he would simply have escaped.
 But he didn’t! He stayed put! He cried out to his captor as his captor was about to kill himself; don’t harm yourself! We are still here!
 Then Paul took the opportunity that he had been given.
 He witnessed the message of Christ to this man and to his family.
The result… This man and his entire household were saved.
God still provides opportunity in adversity.
God has an opportunity for us in every difficulty that we or others may be going through.
 The question is; will we recognize the opportunities that God has for us?

Wherever we are, whatever situation that we find ourselves in, whoever we find ourselves standing before, will we look for the opportunity of witnessing the message of Christ?

  The message and its presentation have not changed. A courteous respect for the feelings, opinions, objections, and misunderstandings of the person being addressed must not be lost in the enthusiasm or stress of the moment. 
And there is no substitute for the compelling simplicity of an account of saving grace in the life of the witness. What God has done in our life….

 But everything must be centered in an explanation of who Jesus is, what he has done, what he offers, and what he desires, deserves, and demands. 
  Agrippa walked away from the encounter with Paul knowing exactly what the apostle was aiming at 28Then Agrippa said to Paul, “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?”

   The witness is not responsible for his hearer’s reaction, but only for presenting his hearer with an unmistakable and clear account of the message.

 With this in mind, we should recognize opportunities, recognize opportunities even in our difficulties and learn to grasp them and like Paul — with clarity, courtesy, and conviction proclaim the message that we have been given to proclaim.

 We all have a new year of opportunity for service to Christ ahead of us..

 God’s admonition to us this morning….


15Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, 16making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil.

 Is it your desire to make the most of every opportunity that God has for you to proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ in this New Year that lies ahead?

