“Don’t be afraid,” Samuel reassured them. “You have certainly done wrong but make sure now that you worship the Lord with all your heart, and don’t turn your back on Him. Don’t go back to worshiping worthless idols that cannot help or rescue you, they are totally useless! The Lord will not abandon His people, because that would dishonor His great name. For it has pleased the Lord to make you His very own people. “As for me, I will certainly not sin against the Lord by ending my prayers for you. And I will continue to teach you what is good and right. But be sure to fear the Lord and faithfully serve Him. Think of all the wonderful things He has done for you. But if you continue to sin, you and your king will be swept away.”                                                                                                                              1 Samuel 12:20-25
Three months later we set sail on a ship that had wintered at the island, an Alexandrian ship with the Twin Brothers as its figurehead. We put in at Syracuse and stayed there for three days; then we weighed anchor and came to Rhegium. After one day there a south wind sprang up, and on the second day we came to Puteoli. There we found brothers and sisters and were invited to stay with them for seven days. And so we came to Rome. The brothers and sisters from there, when they heard of us, came as far as the Forum of Appius and Three Taverns to meet us. On seeing them, Paul thanked God and took courage. When we came into Rome, Paul was allowed to live by himself, with the soldier who was guarding him.
Acts 28:11-16
     A Sunday school teacher asked each member of her class to write one sentence on “What Easter Means to Me.” One pupil wrote: “Egg salad sandwiches for the next two weeks!”
SERVING GOD WITH COURAGE
1. According to Luke’s recollection in Acts 23:11, Paul heard the Lord say to him: “Take courage! As you have testified about me in Jerusalem, so you must also testify in Rome.” Now Paul is in Rome, however, he is not there as a result of a carefully planned and executed trip as many others before. He is in Rome to face the trial at the Emperor’s court. He might have been eager to deal with his Jewish accusers and as a Roman citizen to confront them before the impartial judge, but at the same time he most probably is reaching the point of total exhaustion, following his long and arduous trip since the day he appealed to Caesar while in the custody of Festus (Acts 25:9-12) some 5 or 6 months prior. On the other hand, with so much ahead of him and so much uncertainty, even though he knows he is on the right side of the law, he needs someone to cheer him up and to support him and finds such support from the followers of Christ not only while traveling to Rome but also while being there. According to Luke, Paul has been visited by some who travelled from as far as 47 miles away from the city of Rome, and who came to greet him as fellow believers. In today’s terms the distance of 47 miles might seem to be not really a distant one but in the reality of Paul’s times it has been quite a distance to travel, especially on foot. The fact that they came and greeted him was very important to Paul and Luke writes: “he took courage” from their visit.
2. This was not the first time Paul was encouraged. It happened before and in many of his letters Paul indicated his fervent prayers asking God to help him to remain courageous in his ministry. He did so because Paul very well knew that it is not easy to witness to the Jews. For instance, he remembered being encouraged when Jesus spoke to him in the Temple saying: “Hurry and get out of Jerusalem quickly, because they will not accept your testimony about me.” He also recalled what his response to God was: ‘Lord, they themselves know that in every synagogue I imprisoned and beat those who believed in you. And while the blood of your witness Stephen was shed, I myself was standing by, approving, and keeping the coats of those who killed him.’ (Acts 22:18) So, God decided to tell Paul: “Go, I will send you far away to the Gentiles.” (Acts 22:18-21) Paul knew that because of the opposition to what and who he stood for the discouragement easily embraces human heart. He might have been used to the opposition, but he also knew that he was able to bear all that he experienced only because of the prayers of others on his behalf, and from this he drew his own courage. 
3. Paul also knew that while being a prisoner and in chains he was most certainly an undesirable acquaintance to many at the present time, and yet so many still came and visited with him. We do not know who those people who came to see him were, but we know that they have brought him their love, eagerness, and the will to help in whatever way they could.  And most of all at this particular moment they were there when, and where, he needed them. It was important for Paul, because in the company of others, courage might be generated at a much greater degree than in a solitude. Facing what he faced,  Paul would take all the encouragement he could from those who cared for him. To witness to others, whether the Jews or the Gentiles as Jesus told him to, Paul needed courage and every time he would encounter the people who cared, his courage would be strengthened. Paul realized that he is about to endure many challenges, the tenacity of all those hostile to Jesus and to His teachings, and those who would present an aggressive opposition to Him. He was also aware that he would face a rather  hostile judge, the emperor, for he knew what Nero was like, even before he appealed to him, but I believe he did so because first of all this was the will of God who told him: “Take courage, you must also testify in Rome.”
4. For the Greeks as well as for the Romans, courage was considered as one of the four ultimate virtues of human behavior. These four were: “wisdom, temperance, justice and courage.” Ancient philosophers believed that “courage” indicates the power of mind and of the spirit to overcome fear and to act with concern to the effect and to the end. Courage was not the experience of the absence of fear, but it is the will to venture, to act and to risk, in order to achieve the ultimate goal. I am not surprised that the lonely lion of the “Wizard of Oz” fame was searching for courage, because it is not found very widely in the world and especially not in our, modern society. The society today prefers conformism and status quo rather than courage to hold on to and to express the ultimate truths. The “Early Church” considered courage to be a by-product of faith, and the early Christians knew that by caring and sharing in the fellowship would only strengthen their courage. Therefore they prayed for one another to be able to face all the daily tasks and to confront the troubles while remaining loyal to the “agape,” the love expressed in the form of fellowship. This was needed then and this need still continues to be an important one today. To continue our work and our mission, we need each other and we need to be encouraged by one another. 
5. As we can see from Paul’s experience, it might not be easy to truly follow Jesus and His commands, but it is possible if we pray for one another and we offer the one another support. It might seem at times as if there is too much for us to bear and we might even think and believe that there is nothing we can do anymore, that we reached the end of the line, especially because we are surrounded by the hostile, modern society’s ideology. We also may often feel not only alienated in this world but feel depressed and forgotten as well. Sometimes we too may feel that the Church today is under such a pressure that witnessing to our society is nearly impossible. Yet, what we learn from the story of Paul is that even in all these moments God offers courage and strength to those who need it the most. There are many forms in which God’s intervention may occur, it may be in His direct contact with us, or it may be that He uses others to encourage us. What is important is to recognize and to remember that the fellowship and the prayer for each other strengthens us and thus it cannot be ignored. 
6. Nobody can journey’s through life without experiencing at times some sort of loneliness, and very few  people are able to fully escape the symptoms of sadness or even the depression. These experiences may indeed be devastating for human psyche, but when we have others around us just as the people who encouraged Paul were with him, and while we still have the faithful community of believers, this  allows us to ease the pressure we as the individuals may find ourselves under. Acts of love and caring for one another deepens the sense of belonging and the sense of security. Sharing in the lives of others and serving others while not being the ones who are always served only, is to live and to keep our relationships with each other and make these relationships meaningful and steady, despite of and regardless of the cost. Paul was uplifted by the actions of this group of Christians that have given themselves into his service. He gained courage and in return was able to continue of giving himself to others. 
7. Even while waiting for his trial he was able to witness and to minister to many. His mission, which begun on the Road to Damascus, continued even in this most dreadful current circumstances. Now, while in Rome and a prisoner, he is still very active as an Apostle of Jesus and apart from teaching the people in Rome, he also writes four of his fourteen letters (Ephesians, Colossians, Philippians, and Philemon). Eventually he is acquitted of all the charges this time and when freed without hesitation he travels to Crete, then Nicopolis, then as he promised to Spain. Some scholars indicate that he even went to Britain from there. These are the remarkable achievements considering what he just went through. The lesson from his experience clearly indicates that anyone who feels discouraged needs to be strengthened and this is possible only when God is on our side. Without God in one’s life it is impossible to get encouraged when someone feels depressed or lonely and abandoned, but there is nothing impossible for God. We may try to get better on our own, but it is always futile. Only God is able to help us. We live in the world of many discouraged people and as Christians we know how people may be encouraged and we are called to be Christ witnesses to those we meet and who need encouragement. We may learn from Paul how to do it, but in the end it is the very people who need encouragement, who must embrace Jesus Christ and His presence in their lives. There is no other way, and Jesus still remains the only Way, the Truth, and the Life.
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