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“Power on Display”      Text –  Acts 11:27-12:25      OT Reading – Psalm 2

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
In your hymnbooks, you will find several hymns written by William Cowper.  
And Cowper suffered, for most of his life, from what we today call depression, which included time spent in psychiatric hospitals and various attempts to take his own life.  
He was a believer who experienced severe doubts about his salvation and the fear that he was doomed to eternal damnation. 
Well, Cowper wrote his last hymn in 1772.  

And while we cannot be absolutely certain of the following, these are the circumstances that some say led him to write the hymn:  
· One night, determined to end his life by drowning, he called a cab and told the driver to take him to the Thames River.  Now, one version of the story has it that thick fog caused the cab driver to get lost, while another has it that while there was fog, the cab driver got lost on purpose.  Whatever the case, eventually Cowper told the cab driver to just stop and let him out, which the cab driver immediately did.  And to Cowper’s surprise, he found himself right back at his own front door.  And Cowper interpreted this event as a fog sent by God to keep him from taking his life.  
· And so, he wrote the words to his last hymn.  It is No. 461 on our hymnals and it reads like this:  
God moves in a mysterious way His wonders to perform;
He plants His footsteps in the sea And rides upon the storm.

Deep in unfathomable mines Of never failing skill
He treasures up His bright designs And works His sovereign will.

Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take; The clouds ye so much dread
Are big with mercy and shall break In blessings on your head.

His purposes will ripen fast, Unfolding every hour; 
The bud may have a bitter taste, But sweet will be the flower.

Blind unbelief is sure to err And scan His work in vain;
God is His own interpreter, And He will make it plain.

Well, it is this theme of God’s mysterious yet marvellous providence, working its way out in the events of each day, that is before us today.  

Last week, as we looked at the fledgling church in Antioch, I described the events at the end of ch. 11 and through into ch. 12 as the springboard to Gentile missions.  
Luke records a series of events that launch Barnabas and Paul into what we call the first missionary journey.  
And while they seem ‘random’ and are at times rather distressing, nevertheless, God’s glorious, gospel purpose is accomplished.
And so we should join Cowper and say, Yes.  God moves in a mysterious way.  However, His purpose is always good so I need not be fearful.  Instead, I should trust Him.
There is, though, a second theme here in ch’s 11-12 that holds equal blessing for readers of Acts.  
And that is that despite having written now about the conversion of Gentile Cornelius, and the new Gentile church in Antioch, and being ready now to record the new Gentile focus of the gospel, Luke also wants his readers to know that Jerusalem and the Jews are far from forgotten in the eyes of God.  
And so, our text, today, has Jerusalem and the Jews as its focus.  

And from this angle, we have even more reason to join Cowper and say, Yes.  God moves in a mysterious way.  However, His purpose is always good so I need not be fearful.  Instead, I should trust Him.
What we see here in these verses then is a selection of events that demonstrate God’s power and provision for His church.
The first is the Gift Gathered for a Foretold Famine, 
the second is the Astonishing Escape from a Protected Prison, 
and the third is the Excruciating End that comes to a Misguided Monarch. 
So firstly then, we see that a gift gathered for a foretold famine demonstrates God’s power and provision for His church.
1. Now, notice, to begin with, that Luke opens v27 with the words, “About this time.”  And 12:1 says, “It was about this time.”  
a. And these timing phrases tell us that Luke’s chief interest here is not a strict, chronological account of this event followed by this event which came before that event.  
i. As we noted before, Luke’s purpose in this section is recording those events that A) led up to the first missionary journey to the Gentiles, and B) showed that Jerusalem and the Jews were not forgotten by God despite this Gentile focus.  
ii. So, what Luke does is to group certain stories together to highlight these themes that may or may not have come before or after other events.  
A. And this means that just because Herod dies at the end of ch. 12, does not necessarily mean that that happened after something recorded in ch. 11.  
iii. And this is something often found in the Bible.  We call it theological history.  
A. And this does not mean that accuracy is abandoned.  
1) You see this as Luke explains when this prophesied famine took place.  
B. It simply means that a strict chronology of events is not the main point here.  
C. What we can say for certain is that all these events occurred sometime between A.D. 42-46.
2. And we read here at the end of ch. 11 that sometime in that period, a group of prophets came to Antioch.  And one of them, Agabus, foretold a famine that would cover the Roman Empire.  And we are told that, indeed, this prophecy did come true during the reign of Claudius.
a. So let’s speak then, briefly, about this matter of prophecy.  
i. We first encounter the word, in the Bible, in relation to Abraham who is described by God as a prophet.  
ii. But Moses is the one that we usually think of as the first prophet of the Lord.  
iii. Well, the office of prophet continued right through until 400 years before Jesus was born.  
A. But then, as part of His judgment on Israel, God withheld His word from His people and there were no prophets.  
B. And so, the Jews believed that the time of prophecy was over.  
iv. However, as we have seen in the sermons preached throughout Acts, men like Peter and Stephen have been quick to point out that Messiah, when He came, would be the greater prophet that Moses spoke about in Deut. 18.  
A. And indeed, unlike Moses and Samuel and Eli, Jesus spoke His own words, not the words He was given to speak by God.  
v. But also, as was always the case in the OT, a significant time in the history of salvation would be accompanied by those who spoke the Word of the Lord – prophets.  
A. So now, with the coming of Messiah, and then the beginning of the NT church, which does not yet have the NT, there are, once again, prophets.  
1) They are given as a gift of the Lord to strengthen the faith of His people.  
a) And they reveal His word to His people, and, as a sign that they are prophets of God, they foretell future events.  
i) And 1 Cor. 12:28 and Eph. 4:11 make very clear that these prophets ranked second only to the apostles in terms of their usefulness to the church at this unique stage in her history.  
A) But just as the need for Apostles would pass when the Bible was complete, so too the need for prophets would pass when the Bible was complete.  
i. Once the Bible was complete, the need for those who had lived with and seen the resurrected Jesus was passed.  Now, all could read that in God’s Word for themselves.  
ii. And the need for those who could directly reveal God’s Word was passed because all could read God’s Word for themselves.  
iii. As a passage like 2 Tim. 3:15-17 explains, the Bible is sufficient; able to thoroughly equip God’s people “for every good work.”
b. At this time, though, when the NT has not yet been written, Agabus foretells a famine.  
i. And indeed, secular history recognizes the famine spoken of here.  
A. People often speak of Pukekohe or Canterbury as those places that fill the produce section of NZ’s supermarkets.  
B. Well, Egypt was where the food came from for the Roman Empire.  
1) And every time the Nile River overflowed, crops would be ruined and the effects would flow out into the empire.  
C. And indeed, this is exactly what happened around this time.  There are records of a 100 year flood in A.D. 45 that pushed grain prices up to twice their normal value.  
ii. Now, the rich could stock-pile food and make it through.  But the poor were the ones who struggled during these times.  
A. And what we have seen about the Jerusalem church thus far in Acts suggests that its members, by and large, were not wealthy.
3. Well, what happens as a result of Agabus’s prophecy is an example of Christian living.  A voluntary offering is taken up, to which each gives according to his ability.  
a. And remember that these believers have been told that the famine will affect the whole Roman Empire, which includes Antioch.  Howvere, despite knowing that hardship awaits them there in Antioch, their first thought is for those in Jerusalem who are likely to face even greater hardship as a persecuted minority.  
i. Agabus had come and had revealed a problem.  But as we saw last week, these believers are now known for the first time as Christians.  
A. And while that name looks back to what is found in vv19-26, it also includes what happens here.  Why?  Because Jesus said in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”  
1) And so, as money is collected in the name of Jesus Christ, or, perhaps as carts full of grain are loaded up to head to Jerusalem in the name of Jesus Christ, more reason is given for these people to be called Christians.  
a) Forgiven sinners who have been blessed by God’s grace in Jesus Christ, having heard about a problem, have worked out a way to reflect the love of Christ towards others in need.  
i) No doubt, they have taken into account the principles of the OT, and interpreted them through the cross of Christ as a calling to be generous and sacrificial. 
b. And perhaps what we read here provides us with a good opportunity to ask ourselves if that is our attitude also?  
i. We live in tough times, relatively speaking.  The economic outlook is not so good.  Some say it is just a matter of time before the whole thing unravels.  
A. How will that affect our generosity toward those in need?  
B. Will the support of missionaries and the relief of poverty be the first items on our budget to suffer, or the last?
So, standing back to view all of this, consider the Jewish church in Jerusalem which has haltingly come to see that the gospel will now go the Gentiles.  
It has sent Barnabas away to help this new church made up of people who are not circumcised and who have never sacrificed in the temple – a church which defies everything they have ever known.  
And yet, very soon, a generous gift from their new brothers and sisters in Christ will arrive during a time of extreme hardship.  
What an encouragement!  What a remarkable evidence of God’s power!  What a visible demonstration of the church in action!  
Surely then, it is true that “God moves in a mysterious way, His wonders to perform!”  
Well, secondly we see that an astonishing escape from a protected prison also demonstrates God’s power and provision for His church.
· And we are told that this event happens during the reign of King Herod who died in A.D. 44. 
· And this King Herod was the grandson of the King Herod who reigned at the time of Jesus’ birth.  
· He had grown up in Rome with Caligula and Claudius, who later became Roman Emperors.  
· And each expanded Herod’s territory when they became Emperor.  
· Now, in many respects, Herod was very much the Roman.  But he also sought to be as Jewish as he could be when he was with the Jews.  
· Being part Jewish himself, historians tell us that he would offer a daily sacrifice at the temple when he was in Jerusalem.   
· And during the Feast of Tabernacles, one historian records that Herod even read the law to the people as the kings of Israel were supposed to.  
· However, because he was only part Jewish, when he came to the part of the law that forbade Israel from choosing a non-Jewish king, he wept.  
· But the people, who clearly loved Herod, cried out, “You are our brother!  You are our brother!”  
· Well, Herod also had very strict ideas about law and order.  And so, he was ruthless when it came to stomping on new sects or groups that threatened, as he saw it, the peace of Jerusalem.  
· Thus, as we read at the beginning of ch. 12, he had James, the brother of John, put to death by the sword.  And seeing that this pleased the Jews, he also had Peter arrested.  However, being the Feast of Tabernacles, he decides to wait for the feast to pass before the trial, which every reader knows will result in only one thing, Peter’s death.  
· And perhaps, having been alerted by the Sanhedrin to Peter’s previous prison escape, Herod puts strict measures in place to make sure that this does not happen again.  
· Luke wants us to see that it is humanly impossible for Peter to escape.  
1. Now, let’s note a few points from vv1-5.  
a. James was one of the three.  He, his brother John, and Peter were the three that Jesus often had with Him for the most significant aspects of His public ministry.  James has seen incredible things.  He was still a young man.  He could be still in his thirties here.  He is a great loss to the church.  But all Luke says is James was put to death with the sword.  
i. We can imagine the grief of John and James’ family.  We can imagine the grief of the church.  We can imagine the ‘why’ questions being raised to heaven; questions that are asked whenever someone young and especially someone who seems so gifted, dies?  But all Luke says is that James was beheaded.  
ii. And then, on top of all this, Peter is arrested and surely faces the same fate.  
iii. You would expect then, humanly speaking, that the church crumbles or flees or gets angry with God.  But what do we read?  Nothing in relation to the death of James, and that “the church was earnestly praying to God for [Peter].”  
A. This suggests, then, people of God, that despite these terrible circumstances, these believers trusted in God.  They knew that “God moves in a mysterious way, His wonders to perform.  Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take; The clouds ye so much dread Are big with mercy and shall break In blessings on your head.  His purposes will ripen fast, Unfolding every hour; The bud may have a bitter taste, But sweet will be the flower.”
iv. Josif Ton was a preacher in Rumania during the communist regime.  When told to stop preaching or be killed, he said, “Sir, your supreme weapon is killing.  My supreme weapon is dying.”  
A. You see, Josif knew, from the example of Stephen, and here James, and since them, many others, that there will be times when God’s sovereign will permits hardship, tragedy, and even death.  
1) But for the believer, who looks in faith to Christ, he or she may be certain that somehow even circumstances like these will serve Christ’s good, gospel purposes. 
b. But note also that at a time when the believers seem powerless to do anything, there was one thing they could do – they could pray.  
i. And to the world, this may seem pitiful.  Surely, nothing must seem more ridiculous to the world than a prayer meeting.  The world would admire a protest march or an attempted jail-break, or any activity, but gathering to pray?!  
A. So, on the one hand, you have mighty Herod and the arm of state.  On the other hand you have a few, miserable Christians gathered in a room, with eyes closed and hands folded, praying.  
B. But what do we see time and time again in the Bible, Brothers and Sisters?  
1) When things look the most dire and when God’s people are at their weakest, we know what’s coming – A demonstration of the power of God!  
ii. Now, notice that God’s purpose was served best with James’ death.  There was no miraculous escape for James.  But now, God’s purpose will be served best with Peter’s escape.  
A. So, even though we may pray for healing or deliverance, that will not always come.  
B. What will come though is the advancement of Christ’s kingdom purposes.  
1) This then, should be the chief request of our prayers.  
iii. But note here also the close relationship between God’s activity and gathered prayer.  
A. As they gathered to pray for Peter, God was busy setting him free.  
1) And as useful as it might be to spend some time reflecting on this, let me simply quote the words of Charles Spurgeon from his book, Only a Prayer Meeting.  
a) Spurgeon said, “We shall never see much change for the better in our churches until the prayer meeting occupies a higher place in the esteem of Christians.”
2. Well, next, from vv6-19, we read of Peter’s miraculous escape.  
a. Now, we don’t need to make any more of this than is necessary, but people of God, don’t ever believe anyone who says that God has no sense of humour.  For this story is comedy at its best.  It is beautiful comedy that says so much about God and so much about us as weak, doubting human beings.  
b. But before we look at Peter’s escape, note one small point in connection with his imprisonment.  In v6, we are told that on the night before the trial, which means the night before his certain death, “Peter was sleeping.”  
i. Despite death being so close at hand, Peter can sleep.  And that, brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls, is a picture of trust in the Lord.  
A. Peter knows that he will either die tomorrow or escape.  But either way, “God moves in a mysterious way, His wonders to perform.”  
1) And Peter sleeps the sleep of he who trusts in the Lord.
a) And there is a lesson there for us adults who can toss and turn at night as we worry about this or that, but also a lesson for you boys and girls who might find it hard, at times, to get to sleep.  Trust in the Lord.
c. But then, sometime in the night, an angel comes.  
i. He has to strike Peter to wake him up.  
ii. And this account is told in such a way as to remove any possible doubt that this is an inside job or an organised escape that is later turned into an angel story.  
A. The chains fall off.  
B. Peter is told to get dressed and follow.  
C. And it appears that Peter is one of those people that needs a good strong coffee in the morning before the grey matter starts working.  
1) It reads as though he stumbles about in an absolute fog with no comprehension of what is happening until, in v11, he finally wakes up!  
a) In the meantime, they have passed sleeping guards and heavy, locked iron gates have opened by themselves.  
b) And it is not until the angel disappears that Peter realizes that he is not dreaming.  This is real!
d. Well, Peter obviously has a pretty good idea where the believers will be.   And so, he heads to the house of Mary.  
i. Now, most likely, the Rhoda mentioned here is quite young, perhaps even a child or youth.  Her actions and the response of the believers suggest that.  
ii. The scene though is hilarious!  
A. Peter is knocking on the door and calling out.  
B. And Rhoda comes and hears Peter, but rather than let him in, she runs back to the believers and tells them that is at the door!  
C. But they, despite Peter having miraculously escaped before, refuse to believe it and tell her, literally, that she is nuts!  
D. But as the knocking continues, she insists it is him, and so they allow that perhaps she has heard something and so they suggest it is Peter’s angel.  
1) You see, the Jews believed that after death, someone’s ghost or angel remained on earth for a few days and could be seen or heard.  
2) And these Christians do not appear to have let go that belief.  
E. Well, perhaps then they hear the knocking themselves and they go to the door, and “Blow me down and tie to me to a pig!” there stands Peter!  And Luke says, “They were astonished.”
iii. Well, very quickly, Peter gets them to quieten down and then describes what happened before instructing them to tell James (that is, Jesus’ brother – the one who wrote the Bible book) and the brothers about this and then he leaves town for elsewhere.
iv. And this section ends with the absolute disbelief of Peter’s guards who then lose their own lives as was the custom for prison guards at that time, whenever a prisoner of theirs escaped.
e. Now, I don’t know about you, but I confess that I find the initial disbelief of these believers to Peter’s escape rather comforting.  
i. Despite earnestly praying for Peter, they refuse to believe Rhoda when she tells them that Peter is at the door!
A. Time and again, God’s power goes far beyond what we think is possible.  Yes?
B. But this just leaves us looking to Jesus crying out, “Lord, we believe.  Help us in our unbelief.”
f. But most importantly of all, God has taken one life and allowed another to continue, all for His sovereign purpose.  
i. Job also witnessed this in his life, and he said, “The LORD gave and the LORD has taken away; may the name of the LORD be praised.”  
ii. Is this how you will respond when such circumstances are yours?
Well, finally and very briefly, we see also that an excruciating End comes to a misguided Monarch as another demonstration of God’s power and provision for His church.

1. And congregation, we need not rehearse any of the details of vv19b-25 because they are simply and effectively told.  At the very moment that this persecutor of the church accepts the worship of the people and refuses to praise God, he is struck down and dies a horrible death.  Effectively, he becomes a corpse before he dies.  And if you read the explanation of doctors in commentaries who describe what likely happened to Herod, it is awful.
a. Earlier we read from Psalm 2 where it says, “The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the LORD and against his Anointed One … [But] the One enthroned in heaven laughs; the Lord scoffs at them.  Then He rebukes them in His anger and terrifies them in His wrath, saying,  "I have installed my King on Zion, my holy hill."”  And this King on Zion is the Lord Jesus Christ.  So, the Psalmist continues, as one Bible paraphrase puts it, “Submit to God's royal son, or He will become angry, and you will be destroyed in the midst of all your activities-- for His anger flares up in an instant.  But what joy for all who take refuge in Him!”
i. And so, as we think of the Bible, we see ‘mighty’ Pharaoh who thought he could stand against the Son of God, destroyed by the waves of the Red Sea.
ii. We see ‘mighty’ Sennacherib who stood outside the gates of Jerusalem and said to the Jews, Do not trust in your God, for no god can protect anyone from me.  But Isaiah 37 says, “The angel of the Lord went out and put to death 185,000 men in the Assyrian camp … so Sennacherib broke camp and withdrew [to Nineveh] … One day, while he was worshipping in the temple of his god Nisroch, his sons Adramelech and Sharezer cut him down with the sword.”
iii. And now, here we see ‘mighty’ Herod also struck down by the wrath of God.
iv. And there are two lessons in Psalm 2 and in these closing verses of Acts 12 that we do well to consider:
A. First, because Herod was a king, and because he set himself against God and his people, he experienced God’s devastating judgement already on earth.  
1) But the warning of Psalm 2 is not just for kings.  
a) If you refuse to submit to the rule of King Jesus, you may not face a horrible death like Herod did, but you will be with him in the fires and worms of eternal hell.  
b) And the only way to avoid this is through faith in Jesus and repentance of your sins.  
c) And because you do not know even if you will make it home alive after this service, I urge you to embrace Christ today.
B. But second, from the Psalm ends by contrasting the end that comes to the proud with the joy that belongs to those who take refuge in Jesus Christ.  And note from Acts 12:24, what happened despite the apparent power of the authorities and the pitiful unbelief of the believers, “the word of God continued to increase and spread.”
1) O Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, “God moves in a mysterious way, His wonders to perform.  He plants His footsteps in the sea And rides upon the storm.  Deep in unfathomable mines Of never failing skill He treasures up His bright designs And works His sovereign will.”  
2) Trust in the Lord!  Amen.

