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“Sign Mathematics”      Text – Acts 5:12-16       Reading – 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Those of you who have looked at the service information in the bulletin will have noticed that this sermon is called ‘Sign Mathematics.’  
And before we go any further, let me assure you that this will not be a lecture in trigonometry or hypotenuses or Hermitian matrices, whatever they may be!
If that were the case, we have math teachers and students here who are far better qualified than I to speak!

No, today we consider a few verses from Acts 5 that speak about miracles; signs and wonders, and their results in terms of the church and the people there in Jerusalem.  
For the signs and wonders performed here produce both division and addition.  
And we want to see that this is so and why this is so in vv12-16.  
And having already encountered descriptions of signs and wonders a few times in the Book of Acts, it seems also to be a good place for us to pause a little and to consider the often vexed question of signs and wonders today.  
· Are the types of gifts described here still with us today?  
· May the shadows, even, of some similarly gifted believers be enough to cause the lame to leap today?  
· And what about those tormented by evil spirits that we read about here?  
· Is this something we can still expect to see today? 

First and foremost, however, our prayer is that the Lord would use this portion of His Word to hold His glory before us as we reflect on the saving power of Jesus Christ at work among His people.  For here the power of the Holy Spirit causes Jerusalem to be filled with the name of Jesus.

1. Well, as we begin to consider these verses, it is helpful for us to see them in relation to the flow of Luke’s narrative.  For even how a book of the Bible is put together can be instructive.
a. And a consistent pattern in the flow of Acts is the move from problem to triumph.  
i. So, after the introduction of chapter 1:1-11, we were introduced to a problem – 11 disciples, because of Judas’ betrayal and suicide.  
(1) But chapter 1 ends with Matthias being chosen to replace Judas – triumph!  
ii. And then, from chapter 2 through 4, we see the power of God at work.  We saw Pentecost and then Peter’s sermon and 3000 being added to the church.  We saw a man born lame healed.  But then we saw the problem – Peter and John were arrested and threatened if they continued preaching.  
(1) But upon their release we saw the believers commit themselves to continue to proclaim the name of Jesus Christ whatever the cost – triumph!  
iii. But then the problem moved indoors, so to speak, as we saw that the wonderful unity that existed in this early church was punctuated with the divine and instantaneous judgment handed out to Ananias & Sapphira. 
(1) And yet, as we see in these verses, still more and more men and women come to faith – triumph. 
iv. And then, as we shall see next week, God willing, the problem of renewed persecution will rear its ugly head again.  Miraculous healings will again provoke a reaction from the Jewish authorities.  
(1) However, at the end of ch. 5 we will see that the “teaching and proclaiming [of] the good news that Jesus is the Christ” continues – triumph! 
v. And even this problem -› triumph pattern is, in itself, a gospel picture.  For there you have the story of the Bible in a nut-shell.  
(1) At the beginning, the problem of sin is introduced and at the end, the triumph of salvation in Jesus Christ is revealed.  
(2) Or, at the beginning, the problem of creation ruined is introduced and at the end, the triumph of the new creation in Jesus Christ is revealed.
2. Well, the words of the passage before us today are another of Luke’s summary paragraphs.  He has already provided two of these at the end of ch’s 2&4.  But in this one, he also speaks about how the church was viewed by the people of Jerusalem.
a. And just prior to the last summary paragraph of ch. 4, we read that after hearing about the threats of the Jewish authorities the believers prayed that the Lord would “stretch out His hand to heal and perform miraculous signs and wonders.”  And while we often associate these terms with healing miracles, that prayer near the end of ch. 4 and these words here in 5:12 have what event in between them?  The divine and instantaneous death of A&S.  
i. Through supernatural insight, and in the presence of many, Peter saw through the lies of A&S and they died on the spot.  
ii. And even though death is not ‘unnatural,’ the circumstances of these two deaths reveal that what occurs here is clearly miraculous.  
(1) And it happened as a sign to those who saw it and heard of it.  
b. And it is helpful for us to consider this because when we think of the miraculous, what we are acknowledging is that God is sovereignly in control of His creation. 
i. Psalm 115:3 says, “Our God is in heaven; He does whatever pleases Him.”  
(1) On the one hand, as Psalm 135:7 explains, “He makes clouds rise from the ends of the earth.”  
(A) In other words, He uses the ‘ordinary’ or the ‘natural’ to accomplish His sovereign purposes.  
(2) But, as Psalm 135 continues, He also struck down the firstborn of Egypt, and as we know from elsewhere in Scripture, He heals what seems un-healable, He raises from the dead, and He causes the sea to part for His people to pass through on dry land.  
(A) In other words, God also makes use of the ‘extraordinary’ or the ‘supernatural’ to accomplish His sovereign purposes.  
(3) The Westminster Confession of Faith summarizes this in ch. 5.3 saying, “God, in His ordinary providence, makes use of means, yet is free to work without, above, and against them, at His pleasure.”  
ii. Thus, the death of A&S needs to be seen as a miraculous sign and wonder.
c. And so, borrowing someone else’s phrase, I ended the sermon last week by describing the church here in Jerusalem as “attractive in love and terrifying in holiness.”  
i. Yes, this was a loving and generous and compassionate and kind congregation.  But this was also a congregation where the holiness of God could be seen.  
(1) It could be seen, generally, in the way that the Lord’s people worshipped and lived, and, specifically, in what happened to A&S.  
ii. And we see a modern day parallel of this in the practise of church discipline.  
(1) Many out there will have little difficulty seeing church folk enjoy being together and taking care of one another.  It is the same in many of the clubs that they belong to.  But the idea of us excommunicating one of our own seems, to them, to be so harsh and unloving.  
(A) But this is part of what it means when we describe the church as ‘attractive in love and terrifying in holiness.’
3. Well, along with the miraculous sign and wonder seen in the death of A&S, we are told that “the Apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders among the people” in v12.  
a. Thus far, while John’s name has been mentioned as being with Peter, the focus has been solely on Peter in terms of his preaching and his healing activity.  But here Luke wants us to know that the Lord is revealing Himself and His power through all twelve of the apostles.  
i. Before His ascension into heaven, Jesus spoke with His disciples and said, “These signs will accompany those who believe: In my name they will drive out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will be able to handle snakes with safety, and if they drink anything poisonous, it won't hurt them.  They will be able to place their hands on the sick, and they will be healed.”  
(1) So, along with the miraculous acts that God performs directly in creation that we spoke of earlier, He also works through His servants to perform miraculous signs and wonders such as the ones that we read of in vv15-16 and elsewhere in Acts as Paul does not die of a snake bite, or touching his handkerchief or apron is enough to heal people, or the dead are raised to life, etc.  
b. And in all of this the key word is “signs.”  And to understand this let’s recall what we read earlier in Exodus 4.  For this is the first time in the Bible that we see a sign miracle occur.  
i. In Exodus 3, God appeared to Moses in the burning bush.  A bush was on fire but “it did not burn up” as v2 says.  A miracle occurred to serve God’s purposes toward Moses.  Moses was called to function as God’s spokesman to Pharaoh; one who would speak the very word of the Lord.  
ii. And in 4:1 we read these words, “Moses answered, "What if they do not believe me or listen to me and say, 'The LORD did not appear to you'?"”  
(1) And I am sure you boys and girls remember that God then turned Moses staff into a snake and then back into a staff.  
(2) And then God said, “This … is so that they may believe that the LORD, the God of their fathers-- the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob-- has appeared to you.”  
iii. And the same happened with the leprous hand sign.  God said, “If they do not believe you or pay attention to the first miraculous sign, they may believe the second.”  
iv. And in 1 Kings 17:24, as we saw last year with Elijah, there is another example of this.  There Elijah brings the dead son of the widow of Zarephath back to life.  And his mother then says, “Now I know that you are a man of God and that the word of the LORD from your mouth is the truth.”  
(1) The miraculous sign has confirmed for her the fact that Elijah is no ordinary man but a prophet of God.  
v. And it is always the same with sign miracles throughout the Bible.  As an extraordinary confirmation that this person is speaking the very Word of the Lord, God gives them the power to perform sign miracles.
c. So, the question is Are there still miracles today?  
i. Well, firstly, we must consider God.  
(1) Is God still sovereign?  Yes.  
(2) Does God change?  No.  
(3) So does God still do whatever pleases Him?  Yes.  
(4) Is God free, today, to use more than just ‘ordinary’ means?  Yes.  
(A) Then Brothers and Sisters, young people, and boys and girls, there may well be times when God chooses to display His power through the ‘extraordinary’ or the miraculous.  
(B) And as we witness them may we say, “All glory to God!”  
ii. And yet, having said that, Hebrews 1:1-2 says, “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe.”  
(1) After the time of the apostles and the completion of the Bible – the living Word of God; the complete and wholly sufficient Word of God – God reveals Himself to His people, not through men whom He directly inspires with new revelation, but through this Book.  
(A) Now, what is said by those who declare His Word can be confirmed by reading His Word.  There is no longer the need for the confirmation of sign miracles.  
(i) In fact, this Word is far greater and more powerful than the miracles of the Bible.  
1. Was Pharaoh convinced by Moses’ miracles?  No.  
2. Did the Red Sea crossing and daily manna and the sun standing still in the sky keep Israel from complaining against God?  No.  
3. Did the raising to life of Lazarus convince all the Jews that Jesus was the Messiah?  No.  
4. But since the completion of the Bible, the gospel has gone out to every corner of the earth.  
(2) And the danger of the common interest in miracles and wonders that we see in much of Christianity is that it distracts people from the study of and a love for God’s Word.  
(A) Very easily, it can become one of the devil’s most effective tools for leading people to want to see the more and more miraculous, as an aid to faith, rather than trusting in the Word of life.  
(3) In Acts 1, the Apostles spoke of the need for Judas to be replaced so that the apostolic ministry of twelve of those who had been witnesses of the resurrection of Jesus could continue.  But that apostolic ministry ended with the death of the Apostles.  
(A) Thus, because God no longer sends authoritative spokesmen like the OT prophets or the NT Apostles, we should no longer expect to see sign miracles today. 
(B) Instead, (Hold up the Bible) it is in here, people of God, by the power of the Holy Spirit, that we hear the Lord Jesus Christ, and come to faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, and then commune with Him, and have our faith strengthened and nourished.  
Well, as we return, then, to the text, we want to use the rest of our time to consider various reactions to the signs and wonders that the apostles performed.  
1. And first, in v12, it may be helpful to note that while the NIV tells that “all the believers used to meet together at Solomon’s Colonnade,” the reference to “all the believers” and “meeting together” are translation opinions because those words do not appear in the original Greek.  The Greek simply says that “They were all of one accord (or were united) in Solomon’s Colonnade.”  And given that the church numbered around 10,000-20,000 by now, it is more likely that the reference is to the apostles than to the whole Jerusalem church.  
a. And it is helpful to note this because otherwise vv13-14 become a little confusing.  We would have all the church at Solomon’s colonnade and the people holding them in high regard but not daring to join then with the next verse saying that many joined them!?  
i. It seems far more likely and sensible, then, to take it as referring to the Apostles being together at Solomon’s colonnade.  
b. And v13 also uses Greek that is a little vague.  Literally, it talks about ‘the remaining one’ or ‘the rest of the group.’  

i. It seems then that what is being described in v13 reveals the beginnings of division in the church.  
(1) In 4:23-37, we see united believers committed to proclaiming the name of Christ, whatever the cost.  
(2) But now, having seen an unexpected demonstration of the cost, through God’s judgment of A&S, some of the believers are not so sure.  
(A) Whereas before it seemed amazing and exciting to be with the Apostles, now it seems that it could be dangerous to be with the Apostles.  
(i) And just ask yourself, for a moment, how you would have reacted to the death of A&S?  
1. Brothers and Sisters, holiness is not comfortable for the unholy.  
2. This is precisely why so many did not want to be near Jesus.  
a. His holiness highlighted their unholiness.  His light revealed their darkness.  
b. And while we always run the risk of being judgmental and legalistic, some will use that as an excuse to avoid us or keep their distance from us, when, in actual fact, they are just uncomfortable with holiness.  
c. Praise God that because of Jesus Christ we do not need to be terrified of His holiness!  Because in Christ we are holy!  
ii. And so, while some in the church are no longer so sure about the cost of Christianity and the beginnings of division are becoming apparent, v13 continues by telling us that the people of the city hold the church in high regard.  
(1) And so, as v14 continues, “more and more men and women believed in the Lord and were added to their number.”  
(A) Whereas before Luke was counting, now he has given up.  The numbers are getting too big!  
(B) And now, also, in another subtle move away from OT culture, it is not just so many men, but “men and women.”  And this specific mention of men and women will continue in Acts and beyond because there is nether male nor female in terms of salvation (Gal 3:28).  
2. Well, this brings us then to vv15-16.  And here, the first three words are crucial.  
a. What we read about here speaks of the indispensable connection between faith and those healed.  
i. As Jesus preached, so the Apostles are preaching.  And as Jesus miraculously healed, so the Apostles are miraculously healing.  
ii. So “as a result” of belief in the Lord Jesus Christ, believers bring their sick to the Apostles believing that they will be healed.  
(1) And these loved ones then also hear the Word of the Lord, put their trust in the Lord Jesus, and see His power at work in them through miraculous healing.  
(A) These miracles do not occur apart from faith but in answer to and for the increase of faith.
b. And such is the power at work here that even Peter’s shadow is enough to heal those it covers.  
i. And if you wonder how this might possibly work, just recall the reply of Gabriel when Mary asked her how it would be that she would give birth to Jesus: He said, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.”  This is the glorious power of Jesus Christ at work.
3. Well lastly, let’s briefly consider the reference here to “those tormented by evil spirits.”  
a. And the first thing we should note is where this story occurs within salvation history.  
i. Up till now, Satan has ‘owned’ the whole world apart from a small patch of Palestine.  
(1) That is why when he tempted Jesus he was able to offer Jesus all of the kingdoms of the world; they were, literally, his dominion.  
ii. And so, it makes sense that in this time – the coming to earth of Jesus and the beginning of the NT church – that Satan’s activity would be heightened.  
(1) When Jesus was being accused of casting out demons in the name of Beelzebub, Jesus told them a parable about the need to tie up the strong man if you were entering his house to take away his possessions.  
(A) Figuratively, Jesus pictured Himself as needing to subdue Satan so that He could ‘rob’ him of what were at that time his possessions – the kingdoms of the world.  
(2) And so, it comes as no surprise that while we read of those tormented by evil spirits in the Gospels and Acts, the rest of the NT is silent about this illness.  
b. And yet, in saying that, this does not mean that people cannot be troubled by evil spirits today.  
i. But let me read to you this quote from the author John Blanchard, “There is limited anecdotal evidence that in certain circumstances Christians have been subject to intense demonic attack, but we need to give full weight to the Bible’s assurance that as far as the believer is concerned “the evil one does not [harm] him” (1 John 5:18). The word translated [harm] here means “grasp, so as to detain,” and it is matched by Jesus’ assurance that as far as believers are concerned “no one is able to snatch them out of the Father’s hand” (John 10:29). When our doctrine is determined by Scripture rather than by mere emotions, experiences, or clinical case studies, it is clear that a true believer cannot be possessed by the forces of evil.” 
ii. Blanchard continues, “It is [also] clear from Matthew 7:22–23 that even the casting out of evil spirits does not guarantee the person doing so a place in heaven!  The need, as in all our living, preaching, and counselling, is to focus on Christ … When viewed through the lens of Scripture, we can be assured of two things. Firstly, neither the Devil nor his demons are independent, omnipotent, omniscient, or omnipresent.  Their power and influence, in time and extent, is limited by the permissive will of God, who “works all things according to the counsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11).  Secondly, Jesus made it clear that their ultimate fate is to be cast into “the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels” (Matt. 25:41).
iii. Reading accounts of those who used to be involved in what they call ‘warfare ministry,’ it is so sad to see how the devil has made use of this whole area to confuse many about the truth of who God is and what we are called to be in Jesus Christ.  
(1) It is a ministry that views human beings as a place where God and the devil are in a competition of equals that can possibly be won with the right techniques and secret knowledge.  
(2) But listen, instead, to Paul instructing Timothy about those who oppose Timothy in     2 Timothy 2:24ff.  He says, these you must “gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth, and that they will come to their senses and escape from the trap of the devil, who has taken them captive to do his will.”  
(A) The solution for the unbeliever who is held captive by the devil is repentance.  
And that is why we need to see that this passage in Acts is not primarily about signs and wonders and demon possession but about how the the power of the Holy Spirit caused Jerusalem to be filled with the name of Jesus.  
This world is afflicted with the problem of sin.  
It affects creation, it affects the thinking and behaviour of you and I, it affects our marriages, it affects our other relationships, it affects our health, it affects our understanding of the things of God.  
It is destructive, debilitating, and devastating.  
But there is triumph in Jesus Christ!

Jesus Christ brings changes to thinking and behaviour, to relationships and marriage, and to our understanding of the things of God.  
And ultimately, the triumph of Jesus Christ will be seen in the creation of the new heavens and the new earth.  
Is your faith in Jesus Christ?  Amen.
