GRACE ABOVE ALL WE ASK OR THINK

Acts 3:1-19a (text)   Hebrews 6:1-9

Peter and John are going to the temple at the beginning of evening prayers – it’s about 3 o’clock in the afternoon. Were they going to pray? Maybe. But perhaps they went there at that time because that’s when everybody else went there to pray and it was a good time for them to meet many people and spread the gospel.
 At any rate, on their way, they meet this chap who had been laid at the Beautiful Gate to beg and they heal him. 

Calvin says, This miracle is a universal type of our spiritual restoration. We might also say that this chap at the Beautiful Gate is a universal type of our natural, spiritual condition. He is lame from birth, incapacitated so far as many activities of this life are concerned, even as we all are by nature as far as true spiritual life is concerned – fellowship with God; and all he can do is reach out for that which will maintain himself in his present poor condition. More was available but he didn’t know it and his whole outlook on life was limited to the next meal just to keep him going. Isn’t that like almost all our fellow countrymen and women? They have no interest in anything past life in this world. Yet, congregation, to live life for this world and this life is to be spiritually lame still and, as a matter-of-fact, only half alive – not really alive at all. 

On this particular morning Peter can’t help him. Silver and gold have I none, he says, but with classic understatement, Such as I have give I thee, as the old translation put it and as the young people will still know it because they sing it in that song made about it. 
Brothers and sisters, we may not always have what people want. And even if we do, sometimes what people want is downright sinful or otherwise bad for them. But when it’s something good and right – food and clothing for example – well, let us give it to them. We are told in many places in the Bible to do that. But if we don’t have that let us give them what we do have for what we have and always have is far better and far more important. If we have food and clothing and give that to them, let us also give it with such other as we have, the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ, as Peter and John did that day. 

So Peter and John heal this chap and we need to look at this. It raises the question whether miraculous healings continue today. The interesting thing to notice is that it is a matter of record that the doing of miracles and healings gradually disappears as you work your way through the book of Acts and as you read the letters of the New Testament in their historical order. Of course, God still does miracles and he may still heal miraculously in answer to prayer, or maybe even without prayer. But the Bible teaches that the ability to perform miracles is a sign of an apostle.
 It was a gift, an ability given to them to authenticate them as prophets and apostles and to authenticate their message as given by God. So, if there are no longer prophets or apostles then there are no signs. There is nothing for the signs to point to. 

But whether a miracle is done directly by God or by someone who claims to have the gift of healing miraculously, what does such a miracle look like? – because there are false miracles, which people claim to be miracles but which are not. There are also, Paul tells us, lying wonders. People may have the ability to do miracles but Paul will tell us it is an ability of the devil and it is given to lead people astray.
 

Well there are two things we ought to notice about this miracle.

First of all, it was immediate, it was complete and it was obvious to anybody with eyes in their head. It was no partial healing. There was no need to come back for further treatment which people who claim to have the gift of healing today but in the face of failure sometimes say. In this respect it was like all of Jesus’ miracles. Nor was it some mysterious ailment. I’m not saying that there aren’t such things and perhaps Jesus and the apostles even healed those as well. But they didn’t hide behind explanations like that to cover up their failures as I have heard people do. And it was obvious to the people who had known for years that this man was lame. We read in verse 10, They were taking note of him as being the one who used to sit at the Beautiful Gate of the temple. Furthermore, it was obvious also to a doctor, Doctor Luke who wrote the book of Acts. And in the Greek, the terms that he uses in describing this miracle are technical Greek terms that are not used anywhere else in the New Testament except in describing such miracles. So the first thing we ought to know about a true miracle done by God, whether directly or through a human being, is that it is immediate, complete and obvious to anybody. 

The second thing is, it was by faith in Jesus Christ and his saving power. There was no need to set the mood for the meeting by emotional music or an emotional address or an emotional appeal. There was no need to encourage people to come forward by staged healings – pretend healings – first of all. And that has happened in this country. There were no psychological tricks like ‘slaying in the spirit’ or ranting the name of Jesus over the person. Peter simply commands the man, In the name, which means – with the biblical use and idea of name – by the power of Jesus Christ of Nazareth – walk! And seizing him by the hand he hauls him to his feet and immediately his feet and ankles were strengthened. And the bloke knows it because the sentence just runs on directly in the original into verse 8, and with a leap he stood upright and began to walk and he entered the temple with them, walking and leaping and praising God. 

But we need to ask, by whose faith was he healed? Was it Peter’s faith? Or was it his own? In chapter 14, verse 9, another man lame from birth was listening to Paul as he spoke, and, when Paul fixed his gaze on him and had seen he had the faith to be made well, Paul performed exactly the same miracle with exactly the same results. So sometimes people say that a person who needs to be healed must have faith. 

There’s truth in that. But it’s also another excuse, and a very cruel one actually, that these 'faith-healers' sometimes make when somebody isn’t healed by their ministry. They will say, “Well, you don’t have enough faith.” Because, congregation, what will we do with people possessed by demons? Did Jesus or Paul expect people possessed by the devil to have faith to be healed? What about that deaf and dumb mute who couldn’t even hear the gospel? Did Jesus expect him to believe? Or Lazarus, or Tabitha, or the widow’s son of Nain – all dead as doornails? And Lazarus, been dead four days? Mary said to him, Lord, don’t open the tomb, by now he will stink! Jesus couldn’t see in their eyes that they had faith to be healed, could he? 

As I read the various miracle stories in the New Testament I don’t see that we can make a rule about this. It is certain that Peter had faith and he also knew that God intended to heal this man – because Peter was an apostle, he was a prophet. God spoke to him therefore. But here is an amazing thing – and we need to think about this. For Peter’s command, In the name of Jesus of Nazareth – walk was more a test of faith for this man than a winsome call to faith. For what would this man think about Jesus of Nazareth? If you think about his life there are maybe two things: 

First of all, this chap was about forty years old – we are told in the next chapter, chapter 4, verse 22 – and he was lame from birth and his family and friends had been taking him there every day. Verse 2 says, They used to set him down every day at the gate of the temple. They had been taking him there for years and we see the same phrase in verse 10; He was the one who used to sit at the Beautiful Gate of the temple to beg alms. They hadn’t just recently thought, “Hey listen, let’s leave him at the Beautiful Gate, that’ll be a good place, there are plenty of people coming through there." That had been that man’s spot for years – the one who used to sit there, and the people recognized him as that man. He was well-known. He was part of the furniture of the place. 

And then there are two things that we can learn about what the name of Jesus might mean to this man through this. 

#
In Matthew 26:55, Jesus said to the Sanhedrin, Every day I used to sit in the temple teaching. This man would have known about Jesus well before Jesus died and he would have known that Jesus healed people – or at least, “so people said,” was probably how he thought about it. If blind Bartimaeus down in Jericho knew that Jesus could heal him, you can be sure this bloke in Jerusalem knew about Jesus and knew that Jesus could heal him too. But Jesus never did heal him! Jesus had walked past this chap for three and a half years, or at least quite a period of time towards the end of his ministry. So what do you think the name of Jesus meant to this man? 

#
And anyway, secondly, Jesus was dead. Everybody in Jerusalem knew that. When those two disciples were walking on the road to Emmaus and Jesus drew up alongside them they said, when Jesus kind of made out he didn’t know what they were talking about, You must be the only one in Jerusalem unaware of the things that have happened these last few days. And good riddance to him! might have been this man’s opinion. He might have heard some talk about the resurrection. But the Jews were parting with a lot of cash to keep that out of the papers. And this man’s mind wasn’t very open to the idea anyway, what, with his past experience – healing others and passing by him! 

Yet, what happens in the story? In immediate response to Peter’s command and taking his hand, feeling his ankles strengthened with a leap he stood up and began to walk. Quite obviously God did something in his heart at that moment by the power of the name of Jesus of Nazareth
 – crucified, yes, but whom he had raised and now made Lord and Christ. So actually there were two miracles. There was the physical healing of the man’s body and there was the spiritual healing of his soul. 

Well, so much for the miracle. What is God teaching us here?  Peter is very concerned about this because the people get the wrong end of the stick. We read in verse 10 and 11 – we read it twice, The people are filled with wonder and amazement, and they are running from all directions to Solomon’s Porch. And Peter sees that they think that he must be somebody special for when Peter saw this he replied to the people – that's interesting – he replied; but the people hadn’t said anything! No, not in words, but they’d given themselves away by their actions and Peter is not going to take any credit for this miracle. Why are you amazed, he says in verse 12. Why do you gaze at us as if by our own power or piety we had made him walk? The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of our fathers – yours and mine – has glorified his servant Jesus. 

Peter’s understanding of this miracle is that God healed this man to glorify his servant Jesus whom the Jews had rejected. That fits, of course, exactly with what Luke says this book was about. Remember, he says in the first chapter that his first book, his Gospel was about all that Jesus began to do and teach. This book is really about all that Jesus continued to do and teach through the Acts of the apostles. The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of our fathers has glorified his servant Jesus, Peter says, and he’s not referring to the resurrection then when he says God glorified Jesus – because this statement is his answer to the question posed in the minds of the people by his statement that it was not by our power or piety we made this man walk. This healing, says Peter, was God glorifying Jesus. And think my brothers, says Peter – and this is why Peter did this miracle; this is why God did this miracle – Think my brothers, and Peter emphasises the enormity of their sin by showing up what they did with Jesus just a couple of months ago compared with what God did – the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of our fathers – their God. God glorified him whom you delivered up to be crucified! You disowned him in the presence of Pilate – a Gentile when Pilate, a Gentile, a worldly man – had actually decided to release him! 

Imagine the outcry, and I don’t mean to be irreverent with this comparison, but the inequality of it only enforces the point – imagine the outcry in Australia tomorrow if Indonesia revoked those two death sentences on two of the Bali nine and John Howard turned around and said to Indonesia, Forget it, shoot them. Imagine the outcry! 

But they are deserving. Jesus was not. And yet that is what Peter says they did. Furthermore, he says, the one you disowned was the holy and righteous one – the one you asked for was a murderer. And in that they committed two miscarriages of justice. They condemned the righteous on the one hand and they acquitted the guilty on the other; both something that God had told them in Deuteronomy that they must by no means ever do.
 Finally, in this horrendous crime – this greatest miscarriage of justice the world has ever seen – they put to death the Prince of Life – can you imagine the horrible irony? But God raised him from the dead. 

Peter’s understanding of this miracle is that through him God healed this man to glorify his servant Jesus whom the Jews had rejected. And Peter’s aim with his sermon is to call his fellow-countrymen to repentance that they might be saved. 

But he also teaches us something else along the way and it would be good for us to learn as well. So two points: 

1.
Repent therefore and return that your sins might be wiped away.

Congregation, we talk about this a lot. Unfortunately we have to. We are born in sin and repentance from sin is something we will never grow out of until we get to heaven. 

Peter is talking to two kinds of countrymen here. He’s talking to the people and the leaders who had crucified Jesus on the one hand, and he’s talking to the man born lame on the other – preoccupied with the basic necessities of life. He was not a leader. He was almost certainly not part of the crowds who cried, Crucify him. His only concern is the next slice of bread. He doesn’t even know what his real need is. Peter and Jesus are concerned with both and to offer salvation to both. We have the same around us every day. Indeed we are those people – both kinds of people. 

#
So there are the leaders of the Jews. Probably they were not in this crowd. After all, would they come running to see someone healed miraculously with the rest of the crowd like the common hoi polloi? That would be below their dignity. It’s pretty much just the crowds here, the ones whipped-up by the leaders of the Sadducees and the Pharisees two months ago to cry out, Away with him. But, whipped-up by the leaders of the people though they might have been, Peter still holds them responsible for it. They delivered up God’s servant Jesus. They disowned before men God’s holy servant. They exchanged the holy and righteous one for a murderer. They put to death the Prince of life. 

We are not told how the people responded but at Pentecost when Peter said more or less the same thing, the people reacted with horror and said, Men, brothers, what must we do? So Peter goes on and he says here, I know that you acted in ignorance just as your rulers also did. Therefore repent, return that your sins may be wiped away. 

What does he mean when he says, You sinned in ignorance? Sometimes, brothers and sisters, we sin out of the weakness of the flesh. At other times we sin quite deliberately. Think about David’s adultery with Bathsheba. Maybe that was a bit of a mixture – weakness of the flesh and deliberate act. But when it came to arranging the murder of her husband Uriah, that was very deliberate and cold-blooded. Yet David was forgiven for both. So what does Peter mean then when he says, You did it in ignorance, and for that reason, repent and find forgiveness? 

In Numbers chapter 15 we read instructions in verse 27 through 29 about the sacrifice required for a person who goes astray when he sins unintentionally, making atonement for him that he might be forgiven. But then in verse 30 we read, But a person who does something defiantly, that one is blaspheming the Lord. That person should be cut off from among his people because he has despised the Word of the Lord and has broken his commandment. That person shall be completely cut off. His guilt shall be upon him. There was no provision of sacrifice in that case. 

When Peter speaks of the Jews sinning in ignorance, it is not with quite the idea that word would connote to us. It is not that they didn’t know what they were doing. It’s rather more like what Hebrews chapter six that we read earlier is talking about. It’s the sort of distinction between sins we read of in Numbers 15 he seems to have in mind and that Hebrews six also seems to have a mind. The sin of someone who recognizes God as God, his grace as grace, his Spirit as his Spirit, but knowingly and defiantly, with his fist raised against him, defies him and again crucifies to himself the Son of God and puts him to an open shame. It is a deliberate and knowing rejection of God as God. 

Hebrews 10 picks up the same theme when it says, For if we go on sinning wilfully, trampling the blood of the Son of God underfoot, regarding as unclean the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, insulting the Spirit of grace – if we go on sinning wilfully like that after receiving a knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sin but a certain terrifying expectation of judgment and fury – of a fire that will consume the adversaries. 

But Peter says, “You didn’t participate in the crucifixion of Jesus in that way.” However close they may have got to it and however, almost certainly, some, at least, of the leaders of the people must have been guilty of knowledgably crucifying the Son of God, “you did not,” says Peter. Therefore – because you did it in ignorance – repent, return, (convert yourselves, that word means) that your sins may be wiped away. That, congregation, is how forgiving God is and that is how forgiving Peter wants the people to know that he is. Every sin except deliberate defiance against God as God is forgivable. 

#
And then there are the people like the lame man, concerned only about this world and life in this world, people who don’t even know their real danger, their real problem. And yes, forgiveness is offered to them too, and new life. Indeed Jesus saves people like that almost without them knowing it, out of the blue, like the man in the parable Jesus told, stumbling across a treasure in a field and he didn’t even know such a thing existed, as Paul quoted Hosea, And so they shall be found who didn’t even seek me.
 

But we are Christians, brothers and sisters – well, at the very least we are church people – we do know our need. And perhaps some of us are here this morning, even as Christians, with guilty consciences and we’ve tried to suppress it and maybe we’ve tried to suppress it for years but we know there’s a sin in our lives or in our past that we’ve never dealt with. And maybe it’s even borne terrible fruit. Maybe it’s borne terrible fruit even in the lives of our children. And we are full of remorse over that. Repent therefore and convert yourself that your sin too might be washed away. 

But what about the fruits of those sins? What about the terrible effect in somebody’s life? That’s Peter's second point. 

2.
Take heart, for God uses even our sin to work grace. 

You delivered up God’s servant, Jesus, says Peter. You disowned before men God’s holy servant. You exchanged the holy and righteous one for a murderer. You put to death the Prince of Life. That is the charge Peter has laid on these people. But then he goes on, But the things which God announced beforehand, verse 18, by the mouth of all the prophets that his Christ would suffer, he has thus – through your sin – fulfilled. 

And that is wonderful. But it is also a conundrum for us. How do we understand this? I was talking to someone this week about this. How do our responsibilities and God’s providence and rule even over our sin fit together? Where does our responsibility end and God’s responsibility begin? How is it even that God remains untainted by sin while at the same time he uses our sin even to fulfil prophecy, to bring Christ to the cross, to work the greatest mercy the world has ever seen or ever will see? 

I don’t know the answer to that question. And I don’t think Peter did either. And I don’t think the apostle Paul did either. But they didn’t argue about and they didn’t speculate about it. For them it was just part of God being God. He is sovereign over all things and therefore he must also rule over sin. Furthermore, he is absolutely holy and he doesn’t tempt anybody and nor can he be tempted.
 And, after all is said and done, God being God and we being human beings only, is it really necessary that we understand everything about him and all his ways? And he perfectly obviously holds us responsible for sin and we know also in our hearts that we’re responsible for our own deeds. So it is time just to accept the facts and get on with life. 

For in the midst of this, however un-understandable it is, God offers forgiveness by the blood of his only-begotten son. Bow in humble repentance and accept the forgiveness. Accept the life that he offers. And know too that even the very worst sin ever committed in the whole world somehow has a good purpose in God’s plan and is under his sovereign rule and control. If that is so for the crucifixion of his own blessed Son, people of God, it sure is so for any sin that you or I have committed. 

So, brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, friends and visitors here with us this morning, do not only repent of whatever is that sin that bothers you. Bring it to the surface, deal with it, repent of it and convert your life and make whatever amends you can with the people you’ve sinned against by it or upon whom it’s had a bad effect. And then put off that sin. Work against that character trait that results in that sin and get help with that if necessary. There’s no room for pride here. You feel embarrassed? Listen congregation, we’re all in the same boat one way or another and embarrassment is only another word for pride, isn’t it? If you’re genuine, others will only accept you and help you all they can – and straightforwardly and humbly. We’ve seen it many times among us over the years. 

And do one other thing. Start praying that God will use even your sin to work grace and salvation. And especially pray he will do that in the one you feel you’ve offended most by your sin and perhaps been a stumbling-block to, because this, congregation, is what God is doing with everything in this world. He makes all things work together for good to those who love him, who are called according to his purpose.
 And he will answer our prayers with grace above all that we even ask or think. 

Amen.

John Rogers, preached in the morning Service 

of the Reformed Church of the North Shore on Sunday, 19th February, 2006

�   There is no agreement on this question among the commentators. Calvin concludes the latter, thinking it very unlikely the apostles would have continued to pray according to the rites of the Law.


�   2 Corinthians 12:11-13; cf. Acts 2:43.


�   2 Thessalonians 2:11-12.


�   Not in any merely magical way, of course, but as calling upon him and the power of him who was so named. Cf. Matthew 7:22; Luke 10:17; Acts 4:10; 16:18; James 5:14; Mark 16:17. So with the Hebrew; cf. Exodus 5:23, as but one example.


�   Deuteronomy 25:1.


�   Isaiah 65:1, quoted in Romans 10:20.


�   James 1:13.


�   Romans 8:28.
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