DEALING WITH ADVERSITY

Acts 4:1-31 (text: vv.23-31)

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, things don’t always go right for us in this life – not even when we are doing the Lord’s will and the Lord’s work; not even when we are doing the Lord’s will and the Lord’s work rightly, absolutely according to his Word. Here were Peter and John doing the Lord’s work. They healed that man who had been born crippled. They take no glory for the miracle themselves. They give all the glory to God. “You must not think brothers,” they say to their fellow-Israelites, “that it was our power or our piety that made this man walk. The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob – the God of our fathers, your fathers and our (apostles') fathers – has glorified his servant Jesus” in this healing.
 

Well, they are hauled before the Sanhedrin for their pains; their pains on behalf of the Lord, their pains on behalf of their fellow-countryman, and there they give a masterful defence of their actions. It could not have been done better. Indeed, for “they were filled with the Holy Spirit,” we are told. You could almost say it was an inspired defence. And with courage given them by the Spirit of God himself they proclaim the Gospel before all and sundry, and now before the highest court in the land. And they are put in jail for it. The next day they are told to cease and desist. “That is to be the end of it men – no more of this preaching.” 

We, too, have things go against us in all sorts of different ways. But this is the beginning of the church, this is the beginning of the great new age of the Spirit; and on only the second proclamation of that gospel the apostles, the chosen twelve, on whom, humanly speaking, the whole venture depended, it’s all brought to a screeching halt, so far as they authorities are concerned at any rate. 

When this sort of thing happens to us, for whatever reason, what do we do? I think our first inclination is to nurse our wounds, isn’t it?  John Gray, the pop-psychologist, of ‘Men are from Mars and Women are from Venus’ fame, would put it something like this: women would have a good cry and find sympathy in their friends at the village well or whatever is the modern equivalent – the nearest café, I suppose; men would crawl into their cave or perhaps into the back of the garage – that’s it, isn’t it, 'Blokes and Sheds'
 – and find a bit of solitude to sort it all out. 

Whatever, we don’t like adversity. We don’t like things going against us despite what we confess about such things in Lord’s Day 10 of the Heidelberg Catechism about God’s providence. We generally find adversity difficult to handle. Well, that’s okay. We’re not stoics. We’re human beings. And God made us to feel hurt and disappointment and Christianity doesn’t, in some magical or miraculous way, dispense with that. Christianity doesn’t make us less human. It makes us more truly human. 

But it’s not okay to be overwhelmed by difficulties as sometimes we almost are. In other words, as difficult as the adversity may be, congregation, we must learn to live above it and not allow the adversity to manage us, to rule us – even if we do take a little while to get to that point. And we have a wonderful example and a wonderful lesson in this in our text this morning. Peter and John were not so naïve as not to understand that, had they been able to get away with it, the Sanhedrin would have done a lot more than just warn them with threats. 

#
We read, first of all, that they went back "to their own companions." But they didn’t just find a corner to sit in and nurse their wounds and muse it all over and gradually make some sort of mental readjustment, come round to some sort of psychological living arrangement with this situation. 

#
We read next that "they reported all that the chief priests and the elders had said to them." It wasn’t that they spat it all out; they got the bitterness out of their system; they had some sort of pity party. 

#
For the next thing we read is: “And when they (all the disciples now) heard this, they lifted up their voices to God and prayed.” And their prayer is very revealing. 

There’s a lot to see in this prayer. And while it is over against persecution for their faith, the main principles of the way these disciples went about handling their situation can apply to any adversity and any difficulty in life. They didn’t go straight for one of the Psalms of lament. I’m not denying that there are ash-heap-type adversities in life. There are. Job is in the Bible too. But even he had to get to where these disciples got to in this prayer. 

#
This was a very discouraging situation and potentially a very dangerous situation. Jesus had just been crucified a few weeks earlier. Why should the same not possibly happen to them as, indeed, it very soon did to Stephen – albeit by a different method? And this as soon as they begin to obey the Lord’s dying command. 

#
Furthermore, let’s be very honest, how often do we let difficulties well below this level of seriousness get to us and weigh us down far more than ever they ought? 

Well then, how did the early church deal with this? They took it to God. That’s true. But the interesting thing is, the adversity wasn’t the first thing they prayed about. And from their prayer I want to suggest two things that should drive us and rule us, both in our actions and in our reactions – reactions to anything, joy or adversity. And as these two things rule us, so we will rule our own lives, under Christ, and we will live above whatever circumstances the Lord gives us to live in, and we will be given the victory in the Lord Jesus Christ.
 And the first is this – and this is very basic stuff, first principles of Christianity;

1.
LET US LIVE TO GLORIFY GOD

When they’d heard all that the chief priests and the elders had to say, this band of disciples turned to the Lord in prayer. And the first thought of these early disciples as they went to God about this business was not about this business. It was about God himself. It is a prayer of praise. Two thirds of their prayer in this grave situation is praise. And congregation, that is what is so wrong with so much of Christianity in the present age. And that is what is often so wrong with us. Christianity today so often is not about God. It’s about me and you; and me, first and then maybe about you! The disciples prayed about God and they praised God. 

And why should they not begin their prayer, and why should we not begin our prayers with praise to God? “O Lord,” they said. The word is ‘despotēs’ from which we get our English word despot, and a despot is, of course, a sole ruler. You can almost quote the Heidelberg Catechism about any sole ruler, any despot: "all creatures are so completely in his hand that without his will they can neither move nor be moved." That is what a despot is – "Sovereign Lord", the NIV translates it, very well. 

This idea is in the forefront of their minds. And that idea must be in the forefront of our minds as well. They weren’t disrespectful, but the thought seems to be; "So the Sanhedrin says we mustn’t speak any more in Jesus’ name. So what! Who is the Sanhedrin compared to the sovereign Lord who told us we must?" And there are three things for which they praised God. 

First of all, they praised God as the Lord of creation. Verse 24: “O Lord, it is you who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and all that is in them.” They remembered that God was their Creator and as their Creator he has prior right to our loyalty, our homage, our worship, our trust and our obedience; also because the Creator in Jewish and Christian thinking is a faithful Creator who does not forget the works of his hands. 

This very first line of the disciples’ prayer is straight out of Jewish liturgy and that is based squarely on the Psalms of the Old Testament; at this point, Psalm 146, verse 5: “How blessed is he whose help is the God of Jacob, whose hope is in the Lord his God; who made heaven and earth, the sea and all that is in them, who keeps faith forever.”

So they had some problems with the Sanhedrin. You and I have difficulties. We have adversities; genuine concerns – I'm not demeaning them; I’m not mocking them. But should they overwhelm the believer who claims to place his hope in life and in death in the God of Jacob, the maker of heaven and earth, the sea and everything that is in them and a God who is faithful to that creation; who both rules it and loves it? – the believer in which God, the inspired Psalmist says, is blessed?

These are very first principles. This is the basic building block of Christian thinking – and not just Christian thinking at the university; Christian thinking in every aspect of our lives. God is the Creator. He rules all things. He is faithful to his creation and he doesn’t forget the works of his hands. 

Secondly, they praised God as the Lord of revelation, “who by the Holy Spirit,” verse 25, “through the mouth of our father David your servant said, Why did the Gentiles rage, and the peoples devise futile things? The kings of the earth took their stand, the rulers were gathered together against the Lord, and against his Christ.” And, as you may remember from singing the Psalm, it goes on to say, “But the Lord sits in the heavens and laughs.” Our God, congregation, is the Lord who speaks to his people. He doesn’t only speak. He speaks of that which has not yet taken place. He tells of that which is going to happen long in the future. So Peter quotes Psalm 2, which speaks of the opposition of unbelievers, opposition not only against God’s people, not only against his servants, but against his particular Servant, his specially anointed one, the Christ. And in that day this Psalm was understood to speak about the coming Messiah. 

This means, of course, that nothing ever takes the sovereign Lord by surprise. And if nothing takes our God by surprise then we ought to know that everything is under his control, our adversities included. So if God is not dismayed, should we be? 

Thirdly, they praised God as the Lord of history. Verse 27: “For truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel – just as you prophesied through your servant David a thousand years earlier – to do whatever your hand and purpose predestined to occur.” Who could do that but the one who rules every detail of the unfolding story of the world? And the way in which the Lord rules history is remarkable – indeed, sometimes even almost comical. 

“There were gathered together….” A striking feature of the killing of Jesus, Lenksi comments, was this coalition of foes – “Herod and Pontius Pilate,” who, up to this point in their lives couldn’t stand each other. But we read that they became friends this day! Who would have thought that possible? But, Peter says, “truly” – of a truth, it happened, and it happened “in this city,” – the last place in the world anyone would expect Jew and Gentile, people and rulers, to join hands against the sovereign Lord of all and his Messiah.
 

“We will not have this man to reign over us,”
 they cried. That was the wickedness of their own rebellious hearts. But “God rules,” we are told, “in the midst of his enemies.” “Even when they were doing their own wicked will most completely they became mere tools for God’s will.”
 

So this is what the disciples did first of all – in this adversity which forebode who knows what for the future if they were to go ahead with their proclaimed determination to obey God rather than man when man’s command is opposed to God. The disciples praised God for who and what he is and does, for all things, including their adversity, were subservient in their minds to the glory of God. That’s the first principle around which we must build our lives: to live for the glory of God. 

The second is simply this:
2.
LET US SEEK FIRST THE KINGDOM OF GOD

First of all and for two-thirds of their prayer they praise and glorify God. Only then do they begin to pray about their present situation, about this adversity. But how do they pray about it? Verse 29: “And now, Lord, take note of their threats, and grant that your bondservants may speak your word with all confidence, while you extend your hand to heal, and signs and wonders take place through your holy servant, Jesus.” “Take note of their threats Lord.” That’s all they say!

And then they immediately pray that God would enable them to speak the gospel “with all confidence” while God healed and performed “signs and wonders in the name of his holy servant, Jesus.” When they get past praising God to praying, what are they praying about? They are praying about the cause of Christ, the cause of the Gospel. 

#
They didn’t think about the opposition that they had come up against and reach first, now that they have got to praying about their immediate situation, for a Psalm of complaint; they didn’t cry to the Lord. There are plenty of Psalms of complaint and we will want them at times, that’s true, but these disciples didn’t. 

#
Nor did they quickly reach for an imprecatory Psalm – one of the Psalms calling down the Lord’s judgment upon his and our enemies. And his enemies the Sanhedrin most certainly were. And there is a good number of imprecatory Psalms also and they too have their place in our repertoire of songs. 

#
In fact, they didn’t even give thanks for the deliverance of Peter and John! I’d be surprised if they didn’t actually, in the course of their prayer, but Luke obviously didn’t regard it as important enough to record here. 

#
Neither did they pray for safety and protection in the future. They didn’t pray that the threats of the Sanhedrin would be brought to nothing. Well, once again, perhaps they did, but again it’s not recorded. Luke didn’t regard it as the important thing. 

The real burden of their prayer was that they would be enabled to do what they knew they had to do; that they would have boldness to keep on preaching the Word of God. And Peter, if nobody else, knew that courage to preach the Word of God in the face of opposition was a gift of God. How often do we pray for that? 

All of this tells us something about the early disciples right away. They were not pre-occupied with themselves. Their concern was that the work of God would go on in the world. And brothers and sisters and friends and visitors here with us this morning, our problems at times are that we are too concerned about ourselves. Our difficulties can be real enough and they can be big enough but perhaps we need to ask ourselves: do our problems loom so large in our eyes and we can’t see our way round them or out of them or through them because we are not really living for the Lord but in fact we are living for ourselves? 

Jesus told us to pray, “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed by thy name.” The glory of God first; and next, “Thy kingdom come.” These disciples had heard Jesus exactly right and they remembered it and that’s how they prayed. And what was the result? 

3.
THEY WERE FILLED WITH THE HOLY SPIRIT 

“When they had prayed, the place where they had gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and began to speak the Word of God with boldness.” Their prayer was answered! – because they prayed according to the will of God; and Jesus said that prayers like that would be answered. Or, to put it in the words of Psalm 37; “They delighted themselves in the Lord and he gave them the desires of their hearts.” “They began to speak the Word of God with boldness.” 

Brothers and sisters, if we would pray the same way – and we must pray that way – our prayers will be answered too. Maybe the church won’t rock in quite the way that building rocked then.
 It was still the day of healings and signs and wonders and, as we have seen already, they were "signs of the apostles."
 Just as Moses and the message of the new deliverance from Egypt was authenticated by signs and wonders in Egypt
 so the new message of salvation brought by Jesus and the apostles was authenticated. Equally, just as at times Israel went for hundreds of years without seeing prophets or miracles; so too, once the new message of the gospel had been adequately authenticated in the world, when the apostles had done their work and had died, so did signs and wonders. Of course, miracles still happen, with or without our prayer, but the gift of performing miracles was a gift given to the apostles and died out with the apostles. And the building shaking was a kind of confirmatory sign of God’s presence in those early days when Christianity was a new thing in the world and people could have doubted it. 

Brothers and sisters, we need to remember all this. This in itself puts our life and the difficulties of our lives in their proper setting. As we remind ourselves in our praise of the sovereign Lord of all creation, of all thought and speaking, of all history, that adversities are not surprises to him. They are under his control. They are, therefore, working out his saving purposes for his creation which he loves, which he does not forget; to which he is always faithful. 

Now do you not think that, just as the adversity (if we may call it that) that came upon his own and only beloved and perfectly holy Son, “according,” as Peter said, “to God’s pre-determined plan and purpose” and works our salvation – do you not think that if that is what God would do through the suffering of his own Son, Jesus, so also our adversities would also work out for the same purpose? Of course, at present in our situation in NZ we don’t experience this kind of persecution for the faith – yet. Our concerns will more likely be about sickness or financial difficulties or worries about our loved ones – even about their salvation; or about the future of our children, about the future of this world in which they must live and bring up their children. So, sure, our situation is not exactly like that of the disciples. 

But suffering and difficulties, for whatever immediate cause, are all of a piece in God’s purposes. “All things are from God and through God and for God,” Romans chapter eleven. 

#
Think about the man born blind in John chapter nine, for instance. “Who sinned, Lord, this man or his parents that he should be born blind?” “Neither,” says Jesus. “He was born blind that God might be glorified in my healing him.” 

#
Think about Lazarus whom Jesus let die. “Didn’t I tell you,” he says to the disciples, “that if you will believe you will see the glory of God when I raise him up.”

Well, as it was with Jesus, so it must be with us. When we live first of all for his glory and secondly for seeking first the kingdom of God before ourselves, that must be the case because that is how it was with Jesus. He could say to his Father before he went to the cross, “Father, I have glorified you on the earth.” He had said earlier, In truth “my very food is to do the will of him who sent me” – to seek his kingdom. And so the Father was well-pleased with him and as a result God has given all things into his hand.

Romans 8 says, “He who did not spare his own Son but delivered him up for us all, how shall he not also, with his Son, freely give us all things else?” 

Congregation, that is the great secret of all of life. As John the Baptist said, “I must decrease; he must increase.” Live first for the glory of God. Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness. And all of these other things will follow and fall into place, and into proper perspective in our minds, as a matter of course. That was Jesus’ own promise. 

Amen.

John Rogers, preached in the morning Service of the 

Reformed Church of the North Shore 

on Sunday, 19th March, 2006.

�   Chap.3:13.


�   I refer to a book published in NZ a couple of years ago.


�   I understand the theme of the text to be: in the face of opposition and persecution the disciples prayed that God would enable them to continue preaching the Word with boldness and the Holy Spirit filled them that thus they did. And the teaching for us today: in the face of adversity, as we seek to glorify God and promote Christ's kingdom, we will be filled with the Holy Spirit.


�   Cf. Psalm 138:8; "do not forsake the work of your hands."


�   This paragraph is partially quoted, partially put in my own words, from RCH Lenski's Commentary on Acts, in loc.


�  Luke 19:14.


�   Psalm 110:2; Lenksi, ibid.


�   SG de Graaf, in Promise & Deliverance, says the shaking of the building was a prophecy of what the Holy Spirit would do in the last days when heaven and earth once again will be shaken (Haggai 2:1-9 cf. Exodus 19:16-18; Hebrews 12:18-26, esp. v.26).
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