The word is mightier than the sword
Acts 12 (text)   Ephesians 6:10-20
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, friends and visitors here with us this morning, the world at the present time is very worried about Islamic militarism. And as much as one of the chief Imams from England might want us to believe that Islam is a peaceful religion, as I heard on the National Programme this week, I still have my doubts. So Islam is on the rampage again throughout the world, without regard to civilian targets. Indeed, at least by certain elements in Islam, it deliberately makes direct attacks on civilian targets in an undeclared warfare. Hence, we have President Bush’s war on terrorism, however badly executed we may think it may or may not be. 
We are also concerned at the present time about the ever growing arm of the state into our lives and families, with a Bill before Parliament at the moment that would effectively repeal family authority and give much greater opportunity for state intervention. Put that together with calls to licence parents, and calls by others to register every child at birth and have them checked several times throughout their childhood about all sorts of things, including that hoary old chestnut, socialisation. The state even talks about teachers checking children’s lunch bags. It wants to have a say in the food that adults are able to obtain at their workplaces. 
From another part of the world, there was a very interesting article in the Saturday Herald some weeks ago about Russia under President Putin. The democracy is only a façade. If you want a half-decent job you have to pay for it. And gradually the businesses of the nation are being gathered into a very fascist-like relationship with the government, resembling Italy and Germany in the 1930’s. 
In Germany, because of a law still on the books from the Nazi era, home schooling is illegal. Parents are being prosecuted and imprisoned. Some families have fled to Austria and other countries. One family appealed to the European Court of Human Rights and lost. The Court said, “Parents may not refuse the right to education of a child on the basis of their convictions,” adding that “the right to education by its very nature calls for regulation by the State.” The Human Rights Court agreed with the finding of a German administrative court that “schools represented society and it was in the children’s interest to become part of that society. The parent’s right to education did not go as far as to deprive their children of that experience.” That is a very dangerous statement. As one commentator said, “While the Court postured itself as defending the rights of the child, it declared the State to know better than parents the best interests of their children.” It is an implicit claim to ownership of the children by the state and that thinking can readily be extended to children in Christian schools. 
Well congregation, in a day when the sword is being increasingly wielded against Christianity; when governmental power, which is enforced by the power of the sword, literally or figuratively, is being extended more and more into what once used to be people’s private lives, we need to remember that God is in control of the world and he is working in all these quite worrying things. 
“The pen is mightier than the sword,” we say. That is what we see in our chapter here this morning. The Word is mightier than the sword. That is true often in purely human terms but when that word is the Word of God it is always true and if it doesn’t appear so at present, it will ultimately prove to be true. The history of the world will end in the triumph of the Word of God, even as the story we’ve just read this morning ended in the triumph of the Word of God. Let’s have a look at it. We shall look at it first of all by considering 
1.
The two motivations
When I try to understand what is happening in New Zealand today, especially when one considers how ridiculous and petty much of it is and how potentially damaging it is for New Zealand’s future, I can only conclude that it arises out of two things; at least on the part of the prime movers. First of all: personal ambition and that by many who have no stake in New Zealand’s future; they are deliberately childless. Their concern is only for themselves, for today. The second is a deep hatred of Christianity and a burning ambition to eradicate it from the social landscape. That can be quite frightening to contemplate and I know that people are often very worried about it. 
I cannot assure you that the near future will be rosy or secure, or peaceful or prosperous, or helpful in bringing up our children or our grandchildren for Christ. If anything, unless the Lord brings reformation and revival, or unless Jesus comes again soon, it looks to me more like our times will be like the first five hundred years of our era, with great disruption, in which the West may well fall and new civilisations will rise to rule the world. Mind you, let me assure you, Christianity will not die with Western civilisation. Jesus told us that.
 It will continue to work through and underneath all that turmoil and slowly build another Christian civilisation just as it did after the fall of Rome and right throughout the first seventeen hundred years, say, since the coming of our Lord into this world. 
What we are living through the world has seen before, many times, and we need to remember that. Indeed, crammed into a small time period the world saw it right there in our text. How much Herod was motivated by hatred of Christianity is hard to say. I suspect Herod didn’t give two hoots for any religion except when it came between him and his personal ambition. Then he hated it, whatever religion it was. 
This Herod, Agrippa the first, was the grandson of Herod the Great who ruled up until just before the time of the birth of Christ.
 This Herod had grown up in Rome with Caligula and the present emperor, Claudius. Herod was not mad like Caligula was but he was as bad. When he was growing up in Rome, he had a reputation for extravagant, wild and loose living. When he was given the rule over several Palestinian provinces, including Judea, he posed as a lover of the Law of Moses. He had one aim in that and that was to make himself popular with his subjects. So we read that “when he saw that killing James, the brother of John pleased the Jews, he proceeded to arrest Peter” (v.3), intending to kill him also. When the people of Tyre and Sidon, who were dependent upon Galilee for their food supply, wanted to get back into Herod’s good books, they praised him when he spoke to them: “The voice of a god and not a man” (v.22). Herod accepted it. “He did not give glory to God (and therefore) God struck him” v.23). 
That was Herod’s motivation. That was what Herod lived for. Herod lived for Herod! We are not told the motives of the Christians in the story but in that God removed Herod their persecutor, we may infer that their motive was the opposite; the glory of God. Indeed, we know that explicitly from other places. For example in chapter 10, verse 25, when Cornelius the Gentile fell at Peter’s feet when Peter came to bring him the gospel, Peter lifted him up and said, “Don’t do that. I’m just a man too. Stand up!” 
We need to understand this. Our fight is not against flesh and blood. At bottom every conflict in this world is a religious conflict. We either know and accept ourselves to be creatures or, in some way, in effect we make a claim to be god. A friend was telling me the other day that in an article on evolution in the latest National Geographic magazine, most of it was not about science at all; most of it was faith claims; and these from scientists! You see and hear this all the time. I have even read of evolutionists admitting that the evidence for evolution is not very good but the only alternative is to believe in God and that they cannot bring themselves to do. That whole debate at heart is a religious debate. 
The original temptation is always, in some way, every temptation. “Eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, Eve, and you will be as God.” We must rule. We must assert ourselves. We must create our own reality. We must build our own world. “We will not have this man to reign over us,” as the Jews said of Jesus at his trial. It’s the same for us all. 
Well, those are the two sides ultimately in every conflict, God or man. And they are the two motivations, God and his glory or mankind and his self-determination. And therefore we need to go on and consider, secondly,

2.
The two methods
Satan is the original sinner and he is the complete sinner. He has no scruples whatsoever. “He is a liar and the father of lies,” Jesus said.
 And therefore he will use any means at his disposal. He tried subtlety in the beginning. “Eve, God is cramping your style. He is preventing you developing your full potential.” And he still uses subtlety if he thinks that will work. “He is transformed into an angel of light,” Paul tells us. But if that doesn’t work, he will then go about “as a roaring lion.”
 
In our story this morning he is going about as a roaring lion. James is beheaded. Peter is next in line. The guards are led away to execution. And Herod puts the screws on Tyre and Sidon to force their submission. But the apostle Paul tells us that “our warfare is not against flesh and blood.”
 Herod and other rulers like him are only the earthly tools in the hands of “the rulers, the powers, the world forces of this darkness; the spiritual forces of wickedness in heavenly places,” says Paul in Ephesians six. 

So, however the devil comes at us our Lord tells us as he said to Peter in the Garden of Gethsemane when they came to arrest him, “Put up your sword, Peter” for, as he went on to say to Pontius Pilate, “Yes, I am a king but my kingdom is not of this world. If it were, then my followers would fight.”
 So Paul says, “Take up the full armour of God; the belt of truth; the breastplate of righteousness; the gospel of peace; the shield of faith; the helmet of salvation; the sword of the Spirit which is the Word of God – strange weapons –  and with all prayer and petition, pray at all times in the Spirit.”
 That is the arsenal of the church. That is the arsenal of the Christian. 
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, do we pray? Do we pray about all these things that concern us – that are warring against the gospel and against the kingdom of God and against the church of the Lord Jesus Christ? We should pray even when things are going well for, as the Heidelberg Catechism teaches us, “Prayer is the first part of our thankfulness.”
 Perhaps we should especially pray when things are going well. Yet, even when things are not going well we still have much to be thankful for; our whole salvation, for example. But the Lord is so gracious he will hear us even when we really pray to him perhaps only in our time of need. In fact he is so gracious he even uses times of great need to drive us to himself in prayer. That was what he did with the Prodigal Son. Think of many of the Psalms that we read and sing. The one we sang before the service is an example.;
 
Many people – many Christians – are very busy with political initiatives and working with pressure groups trying to influence government policy and practice on some of these matters that concern us that I mentioned earlier. We don’t find that being done in the New Testament. But our whole socio-political situation is so different that I don’t think we can take that as a rule and Christians have never done so. So we can be thankful for these people and the work they are doing. But in the end it’s not the government that is our real problem – nor any real solution. Governments are not the driving force of all this evil, even if they may too often be the facilitators. But the driving force is these spiritual forces of wickedness in heavenly places. And on them nothing we can do upon this earth can have any effect, except pray.
God must work. And God must work spiritually and God loves to work in answer to the prayers of his people. So let me ask you again: do you pray? And when we do, how do we pray? We read that “prayer for Peter was being made fervently by the church to God” (v.5). One commentator suggested that that word could be translated unremittingly, or, without let-up. That fits with what the prophet Isaiah says, “Give God no rest until you have your answer.”
 Is that how you pray? 
And they prayed as a church. “Many were gathered together,” we read, “in the house of Mary, the mother of John Mark and they were praying” (12). Do we pray congregation –  personally and individually? Do we make good use of our fellowship groups to pray corporately? And not just about this or that in the lives of the members of the congregation. Of course they are important and we should pray about them but sometimes I feel we need to lift our sights a little. We’re engaged in a battle for the soul of the world! Our Lord Jesus has called us to that battle. So let us make our prayers as big as the world, as big as the kingdom of God! And let us pray with the right motive that God may be glorified; that his name may be hallowed; that his kingdom may come; that his will may be done. 
And what an effect such prayer had, even though the disciples had a bit of trouble believing it when it was effective!
 Thus we come, thirdly, to 
3.
The two miracles
Although, maybe there were three. Look at Peter, fast asleep in the prison, expecting the executioner’s sword tomorrow morning! But that’s what Isaiah 26 says and I love it as I learnt it in the old translation, “Thou wilt keep him in perfect peace whose mind is stayed on thee” (v.3), whose mind is rested on God. Paul speaks about this in Philippians 4: “Be anxious for nothing but in everything, by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God and the peace of God which passes all understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus” (v.6). Was there ever better evidence of the truth of that promise than Peter sleeping in that prison? That passes my understanding! 
But when I spoke about the two miracles I was thinking, first of all, of the miracle of Peter’s deliverance. It was a miracle and that’s all there is to it. That’s the only explanation that fits the facts. There’s no need to be embarrassed about it. We believe in God. We are supernaturalists. We believe in miracles and if God were to do the same thing today we should not doubt it either. As a matter of fact, one commentator cites a case – of Sadhu Sundar Singh, the great Indian Christian of the earlier 20th century – a very similar case to this of Peter’s in many respects and many details. For preaching the gospel in a Buddhist area he was thrown into a pit and the lid was locked on it with the only key, which the local Lama kept continually on his own person. During the night someone came with a key and undid it and let him out. He never saw him and when it was investigated, the key was found to be on the Lama’s belt and could not possibly have been taken off. There may possibly be other explanations, but it was considered a miracle locally.
 Why should we be surprised if the Lord does these things? 
The other miracle is the death of Herod. It is very similar to how Antiochus Epiphanes, the notorious persecutor of the Maccabees two hundred years earlier, had died. There may well be a natural cause by which “he was eaten by worms and died” (v.23). One medical person suggests that he had a burst hydatid cyst.
 Another suggests that it was not unusual for people in that part of the world to harbour intestinal worms which sometimes can form tight balls and cause acute intestinal obstruction, resulting in excruciating pain.
 But verse 23 says simply, “and immediately an angel of the Lord struck him because he did not give glory to God.” That it happened then and there was a miraculous intervention of God. And he did so to punish Herod and to show us that his Word cannot be bound by man. Thus, in the very next verse, we read, “But the Word of the Lord continued to grow and to be multiplied.” 
What is the book of Acts about? The Lord has empowered the church “with power from on high, to be his witnesses in Jerusalem and Judea and in Samaria and to the uttermost parts of the earth,” the whole Gentile world. That is what Jesus said in Acts chapter 1, verse 8, and that was not going to be stopped by Herod, nor by the execution of James or even Peter. So the Lord gave this wonderfully miraculous escape to Peter and this horribly miraculous death to Herod to demonstrate this to his people and to encourage them in their work that his Word and kingdom may grow.
The Lord wants us to know the same thing. Maybe you object and say, “Well it’s all very well to happen then but it doesn’t happen now.” I will reply that sometimes miracles like this do happen today. But remember, there were not miraculous deliverances every time then either! Peter was delivered but James was executed! Miracles did happen then. They can and on occasion will happen again. The Lord will raise up his Word again in this world. And remember, too, the Word of God is seeing success and progress in other parts of the world today, even if it seems not to so much in NZ at present.
We need to remember something else too. The Lord has often caused his people to go through times of difficulty, as a discipline, to refine them, to bring them back in faithfulness to himself. That was what the exile of Judah in Babylon for seventy years was all about. And why should the western church and the western world not go through such a time? For we have become soft. We have lost our edge. How much are we really disciples, followers, servants of the Lord Jesus Christ? How much have we died to ourselves that we may live for him?  
People of God, do we pray? Unless we are praying people, people who thereby know, and show that they know, that they are weak in themselves and they need God to act, I cannot see that God will bless us. 
And do we believe that God can turn all these things around if that is in the best interests of the kingdom and the gospel in this world? Remember Peter, walking on the waves towards Jesus? “And the waves were boisterous,” we read. So what! Jesus told Peter that the waves and the Herod’s of this world, and any other dangers are irrelevant to faith in the power of God. “You should have just believed me, Peter!”
 
But let me ask another question: are you even on the winning side at all? There are two great spiritual forces at work in this world. There are the forces of the powers of spiritual darkness, the devil and his angels, which work in all sorts of ways, including through human rulers of this world, and ordinary people like us who just live in ordinary streets. On the other hand, there is the power of God, which works primarily by his Spirit, through his Word. But it is the power of God, under the Spirit of God, through the Word of God, the gospel, the message of salvation by faith in Jesus Christ alone that is the winning power, the overwhelmingly powerful power. Peter is miraculously delivered; Herod is miraculously put to death by the power of God. 
Are you on the winning side? Do you believe ultimately in the power of the sword, the power of death, the power of evil? Or do you believe ultimately in the power of the Word of God which needs no sword to be powerful? Do you believe ultimately in the power of life and righteousness? Do you believe ultimately in the power of the goodness, grace and mercy of God? 
There is no doubt about the outcome of this conflict. The only real question for us is: on which side, on whose side, are you? – on man’s side, which is in fact, the devil’s side? – or on the side of God who works through his Son, his Word, the Lord Jesus Christ? 
 Amen.
John Rogers, preached in the Reformed Church of the North Shore, 19th November, 2006.
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