TEXT: Acts 12:1-25PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Acts 13


Today, with the Lord's blessing, we'll proceed in our study of Acts.  Our Bibles call it The Acts of the Apostles.  I understand why--but I can't approve the title.  For the Book is not about what the Apostles did; it's about what Christ did in His Church.  


But didn't Christ leave the world?  No He didn't.  His Body rose to heaven forty days after the Crucifixion, but ten days later, He came back by His Holy Spirit.  Thus, it is Jesus Christ Personally--though not physically--at work in the world, redeeming sinners and building His Church.  This is what the Book of Acts is about.  It's what all history is about too--the grace and judgment of Christ in the world.  

JAMES


The story begins on a sad and cynical note: The Apostle James is arrested by Herod Agrippa and promptly put to death.  What moved the king?  Nothing but politics.  "It pleased the Jews".  The prominent Pharisees and Sadducees lobbied for it.  And got their way.  Special Interests at work!  


James is the first Apostle to die a martyr's death.  He didn't know when it would occur or how.  But he knew it must. He would


"Drink the cup [our Lord drank from]


And be baptized with the baptism


[with which He was baptized]".

James is dead.

PETER


Herod, seeing how happy this made his supporters, turned next to Peter and put him in jail planning to kill him after the holidays.



In the last few years, Peter had done some pretty amazing things.  He had healed a paralytic in Lydda, raised a dead woman in Joppa, and cured multitudes in Jerusalem.  In short, he did ""Many signs and wonders".  


Herod was no fool.  If Peter could do all these, maybe he could pull a Houdini--and get out of jail.  


And so--just to be sure--Herod put him in solitary confinement with 16 soldiers to guard him.  Two of whom were handcuffed to the man.  No way he's getting out!    Herod had thought of everything.  


Almost.  What he didn't count on was "Constant prayer was offered to God for [Peter] by the church".  Believers were meeting in Mary's home and praying all night for their pastor.  


As for Peter?  He was sleeping like a baby.  His conscience was good; he was ready to meet His Maker.  And to see His Savior "Face to Face".  


Which he would soon.  But not yet.  As Peter lay in his bunk, he's woken up very rudely--Somebody punched him in the side and said, "Get a move on".  Peter stands up, his chains fall off, he walks right past the guards and through the iron gates of the prison.  


Outside the prison yard, it occurs to him, "This is really happening!"  He thought it was a dream, but now he knows the Lord has sent His Angel and rescued him from Herod's evil plans. 


But now what do you do?  You go to church, of course!  Peter makes his way to his friend's house and knocks at the outer gate.  A servant girl named Rhoda, hears him, recognizes his voice, and instead of opening the gate, breaks up the prayer meeting with the idiotic report: "God has answered our prayer!"  


Of course, nobody believes her.  But she keeps at it.  "It couldn't be Peter--they say--"Maybe it's his angel".  Yet she knows better.  And Peter keeps pounding on the door.  


At last, they go to the gate--and there is he in the flesh.  Peter explains what happened and tells someone to bring the news to James and the others who are worried about him.    


The next morning, Herod calls for the prisoner, and when they can't find him, he tortures and kills the soldiers who let him get away.  


Then he leaves Jerusalem and goes back to Caesarea.  

HEROD


When he gets there, an aide advises him to go up to Tyre and Sidon to give a speech.  He wasn't eager to do it because he hated the leaders up there.  But his counselor insisted and the king went.  


Now the men of Tyre and Sidon needed Herod's favor.  And they figured the best way to get it was flattery.  The king gave a speech, which they hailed as 


"The voice of a god and not a man".  


The puffed-up king agrees.  Till God let the air out of him.  He is seized by a violent belly ache, carried off the stage, and dies five days later in agony and disgrace.


"But the Word of God grew and multiplied".    


That's the story.  

THE MESSAGE


Now, what's the message?    


The chapter is full of good lessons:


We have the sovereignty of Jesus Christ.  James and Peter were both dearly loved by their Savior.  Yet, He allows one to die while rescuing the other. 


Could He have saved both men?  Sure, He could have.  But He didn't.  Why not?  We don't know and mustn't say.  What must we do?  


We must submit to His sovereignty with patience and joy.  We have to be satisfied Not Knowing Why.  And we have to believe 


"Whate're my God ordains


is right".

Is that easy?  No, it isn't.  But what choice do we have?  Can we demand an answer?  Can we rage against God?  We have to submit.  We have no choice.  


That's a lesson we all have to learn eventually.  Why not now?  


The chapter also illustrates the greatness of God's mercy.  If there's one thing the Bible teaches it is the need for faith in prayer.  Our Lord said a little faith will move mountains.  But James says the doubter can't expect to receive anything from the Lord.  


Look at the prayer meeting that night.  They were praying hard; there's no doubt about that.  Many tears were shed, to be sure.  But look at their unbelief!  They're praying for Peter's release, but they're not expecting it.  When it comes, they can't believe it.     


How weak their faith is.  Our prayers don't work because we're strong in faith, but because God is great in mercy!  


Ask in faith--of course!  But if you don't have faith, ask any way.  Who's to say God won't answer you?  


Another good lesson.  


A third is the stupidity of pride.  The man who thought he was a god was destroyed by a worm!  You can be cut down by something less.  I know a young man in Arizona who was killed by a BB!  How big is an aneurism?  Or, a blood clot?  Or, a virus?  Yet every one can kill you.  


If you're that weak, how can you be proud.  A worm got the better of a king.  Pride is not only wrong; it's stupid.  


Doubly so, because it provokes the God on Whom you depend.  When the sun burns out and the earth is no more, this Word will remain true,


"God resist the proud,


but gives grace to the humble".

This is the hardest lesson you'll ever learn.  But learn it you must.  Why not learn it now, before God teaches it to you the hard way?  


These are all good lesson.  I didn't think I should pass by them.  But they're not the big idea of the chapter.  What is it?  


Jesus Christ advances His cause in the world despite the opposition of His enemies.  


Herod is a formidable foe.  He was a boyhood friend of Caesar and has the support of the authorities in Israel.  He used that power to destroy the Church.  But it is not the Church that is destroyed; it is the king.  


This brings other men to mind, doesn't it?  Pharaoh Raamses oppresses God's people, but in the end, it is his army and nation that are destroyed.  Haman intends to destroy the Jews, but it is he and his family that swing from the gallows in the end.  The French skeptic Voltaire said the Bible would soon be nothing more than an artifact in a museum.  But now it is he who is the museum piece, while God's Word remains alive in the souls of His people.  


I once saw a bumper sticker.  Referring to the German philosopher, it said, 


"God is dead"--Nietzsche.


Under that it said,


"Nietzsche is Dead"--God.

Many other examples could be cited, but these must do for the moment.  


The point is: No matter how viciously men fight the Church, it is we who come out on top.  Maybe not in the short-term, often not!  But in the long-run, 

"The battle is the Lord's".


This means we can live without the fear of man and speak up for Christ with confidence.  We're on the winning side!  Not all the Herods on earth or devils in hell can change that.   


The Lion is on our side!  He's about to roar!  


Brothers and Sisters, live in hope, knowing Jesus Christ will subdue all His--and your enemies.  The servants of Satan, the powers of the world, the lusts of your flesh will soon pass away.  And be no more.  If you looked for them, you wouldn't find them.  For believers "Death (and everything it involves) will be swallowed up in victory".  


"Victory in Jesus".


May God tatoo this on our souls.  For Christ's sake.  Amen.    

