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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Man v God – Acts 12

Herod – 4 Herods!

· Herod the Great who killed the babies of Bethlehem.

· Herod Antipas - who beheaded John the Baptist (Mark 6:14-29) and before whom our Lord Jesus stood trial (Luke 23:7-12).

· Herod Agrippa I – this is our man here - killed James and tried to kill Peter (Acts 12:1-23). 

· Herod Agrippa II - whom Paul will stand trial a little later in the Book of Acts (Acts 25:13-32).

None of them were popular with the Jews (being Romans ruling a Jewish land!) and sort to find ways to appease them. Herod the great had rebuilt the temple and it maybe that it was this which led Herod Antipas to turn against the Christians and God

1. Herod Opposed God 
He turned against the Christians to curry favour with the Jews. Until this point persecution had come primarily from the Jews; the Romans have been happy to leave them alone and saw them as a ‘Jewish problem’; they really weren’t causing any problems for the Romans at all. But seeing how much the Jews hated the Xians he chanced his arm and join them and see what response he got. (But actually he’s turning against God and will pay the price!)
It certainly worked – v2-3! He first had James beheaded and when he saw how popular this was with the Jews he then moved and had Peter arrested. But execution has to be delayed because it was Passover time. Remember that Passover was also the anniversary of Jesus death (possibly about 10 yrs before) and on one hand it would have been a great time to kill Jesus’ right hand man, on the other it was impossible because in Jewish dominated areas the Romans didn’t hold trials during this period. So Peter is held in prison for the week of Passover celebration.

· When we look at Herod’s behaviour here it’s pretty low isn’t it. But isn’t it a temptation that we can all fall into similar? It begs the question, even of us followers of Jesus – who calls the shots? Who or what governs our actions or decisions? 

Peter is held in the middle of the prison and 16 soldiers assigned to watch him round the clock. Chained to 2 at any one time and another 2 standing at the cell door. From v10 we learn that there were at least 2 more doors he’d have to pass through before he even got to the main prison gate into the street. Each of those doors would have had guards as well. Having escaped once, Herod was not going to let Peter escape again!

But that is to reckon without God, and the effectiveness of prayer

As soon as P is detained the church mobilises itself to …?  Protest? Campaign? Social media? Nope! In the face of opposition the believers mobilised to pray - v5. 
I had always accepted/assumed that their prayer was basically for the Lord to get Peter out – with the consequence that I assumed that the reaction of the prayers to Peter being at the door showed a lack of faith. But after Rays message a few weeks ago I’ve changed my mind! 

· We’re not actually told they prayed for his release – just that they were earnestly praying to God for him. 

· And I think we do them, these fired up, Jesus believing people, a great disservice by assuming they lacked faith. This was not a dead or dying church going through the motions of having a prayer meeting because it’s what they’d always done. No, they prayed because they believed that if they prayed God would work. Far from disbelieving, the evidence is that these were a very faith filled group of people. 

So why their reaction of shock and disbelief – v15 & 16 - when Peter turns up on the doorstep? (‘You’re out of your mind’; ‘it must be his angel’; ‘they were astonished’!) I think there is only one answer – they were not actually praying for Peter to be released! It wasn’t that they didn’t believe it could/would happen, I just suspect that release from prison and death was not their #1 priority in their prayers. God had actually gone over and above what they expected. They were probably praying that he’d sleep well, not be too ill treated and that he’d die well and honour Jesus in the way he died. And probably that he’d die quickly. It hadn’t occurred them that Jesus might release him! Let me tell you why: 

You see, these people lived with the words of Jesus fresh in their ears – Cp John 15:18-20 ‘If the world hates you, remember that it hated me first. The world would love you as one of its own if you belonged to it, but you are no longer part of the world. I chose you to come out of the world, so it hates you. Do you remember what I told you? ‘A slave is not greater than the master.’ Since they persecuted me, naturally they will persecute you’. And things like ‘whoever wants to be my disciple must take up his cross and follow me’. Matt 16:24. These early believers didn’t expect life to be easy, they didn’t expect to escape the consequences. To die for Jesus was what they half expected – it was after all what had happened to their master himself. 

Today the priority of most (even most Xians) is so often to hold onto life at almost any cost. But it wasn’t so for the Xians in those early days. They took more seriously the words of Jesus ‘Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothes?’ Matt 5. There’s more to life than what we eat and what we wear and where we live and even looking after our families or how much health we have. There are other, bigger priorities – like honouring God, living to please him, laying up treasures in heaven, seeking the pearl of great price, etc. These were things that motivated them – it was Jesus first, above all things. 

The Ap Paul had the same attitude. Phil 1:21-24 ‘For to me to live is Christ and to die is gain. If I am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labour for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.’ 

Here we see a genuine tussle in Paul's heart between choosing life and death! It was a win/win choice for him! His belief that to die would mean seeing Jesus face to face in the bliss and beauty of heaven meant that he could face death without fear. Yet – if he went it would be so tough for those he left behind! 

It is this view of life and death that meant that the night before his probable execution Peter was sleeping like a baby and didn’t even wake up when the lights went on with the Angel; it took a prod in the side from the Angel to wake him up - v6!

How different this is to the way we tend to view things and the way we tend to pray here in the west! We pray for release and it doesn’t occur to us that Jesus might take actually want to take a person home to himself! 
That’s the spirit to live in if we are to get the very most out of life – to live to the full and enjoy and embrace every opportunity we have to help and serve others, but to know that if and when our time comes to go we go into Jesus presence, which is better by far. Let us ask God to help us see and then to live in the light of the fact that what we have to come is actually better than anything we have down here, however lovely this life is. It is this eternal perspective that helped the NT Xians live and pray as they did and it will help us too.  ‘Lord give us a win/win attitude to death – and the way we pray for ourselves and other believers also’.

Ray covered the escape last time so we won’t take time to go over that again – though I do find it interesting that God waited 7 days before he brought Peter out. He waited until the last moment, the night before the trial and execution. Remember Abraham and Sarah or Liz and Zech?
Lesson – delays are not denials! Keep on praying until it’s clear it’s too late - or until the Lord says ‘stop’.
Having been rescued by God a 2nd time Peter decides it’s time to ‘disappear’ for a little while - v17. It seems likely that the other Apostles had also gone ‘underground’ and so might not know he, Peter, had actually survived. His rescue would certainly be great news for these men, especially James, Jesus brother who would also surely be on Herod’s hit list.

The Jews and now the Romans had turned against the Xians in Jerusalem – the place where it should have all gone so right. But as both groups had now rejected Jesus it almost like the lampstand is completely removed from the city.

Back at the jail, dawn revealed what had happened and the place goes into lock down and the place is searched top to bottom  – v18! No one knew, or would at least own up so this was either gross negligence or, more likely, a conspiracy. And thus he had the guards all executed. How ironic! The very guards who would have led Peter to trial and then to his death were now being led away to their death, while Peter was alive and free.

Herod decides it’s time for a break and takes a break up in Caesarea. He’s not popular up there, but the Jews need him on their side so as to guarantee food supplies -v20.  So when they learned he was in their town they saw an opportunity to try to make it up with him. They got Blastus, a friend of Herod, to put in a good word for them – v20 and a meeting is set up.

2. Having played god with these people. Herod turns up for the appointed meeting in full royal regalia, gives them a royal speech and they fawn all over him - ‘He’s a god … ‘ v22. He can’t help himself and instead of self deprecatingly thanking them but telling to stop he accepts it and lets them carry on. 

There was only ever going to be one winner though in this mismatch of man v God! Response from God is swift – v23. He struck him down. Sounds like a slow lingering death – not died then eaten by worms, but eaten by worms and then died! Once again we see this great and vital lesson that God is king of kings and Lord of Lords! Cp Nebuchadnezzar in Dan who was humbled onto all fours. In troubling times we need to remember this. Not just presidents and kings, but powers and authorities and federations who reckon to know more than God and consign the Bible to history and museums. But in truth, how foolish for men to set themselves against God and against His church! God is sovereign over His church and over all history. No matter how great and powerful a king or a nation may be, they cannot thwart the purposes of God. And no matter how few, how weak, or how precarious a position we may find ourselves in, we will prevail because God’s purposes will always prevail
Sing: Water you turned into wine (Our God is greater, our God is stronger ….)
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