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Looking In the Mirror of Acts –

God’s Surprising Ways


Of all the questions I’m asked, the most common theme revolves around trying to understand God’s actions – or lack of action.  You have probably made some matter the subject of great prayer, only to see your request not granted.  Perhaps it was to pray for someone’s healing or the resolution of a difficult situation, and the person was not healed and the difficult situation remained unresolved.  But you hear stories of miraculous healings and ways that God intervened in the lives of others and you wonder why he seems to work in some situations but differently in others.


For a long time I didn’t like saying I don’t know so I would stumble along saying a bunch of stuff that was more confusing than helpful.  I no longer believe I must be God’s apologist or defender.  God has done fine without having me to defend him, and he doesn’t need me to defend him.  I do believe it’s important to engage these questions and to wrestle with them, but I’m much more content to live with some mysteries about God than in the past.  Besides, I have heard every explanation trying to answer the question of why? and have decided there are no adequate answers; and that’s all right to me.

This morning, as we continue our study in the book of Acts, we come to chapter twelve, where Peter is miraculously delivered from prison.  I want to approach by making some observations about the events that Luke records for us.
1.  God seems determined to act in surprising ways.

I have to get over my hobby of watching TV preachers.  Sometimes I wonder if I’m following the same faith as some of them (and that may say more about me than them).  But as I watched one the other evening, it was frustrating to listen to him reduce God down to several formulas.  He said that if you pray a certain way and do certain things God was required to respond in certain ways.  God is required to act in certain ways?  A few years ago someone gave me a copy of the book The Prayer of Jabez and asked me to read it and give them my opinion.  My opinion was that I believe it’s wrong to think you can turn prayer into a formula for getting what you want in life.  

I don’t know how anyone can read the Bible and come up with any other conclusion than the one that God is going to act however he desires, and his actions are not always predictable or understandable, and we can’t do anything to exert control over him; in fact; it seems that God sometimes goes out of his way to be unpredictable.


One of the things that people often say about the Biblical characters is that they were used to seeing the miraculous and were accustomed to the way that God intervened in human affairs.  But I don’t think that’s true.  The Bible certainly shows God intervening in human affairs, but it wasn’t always expected and was often surprising to people.  The disciples were often amazed at what Jesus did, even though they saw him work other miracles.  Job struggled to understand what had gone wrong with his life and demanded an audience with God.  When God did answer Job he basically told him he was God and would do what he chose to do; he offered no real explanation to Job.

In this passage from Acts I find it interesting how strongly the element of surprise exists.  Luke makes a point to say that Peter did not know he was being delivered by an angel; he thought he was having a vision (verse 9).  When Peter knocked on the door at Mary’s house, where others were in the process of praying for him, they didn’t believe he was there.  Luke says a servant-girl named Rhoda went to the door, recognized Peter’s voice, went to tell the others, and there response was You are out of your mind!  (Verse 15).  Sometimes we wonder why God doesn’t answer our prayers and here we see the early church praying for Peter’s deliverance and when it came they couldn’t believe it!  They were praying for an answer for God and evidently didn’t believe it would actually happen.  So much for the theory that if you only have enough faith God will answer your prayer.  Can we see how God is answering prayer or are we blinded by thinking there is only one way God can answer a prayer?
2.  Faith lives in a dangerous world.


How many of you have seen the news reports about Abdul Rahman, a 41 year old Afghan, who is being threatened with death because of his conversion from Islam to Christianity.  The Afghani constitution allows for religious freedom but is interpreted as requiring the death for any Muslim rejecting Islam.  Even moderate clerics are calling for him to either hung, beheaded or torn to pieces.

I always want to be careful when I wander into politics in the pulpit.  But on this point of persecution, we are seeing a dangerous increase in the persecution of Christians and other religious devotees around the world, especially in Muslim countries.  I am very troubled that we are hearing very little criticism by Muslim leaders directed at other Muslims who are using violence as a tool of persecution and terror.  In my view, it is simply not acceptable for any religious leader to condone the use of violence, especially as a way to intimidate people into rejecting or following a particular faith.  Islam has been hijacked by radical and dangerous fundamentalists who are persecuting and killing Christians in other countries, and we need to be in regular prayer for our brothers and sisters who are facing persecution and death because they are followers of Jesus.

As this chapter of Acts opens we learn that Herod had laid hands on some who belonged to the church, in order to mistreat them.  And he had James the brother of John put to death with a sword (verses 1-2).  Then, when he saw that it met with the approval of people he arrested Peter as well and was evidently planning on killing him as well.  It reads almost as if Herod was persecuting Christians as a means of entertainment; it pleased people so he was going to persecute some more.

Think for a moment about Peter’s situation; he was under extraordinary security.  He had four squads of soldiers watching over him in prison, he was sleeping with a guard on either side of him, he was bound by two chains and the front of the prison was protected by another group of guards.  And on the night before he was to be brought before the people, presumably for his execution, he was sleeping!  Isn’t that amazing?  It makes me ashamed to think about the relatively small matters that keep me awake at night.  Here was Peter, at peace to the point of being able to sleep in circumstances that were leading up to his execution.  He was sleeping so soundly that Luke makes a point to tell us the angel had to strike Peter’s side to rouse him.

Faith lives in a dangerous world.  We live in a world that is not always welcoming to faith but we need to understand that we can have peace even in the middle of that danger.  Conflict and resistance will sometimes be the result of our following Jesus and the message of Scripture is to allow the peace of God to inhabit our lives when that conflict and resistance comes.

When I see the persecution that is happening around the world and the persecution facing the early church I am grateful to God for the freedom we enjoy.  We must never take for granted that while so much of the world is hostile to Christianity, we have the freedom to live our faith without the fear of being persecuted by our government.  Pray daily for our brothers and sisters who are being persecuted because of their faith.
3.  Faith is about following Jesus.

I think it’s time we drop so many of the peripheral requirements we attach to faith.  It’s about more than how many times you attend or how much you give; it’s more than how many times you’ve read The Purpose Driven Life or Your Best Life Now; it’s more than listening to the right Christian radio station or the right media preachers; it’s more than where you stand on particular political issues.  I fear that sometimes we run the risk of reducing faith to slogans and a few requirements that are not even very Biblical and forgetting what matters most, which is that faith is about following Jesus.

But maybe the reason we want to reduce faith down to other elements is because it’s easier.  It’s much easier for me to vote a certain way than it is to love my enemies; it’s much easier for me to read a bunch of books than it is to forgive those who have hurt me; it’s much easier for me to show up at a bunch of services and meetings than it is to serve others; it’s much easier to listen to certain music than it is to live the truths of Scripture.

Faith is about following Jesus.  It’s what Jesus asked Peter and Andrew and James and John to do – to follow him.  It’s what he asked of the other disciples and it’s what he asks of us.

 May we follow him.
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