
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #19

“Exceedingly Abundantly”

Acts 12:1-19

Incredible!

Unbelievable!

Mind-boggling!

We hear these terms used quite often in our world. Sometimes it is used in a positive sense—an incredible performance, an unbelievable play, or a mind-boggling end result. Or it can be used negatively—a terrible tragedy, a horrible happening, or an awful accident. Often both extremes are experienced almost simultaneously—as we will see in our text this morning. Turn to Acts chapter twelve, where we see some shifts in the landscape of the story of the early Christians.  

The Ugly Reality of Persecution

We are introduced to the ugly reality of persecution in verses 1-4,

It was about this time that King Herod arrested some who belonged to the church, intending to persecute them. He had James, the brother of John, put to death with the sword. When he saw that this pleased the Jews, he proceeded to seize Peter also. This happened during the Feast of Unleavened Bread. After arresting him, he put him in prison, handing him over to be guarded by four squads of four soldiers each. Herod intended to bring him out for public trial after the Passover.
A new antagonist is introduced into the story, one King Herod. This is not the same King Herod of the Christmas story; this is the grandson of Herod the Great. “Herod” became a title, similar to “Caesar” in Rome, and this man is known to history as Herod Agrippa I. Historian Paul Maier remarks, “The story of Agrippa’s rise to power reads better than a novel.”

His father was Aristobulus, who was executed in 7 bc by his father, who went on a paranoid killing spree before his own death in 4 bc. (His sister, by the way, was the infamous Herodias, who was instrumental in the execution of John the Baptist.) Agrippa, then four years old, was sent by his mother to be brought up at Rome. There he grew up as close friends with some members of the imperial family, notably with Claudius, who was near to his own age, and with Gaius, the grandnephew of Tiberius Caesar.
 

When Gaius (better known historically as Caligula) succeeded Tiberius as emperor in ad 37, he bestowed on Agrippa the territories of Philip and Lysanias in southern Syria, together with the title “king.” Two years later Agrippa’s kingdom was enlarged by the addition of Galilee and Perea, the former lands ruled of his uncle Antipas, whom Caligula deposed from office and sent into exile.
 (Herod Antipas was the one to whom Pilate sent Jesus during His trial.)

Agrippa happened to be in Rome in ad 41 during the critical hours when Caligula was assassinated and Claudius was hesitant to assume the emperorship. Playing a double agent’s role, Agrippa firmed Claudius up in this crisis and was actually instrumental in winning the throne for him. Claudius, in turn, gratefully rewarded his friend Agrippa with nothing less than kingship in Palestine over virtually the same territory his grandfather had once ruled.

Agrippa was more popular with the Jews than many members of the Herod family had been: his grandmother had been Jewish (while the rest of the Herodian family were descendents of Esau). Agrippa was more diplomatic than most of his relatives as well, and he set out to win the favor of the Jewish people, particularly their religious leaders.
 He was aware (or was told) of the Sanhedrin’s hatred for this sect who dared to claim that their leader—Jesus of Nazareth—who had been publicly condemned and executed as a criminal, had been raised from the dead and was, indeed, the promised Messiah. These pesky upstarts had already run afoul of the leaders, but the more the Jewish leaders tried to shut them down, the more they grew! 

So Herod steps in. Why did he first arrest James, the brother of John? Perhaps it was a matter of convenience; James may have been the first of the Twelve to be caught. Or maybe it was because he was one of the “inner circle” of the Twelve, along with Peter and his brother John. The Scriptures do not say.  

In fact, the New Testament does not record much about James’ life or death. Luke records no details of his death, except that it was “by the sword” (meaning that he was beheaded), while Stephen’s death was reported in full detail. Why is the death of an “ordinary” member detailed and that of an apostle barely reported? The answer lies in Luke’s purpose in writing. Stephen’s death was important in breaking the Gospel loose from its confines. James’ death says that no Christian, not even an apostle, should expect to escape the normal hazards of life, including man’s hatred of God’s messengers.

At any rate, James’ death was “good politics,”
 so Agrippa then imprisoned Peter, intending to put him to death after Passover. This was necessary because the feasts of Passover and Unleavened Bread—celebrated for eight days—prevented trials.
 

Naturally, the king posted a guard to prevent Peter’s escape. The Greek term for “squad” is tetradion, which is based on the number four. Normally, one tetradion would be sufficient to provide one soldier for each “watch” (three-hour shift) of the night. But Agrippa quadrupled the guard, assigning four squads to guard Peter, obviously worried that such a high-profile figure would have ample help for an attempted jailbreak.

Unfortunately, this ugly reality of persecution is not merely a relic of ancient history. It has gone on through the centuries. Jesus told His disciples in John 15:18-20,

If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. Remember the words I spoke to you: “No servant is greater than his master.” If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also. 

I have mentioned in previous sermons of the persecution of Christians worldwide. More Christians were killed for their faith in the twentieth century than in the previous nineteen centuries combined. And this past week we heard of the tragic church shooting in Texas, taking the lives of 26 as they worshiped much like we are today.

There have been at least eighteen church shootings in the United States from 1999-2010.
 This past week CBS News chronicled another thirteen deadly attacks as “some of the fatal shootings that have happened at U.S. houses of worship over the last five years.”
 While it is true that some of these murderers targeted their victims for reasons other than religion, deadly attacks within the walls of a church building are increasingly more common. Christians are not immune from deadly violence.

The Urgent Request of Prayer

What can be done in the face of such hatred and violence? We see the church’s response in the urgent request of prayer chronicled in verse 5, “So Peter was kept in prison, but the church was earnestly praying to God for him.” Luke uses the Greek adverb ektenōs, which he has previously applied to Jesus’ intense agony in Gethsemane in Luke 22:44.
 This group of people was not sitting around a table eating and casually talking. They were praying earnestly. Notice that many of them had gathered. Further, they were united; they were gathered together.
 Politically they had no recourse. Militarily they had no weapons. Yet they were not without resource. As John Stott writes, “Prayer is the only power the powerless possess.”
 Warren Wiersbe adds, “God’s power is released when God’s people pray. The power of Satan was released through Herod’s hands, but when you pray, God’s hands go to work.”
 

We see the answer to their prayers in verses 6-11,

The night before Herod was to bring him to trial, Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains, and sentries stood guard at the entrance. Suddenly an angel of the Lord appeared and a light shone in the cell. He struck Peter on the side and woke him up. “Quick, get up!” he said, and the chains fell off Peter’s wrists. 

Then the angel said to him, “Put on your clothes and sandals.” And Peter did so. “Wrap your cloak around you and follow me,” the angel told him. Peter followed him out of the prison, but he had no idea that what the angel was doing was really happening; he thought he was seeing a vision. They passed the first and second guards and came to the iron gate leading to the city. It opened for them by itself, and they went through it. When they had walked the length of one street, suddenly the angel left him. 

Then Peter came to himself and said, “Now I know without a doubt that the Lord sent his angel and rescued me from Herod’s clutches and from everything the Jewish people were anticipating.”
The Unbelieving Response to Providence

Perhaps the most intriguing part of the story (at least to me) is the unbelieving response to providence. There is an undercurrent of something like humor in this story,
 from the way Peter had to be awakened by the angel to his release without disturbing the guards to the reaction of the folks at the prayer meeting. We read in verses 12-17,

When this had dawned on him, he went to the house of Mary the mother of John, also called Mark, where many people had gathered and were praying. Peter knocked at the outer entrance, and a servant girl named Rhoda came to answer the door. When she recognized Peter’s voice, she was so overjoyed she ran back without opening it and exclaimed, “Peter is at the door!” 

“You’re out of your mind,” they told her. When she kept insisting that it was so, they said, “It must be his angel.” 

But Peter kept on knocking, and when they opened the door and saw him, they were astonished. Peter motioned with his hand for them to be quiet and described how the Lord had brought him out of prison. “Tell James and the brothers about this,” he said, and then he left for another place. 

I like the way Paul Maier retells the scene:

Awake, finally, and understandably elated at his deliverance, Peter made for the house of John Mark in Jerusalem, the man who would one day write the earliest of the Gospels. Mark’s widowed mother Mary must have been a woman of some means, because her Jerusalem town house was spacious enough to accommodate the large group of Christians who had gathered there, praying for Peter’s deliverance even though by now it was midnight. She also had a maid named Rhoda, who hurried to the door when she heard it being pounded.

“Who’s there?” asked Rhoda, which is Greek for “Rose.”

“Simon Peter.”

It was Peter’s voice! In her delirious elation Rhoda provided one of the most human scenes in the Book of Acts. Instead of opening the door, she had to share the joy immediately or burst. Hurrying back to the conclave of Christians, she shouted, “Peter is standing at the gate!”

An immediate hushed silence, and then an opinion: “You’re mad!” someone commented dryly.

“No! It’s Peter. I heard him!”

“No. It’s his angel. Or his spirit,” another explained.

There was, however, the problem of that continual knocking. Spirits, after all, have only spiritual knuckles. The nearest Christians made a rush for the door and opened it. Would that photography had been available! The film would have shown the greathearted, kindly countenance of the big fisherman wreathed in the broadest smile his gray-bearded cheeks could muster. He had quite a story to tell.

Here were people who were gathered together to pray in a united, fervent, specific, persistent way, and yet their praying was mingled with doubt! When their prayer was answered, they couldn’t believe it!
 How ironic that the group who were praying fervently and persistently for Peter’s deliverance should regard as mad the person who informed them that their prayers had been answered!

I don’t want to criticize the response of the praying congregation too harshly. They had just mourned the death of James, whom God did not deliver from the executioner’s sword. Yet they should not have been completely surprised; this was, after all, Peter’s second miraculous release from prison.

We must face the fact that even in the most fervent prayer meetings there is sometimes a spirit of doubt and unbelief. We are like the father who cried to Jesus in Mark 9:24, “Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!” These Jerusalem saints believed that God could answer their prayers, so they kept at it night and day. But, when the answer came right to their door, they refused to believe it. God graciously honors even the weakest faith, but how much more He would do if only we would trust Him.

What about us? Are we any different? What lessons in evangelism can be drawn from this passage?

Returning to my opening remarks, I imagine many of us reacted to the church shooting in Texas last Sunday with words like, Incredible! Unbelievable! Mind-boggling! It is hard to imagine such carnage taking place in a church. Yet that is the ugly reality to which we are not immune.

What can we do about this? Passing more laws won’t work—it never has. Taking up arms and taking the offensive is not the answer. But prayer is still the most powerful tool available to us. We must pray. Wiersbe writes,

The greatest power in the world is the power of prayer that moves the hand of God. Yet it is not easy today to get many people together in somebody’s house for prayer. You and I as God’s children have the angelic hosts to help us in our times of need. The trouble is, we don’t pray.

And when we do pray, expect God to answer. He may not answer the way we want, but He will answer! (Even “no” is an answer.) Let’s not limit what God can do in our own minds. You may have noticed the title of this message is “Exceedingly Abundantly.” I took that from Ephesians 3:20-21 in the New King James Version:

Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that works in us, to Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen. 

How does that apply to evangelism? The first and foremost act in bringing others to Christ is to pray for them. You know of someone of whom it could be said, “It would take a miracle for them to follow Jesus”? Pray for that miracle. Keep on praying for them, fervently, agonizingly. And watch the Lord work in that person’s heart.

Let’s not be like the people of Nazareth, about whom we read in Mark 6:5-6,“And because of their unbelief, [Jesus] couldn't do any mighty miracles among them except to place his hands on a few sick people and heal them. And he was amazed at their unbelief” [nlt]. Let’s be those who believe and witness the mighty hand of God in our midst!
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