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SLEEPING AMONG THE ENEMY
(Acts 12:6-25)

TEXT:  Acts 12:
SUBJECT:  God’s sovereignty.
F.C.F:  How can we live with joyful confidence?
PROPOSITION:  Since the Lord is working out his agenda, we must trust him.
INTRODUCTION:


A.  What would you do on the night before you were to be put to death? You have been falsely convicted of some horrible crime and are spending your last night on death row.  Or you have been kidnapped by some wicked men, and they will dispose of you in the morning.  Or you have been captured by terrorists and they have pledged your execution the next day.  Or you face a serious surgery tomorrow that you probably will not survive.  What would you do on the night before you were to die? 


Peter got a good night’s sleep on the night before he was to be killed.  He was chained between two surly guards, lying on the stone floor of a dank dungeon.  Yet he slept so well that when the angel of the Lord appeared and light flooded his cell, the angel still had to strike him on his side to rouse him.  How could he sleep so soundly with what he was facing the next day?


B.  And how can we live with the same kind of joyful confidence, courageous, undisturbed and undaunted? It is only through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, the assurance of his complete control, and the conviction that he is working out his glorious plan.  


Our Scripture for this morning illustrates the source of this kind of confident living.  We find that SINCE GOD IS WORKING OUT HIS AGENDA, WE MUST TRUST HIM.  We see several evidences of God at work, bringing about his glorious plan.    


For example, we see that…

I. THE LORD PRESERVES HIS PEOPLE.  


A.  It is clear that Peter fully expected to die the next day.  He had seen what had happened to the Apostle James.  He had no reason to think that the same could and would not happen to him.  The Lord had not spared James:  why should Peter expect anything different?  And when he was rescued, he did not believe it at first, but only thought it a dream.    


The background to our text in verses 1-5 indicates that several believers had been seized by King Herod.  James was one of them, and he was apparently killed with the sword quite rapidly.  Herod saw that this pleased the Jews, so he went further and captured Peter.  The only thing that prevented Peter’s immediate execution as well was the intervening festival, during which no trials or sentencing could occur.  So Peter received a temporary reprieve.  But now the festival was over.  

B.  That Peter expected to die the next day is also apparent from his response to his rescue.  He didn’t believe it was really happening.  “6  Now when Herod was about to bring him out, on that very night, Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains, and sentries before the door were guarding the prison. 7  And behold, an angel of the Lord stood next to him, and a light shone in the cell. He struck Peter on the side and woke him, saying, “Get up quickly.” And the chains fell off his hands. 8  And the angel said to him, “Dress yourself and put on your sandals.” And he did so. And he said to him, “Wrap your cloak around you and follow me.” 9  And he went out and followed him. He did not know that what was being done by the angel was real, but thought he was seeing a vision. 10  When they had passed the first and the second guard, they came to the iron gate leading into the city. It opened for them of its own accord, and they went out and went along one street, and immediately the angel left him. 11  When Peter came to himself, he said, “Now I am sure that the Lord has sent his angel and rescued me from the hand of Herod and from all that the Jewish people were expecting.”

Peter was convinced he would die the next day, yet he slept like a baby.  He knew the Lord preserved his people.  He had seen the risen Christ, and he was fearless in the face of death.  His master had conquered death, was stronger than death.  Death held no fear for him, and so he could literally rest assured. 


C.  The Lord preserves his people.  Some are kept from the storm, like Peter.  Others are kept through the storm, like James, who was beheaded by Herod.  This raises several serious questions.  Why was James killed, and Peter spared?  Was Peter more godly and righteous than James? (Peter would dispute that!)?  Was it due to the fact that James was seized and killed quickly, while Peter’s fate was delayed giving time for the believers to pray? I doubt it.  


What we must say in all of this is that this was simply God’s plan.  James was to glorify God through his faithful witness unto death.  Peter was to glorify God through his extended life and ministry, though he also, according to tradition, was martyred,  put to death for his faith in Christ.  Tradition holds that he was sentenced to crucifixion, and he asked instead to be crucified upside down.  He said he was not worthy to suffer the same death as his Lord.  So Peter only escaped temporarily.


The Lord preserves his people.  The miraculous elements of this story are great enough to convince us that God rules all things, even over those who oppose him.  He rules over weather conditions, over sicknesses, over the evil plots of wicked people.  And we can live with confidence in the Lord’s sovereign control.  We are in his hands, according to his perfect timing.  The believer always rests in complete security, for he holds us in the hollow of his hand.

Another evidence of the Lord’s working that enables us to rest in him is that… 

II. THE LORD PAYS BACK HIS ENEMIES.


A.  Much of the turmoil that we feel periodically comes from the sense of injustice, that we were mistreated, that others got the best of us, or deal with unfairly.  Is there no justice in this world?

Our text answers this question as well.  Herod seizes James and others and puts him to death.  What gives him the right? Who will call him to account? When will he have to answer for this wicked abuse of power? Well, Luke assures us that God pays back his enemies.  


Peter is miraculously released from prison, but this is very bad news for his guards.  “18 Now when day came, there was no little disturbance among the soldiers over what had become of Peter.”  Let me assure you that the soldiers were not simply annoyed, confused, or perplexed.  They were terrified.  Roman law ordered that if a soldier allowed a prisoner to escape, whatever the fate of the prisoner was to be, the same was meted out to their guards.  And that’s what happened to them:  “19  And after Herod searched for him and did not find him, he examined the sentries and ordered that they should be put to death. Then he went down from Judea to Caesarea and spent time there.”

And then it was Herod’s turn to experience the Lord’s retribution.  “20 Now Herod was angry with the people of Tyre and Sidon, and they came to him with one accord, and having persuaded Blastus, the king’s chamberlain, they asked for peace, because their country depended on the king’s country for food. 21  On an appointed day Herod put on his royal robes, took his seat upon the throne, and delivered an oration to them. 22  And the people were shouting, “The voice of a god, and not of a man!” 23  Immediately an angel of the Lord struck him down, because he did not give God the glory, and he was eaten by worms and breathed his last.”

B.  Though Herod’s death was quite natural, Luke wants us to see that it was God’s vengeance that struck him down.  In the third world today it is very common for people to suffer the infestation of intestinal worms.  A biology professor told me a few years ago that sometimes the worms become so numerous that they completely obstruct the bowel.  This eventually causes the bowel to break resulting in peritonitis and a horrible, horrible death.  He told me that the most common surgical procedure in the third world was to remove this blockage caused by worms.  So Herod’s death of being eaten by worms would not have been uncommon.  


But it was also the judgment of God.  And it may imply something more.  Isaiah warned of the final judgment as a place where “their worm shall not die, their fire shall not be quenched, and they shall be an abhorrence to all flesh.” (66:24) Jesus likewise warned of the coming judgment:  “where their worm does not die and the fire is not quenched.”  (Mark 9:48)


The implication is that Herod began to experience the final judgment in this life for his blasphemy and as retribution for killing James.  


C.  The Lord will avenge.  We are absolutely forbidden to take revenge.  Jesus said we are only to love those who take advantage of us and pray for those who persecute us.  Paul writes in Romans 12.  “19  Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20  To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” 21  Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

This prohibition from taking revenge is a wonderful gift of God.  It frees us from that nagging need for justice.  And notice that Paul does not say that we must abandon all hope for justice, but rather that we leave it to the wrath of God.  If someone wrongs you, you can let it go by faith.  You can “leave it to the wroth of God.”  Listen, if someone has wronged you, God will pay them back in the everlasting lake of fire.  They will suffer his eternal wrath in hell.  Do you need something more that that? Or, if they come to faith in Christ, then God will have punished Jesus on the cross for that sin against you. Do you require more than that?  There will be perfect justice.  Every sin will be paid for, either by the sinner in everlasting torment, “where the worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched,” or by Christ on the cross.  But either way, we are released from that need to see justice right away in the here and now.   

So the Lord preserves his people and we can live each moment in absolute security.  And the Lord will pay back his enemies, so we can live in complete stillness.  And we also find that 
III. THE LORD PUTS FORTH HIS WORD.  


The bottom line is that God will accomplish his purposes.  James glorified God through a faithful death.  Peter glorified God by the continued ministry of the Word.  


A.  This chapter contains one of the funniest moments in Scripture.  Peter is released from his prison cell.  And he wisely goes into hiding.  But first he drops by to encourage the believers by telling them of the Lord’s intervention.  “12 When he realized this (that the Lord had delivered them), he went to the house of Mary, the mother of John whose other name was Mark, where many were gathered together and were praying.”  Peter found the closest “safe house” where the Christians regularly gathered.   “13  And when he knocked at the door of the gateway, a servant girl named Rhoda came to answer. 14  Recognizing Peter’s voice, in her joy she did not open the gate but ran in and reported that Peter was standing at the gate.”  Poor Rhoda was so flustered that she left him standing there.  Peter could walk through prison doors, but when he goes to the house of a friend, he is left standing in the street.  And when she ran to tell the others, they wouldn’t believe her.  “15  They said to her, “You are out of your mind.” But she kept insisting that it was so, and they kept saying, “It is his angel!”  (Some apparently believed that people had angel-counterparts who would take on their form.)  


But don’t miss the humor.  Rhoda leaves Peter at the door knocking, and when she insists that he is at the door, the believers tell her that this is impossible.  It couldn’t be Peter because he is in prison.  That’s why they gathered, to pray for his release.  Apparently they were not really expecting God to answer their prayer, or they would have left the door unlatched.  


B.  But finally they come to their senses as well.  “16  But Peter continued knocking, and when they opened, they saw him and were amazed. 17  But motioning to them with his hand to be silent, he described to them how the Lord had brought him out of the prison. And he said, “Tell these things to James and to the brothers.” Then he departed and went to another place.”  We should pray with confident expectation, especially when we pray for that which God has said he is going to do.  Peter “departed and went to another place” to continue in the ministry of the Word.  

C.  And we find the bottom line in verse 24: “But the word of God increased and multiplied.”  That’s what the Lord is doing.  He is covering the earth with the knowledge of his glory as the waters cover the sea.  (Hab 2:14)  And he will not fail.  So we can be assured that the Lord will accomplish his will.

CONCLUSION


What we find is security, stillness, and success, the perfect prescription for a life of joyful confidence.  The Lord preserves his people, so we can rest in absolute and everlasting security.  The Lord pays back his enemies, so we can be still, released from the heavy burden of retribution.  We can let all that go and live in peace.  And the Lord continually puts forth is word, so we can enjoy success in the greatest work, the greatest enterprise the world has ever seen.  “For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD as the waters cover the sea.”
(
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