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“God is always trying to give good things to us, but our hands are too full to receive them.."
 Augustine
Announcements

1. Next week is our quarterly members' meeting.

O

pen your Bible to Acts 12. We are continuing beginning a series on prayer entitled: “Turning the World Upside Down.” This evening we are looking at a message entitled: “The Goodness of God in Corporate Prayer.”

God is good!  He wants to do good to us. Psalm 34:8, "Oh, taste and see that the Lord is good! Blessed is the man who takes refuge in him!"

Psalm 84:11, " No good thing does he withhold from those who walk uprightly."

Psalm 34:9-10, " Oh, fear the Lord, you his saints,
    for those who fear him have no lack!
10 The young lions suffer want and hunger;
    but those who seek the Lord lack no good thing."

The good that He wants to do for us is related to Him, not us.  The highest greatest good is to conform us to the original likeness - the image of His Son.

Augustine  said: “God is always trying to give good things to us, but our hands are too full to receive them.."  
God's Goodness Should Move us to Pray

If we truly understood the goodness of God, that He is love, and that His love is fixed on unworthy people like us, it would move us to call on God in corporate prayer, as it did the early church, and it would transform us.  
God is Good  
There is no kinder, more self-sacrificing Being in the universe.  He is supremely good.  He can be nothing but good.  All that God does is good.  That does not mean He is good like us.  Our goodness is like evil compared to His goodness. He far outshines all beings everywhere in His desire to do good even to the most unworthy creatures.  On our clearest thinking days we can’t come close to comprehending the magnitude of God’s goodness.
God is Also Great  
He is omnipotent.  He can do anything. And what I want to convince you of this evening is that in your darkest hour God is still good and He is still great.  
In other words, He is good—He is love.  He is pure, holy, and just.  He is merciful.  He seeks to do you good.  He came not to condemn the world but to give it life.  He sent His Son Jesus Christ for you.  
But He is also great.  He is in absolute control of every molecule in the universe.  He will save every single soul that comes to Him for mercy.  He will crush all those who spurn Him.  He’s extremely good and extremely great.
Have You Ever Doubted God's Goodness?
With this in mind, have you ever questioned God’s goodness in your life?  Yes!  We all have.  Have you wondered if God has forgotten about you?  If God is so great, why doesn’t He use all that power to demonstrate His goodness toward me?  Why do I sometimes feel so forgotten by God?  Wrongs are committed in the world.  Some of them are committed against you and me.  Why doesn’t God do something?  Your questions seem to remain unanswered. 
How should I respond when everything is out of control?
· I could take things into my own hands.

· I could say that God is less than omnipotent, or less than loving, or that He is not engaged in my life.

· I could become spiritually sappy and use a spiritual smoke screen to hide the fact that I’m suffering.

· Or I could trust in the goodness and greatness of God and pray.  I want to recommend the latter.  Why?  Because God is good and wants to do you good in all circumstances if you are in Christ.  God is good even when life is bad.  
I want to show you how we are able to see the goodness of God through corporate prayer.
Acts 12:1-5, "About that time Herod the king laid violent hands on some who belonged to the church. 2 He killed James the brother of John with the sword, 3 and when he saw that it pleased the Jews, he proceeded to arrest Peter also. This was during the days of Unleavened Bread. 4 And when he had seized him, he put him in prison, delivering him over to four squads of soldiers to guard him, intending after the Passover to bring him out to the people. 5 So Peter was kept in prison, but earnest prayer for him was made to God by the church."

I. First, we need to remember that God is good and is guiding our lives even when life is hard (vs. 1-4).  
In Acts 12, the early church is going through a violent persecution.  They had seen the Lord crucified.  It was fresh in their minds.  He had risen, but He said if they followed Him, they would likely begin to lose their lives.  This is exactly what happens.  They begin to suffer.  Deeply.  Get this saints.  It is God’s will at times that His dear, precious children suffer and even die.  Please keep this in mind when you suffer.  
God is Good in spite of Hateful People in our Lives

Sometimes God allows hateful people or circumstances into our lives to bring us suffering.  God controls kings and nations and events.  God sometimes allows bad things to happen to His people. We find a very bad man in verse 1.  His name is Herod.

Who is Herod?  
The year is 44AD, 14 years after Pentecost, and we find a 34 year old maniac king in Acts 12:1, “About that time Herod the king laid violent hands on some who belonged to the church”.  Who’s this?  Herod is a popular name for Jewish kings in the New Testament.  There were several Herods.  They are all villains in the story.  

· There was Herod the Great at Jesus birth: he has the infamous reputation of slaughtering all the innocents two and under at the time of Jesus’ birth. 

· There was Herod Antipas who killed John the Baptist.  He was king of only a fourth of the kingdom.  That’s why he’s called a tetrarch, it means “ruler over a fourth”.  

· This is another Herod.  This is Herod Agrippa I, the grandson of Herod the Great.  He’s a young tyrant who is in the peak of his power.  He’s having problems with Rome, so he needs to please the Jews.  He needed to win the favor of the Jews. When he found out the Jews liked it when Christians were tortured and killed, he begins a large scale persecution.  So what does Herod Agrippa do?  He does everything he can to keep the Jews happy.  
Verse 1, “About that time Herod [Agrippa I] the king laid violent hands on some who belonged to the church.”  He purposely inflicted torture and violence to make the church suffer deeply.  But it gets worse.
Notice verse 2, “He killed James the brother of John with the sword”.

God is in Control Even When We Suffer!
God is good even when we suffer! Of course He is also great, or sovereign over our suffering.  We pray to the God who is sovereign over everything in the 
world.   For God to be sovereign basically means that he is in control.  He has a purpose and He will accomplish His purpose.  That is what the sovereignty of God means.  Psalm 24:1 says, "The earth is the LORD's, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it" (NIV). He is sovereign.
No One is Exempt from Suffering (vs. 2-3).  
Absolutely no one.  You will suffer.  But God is still unchangeably good!  If God is good then why do we suffer?  First of all, most of our suffering is self-inflicted.  We are all guilty sinners.  But for those who are saved, we are NO LONGER GUILTY.  So why do we suffer?  God has a plan and a purpose to conform us to Christ.  Therefore, all God’s people will suffer, and often that suffering is at times greater than the suffering of people who do not know the Lord.  Your sincerity or service, or sacrifice, or stature will not exempt you from suffering.  
James the Son of Zebedee
James wasn’t exempt from suffering (vs. 2).  Now look at verse 2, “He killed James the brother of John with the sword”.  Who is James the brother of John?  This is not James the brother of Jesus, the pastor of the church at Jerusalem who was the primary leader in the early church, and has a book at the end of the NT.  

Who Was James?
The “James” in Acts 12 is “the brother of John" (son of Zebedee, son of thunder) and one of the 12 apostles.  He is part of the inner circle of Jesus’ disciples, Peter, James, and John. He’s with Jesus at the transfiguration, at the raising of Jairus’s daughter, and in the Garden of Gethsemane—James of the inner circle, Peter, James, and John.  
Verse 2 says that Herod Agrippa “killed James the brother of John with the sword”.  So James, one of the inner three disciples was beheaded.  Imagine the shock to the church.  James is suffering and is put to death.  The church is suffering.  Bad things happen to God’s people.  It is God’s will at times that His dear, precious children suffer and even die.  James wasn’t just a Christian. He wasn’t just a leader in the church.  He wasn’t even just an apostle.  He was in the top THREE of the apostles.  He is one of the greatest leaders of the early church worldwide!  And he was put to death.  Perhaps he had a wife and children.  He was dragged in, a sword was taken out, and his head was cut off.  Never again does the book of Acts refer to the apostles as “the twelve”.  Now they are only 11.  They are the foundations of the church and after Matthias, they are never again replaced.  

· It’s interesting that James is the first of the apostles to die.  John, his brother, is the last of the apostles to die.
· As I said, it is God’s will at times that His dear, precious children suffer and even die.  
Your Suffering is Not Worthless
You will suffer in this life, but it’s not worthless suffering.  It is for the glory of God.  It is to grind off the old nature in you.  In your flesh dwells no good thing.  God is in the business of teaching you self-denial and self-control.  The essence of sin is utter selfishness. God is in the business of teaching us how to give our lives away for Him, for His kingdom and His people.  He often breaks us and conforms us to His image through suffering.

Peter Wasn't Exempt from Suffering
Peter wasn’t exempt from suffering (vs. 3).  Now look at verse 3, “and when he saw that it pleased the Jews, he proceeded to arrest Peter also. This was during the days of Unleavened Bread”.  

Passover Time - Peter's Third Time in Prison
This was near the time of the Passover 14 years after Pentecost.  The Jews loved it when they took out James, “Number 3” in the church, so now Herod wants to take out “Number 1”.  This is the third time in jail for Peter.  He was arrested in Acts 4:3, and they lectured him and beat him and let him and John go.  He was in jail again in Acts 5:18, and an angel freed him and the other apostles during the night.  

Peter in Jail in Acts 5

Acts 5:18-20, “they arrested the apostles and put them in the public prison. 19  But during the night an angel of the Lord opened the prison doors and brought them out, and said, 20  “Go and stand in the temple and speak to the people all the words of this Life.”
Peter Feels He's Going to Die
Peter is suffering big time.  As far as he knows he’s going to die.  We know from the book of Mark, that Peter has a wife. Didn’t Peter love the Lord?  Of course he did!  This is fourteen years after Pentecost.  He’s seen thousands brought into the kingdom.  Today you have a lot of people say that if you suffer it is because of your lack of love and lack of faith. That’s cruel.  Peter loved Christ.  What great faith he had!  So didn’t God want Peter’s best?  If so, why was he suffering?  
God's Blessing Not Defined by a Lack of Suffering
God’s blessing is not defined by your lack of suffering.  God’s blessing is defined by your conformity to Jesus Christ (vs. 4).  Peter was suffering because he was a follower of Christ. They did this to Christ, and they were doing it to him.

Look at Acts 12:4, “And when he had seized him, he put him in prison, delivering him over to four squads of soldiers to guard him, intending after the Passover to bring him out to the people.”  

16 Soldiers Around Peter

A squad is a group of 4 soldiers, so there were 4 squads or 16 soldiers total guarding Peter. They only had a few soldiers last time, and he was released by an angel!  So now they had to be really paranoid about this and they put 16 soldiers on him!

Does God Love James Less?  
Peter is suffering here, but if you know this story, you know Peter later is freed from prison.  But did James get out?  How do you explain that?  Does God love James less?  No!!  Let me make this point loud and clear…God never promised you a life of ease.  He said if you want to follow me, you’ll have to suffer like I suffer.  You have to take up your cross.  You have to deny yourself and deny the world.  God’s best is not defined by your lack of suffering.  It is defined by your conformity to Jesus Christ.  Are you looking more like Christ?  Then God’s plan is succeeding!!

God's Purposes though Mysterious are Always Good

You must understand that God has perfect control over every detail of every situation.  His purposes are not always seen or known.  But one overarching purpose we can count on, is that all our suffering will conform us to Christ.  Saints, do you want to be conformed to Christ?  Before you answer, understand that it will mean suffering.

Thesis: So we understand that God is good even when life is bad!  And that ought to lead us to pray.
II. Second, God is good and is guiding our lives even when we have to wait (vs. 5-11).  
Sometimes we think God fell asleep.  Maybe God forgot.  No, God never sleeps and never slumbers.  He never forgets. He is always 100% engaged with every part of your life.  He is never distracted.  But what about everyone else?  He’s 100% engaged with them too. He’s God.  So when we have to wait, there’s always a reason.  There’s something pretty awesome in the plotline of your life when you have to wait.  

Waiting conforms us to Jesus.  What is God’s best for you saints?  Conformity to Jesus.  So if waiting makes me like Jesus, it’s good!  

Now let’s see how the early church is not all that different from us.   They had to wait too.  We see in verse 5, that God is making the church wait until the very last minute to answer their prayers.  
Verses 5-6, “So Peter was kept in prison, but earnest prayer for him was made to God by the church. 6  Now when Herod was about to bring him out [to kill him], on that very night, Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains, and sentries before the door were guarding the prison.”  Have you heard this before—“God is never late, but He’s seldom early”.  Would you say that’s true?
Spiritual Struggle  
There’s a spiritual struggle going on here.  Herod is pushing for Peter’s death.  The church is pushing God for Peter’s life.  Peter, as far as he knows, thinks he’s going to die.  As far as he’s concerned, this is the end of his ministry, and he’s going to meet Jesus and also see his fellow apostle James.  

The Church is Praying
Meanwhile, back at John Mark’s house, the church is praying and waiting, and waiting and waiting.  They have been praying since Peter’s arrest.  Day and night.  They want and expect God to release him somehow someway.   But God waits.  Why?  Why would He bring an answer when He can do all kinds of great things in us while we wait?   Don’t think this was easy for the early church.  Yes, they had already seen an angel release Peter before.  Yet it seems like nothing happens.

The Early Church Had to Wait  
You see, the early church is not that different from every one of us.  We are tempted to ask God: how long?  Why now?  Why this?  God could take all this out in an instant.  He controls kings and kingdoms.  But He waits to deliver us from suffering because of the good that it produces in us.  

God is never late, but He’s seldom early!  

Seems like the Last Minute
Sometimes God waits until the very last minute to show us His great power (vs. 6-9). Verse 6, “Now when Herod was about to bring him out [to kill him], on that very night…”  How far away is Peter from death?  It’s not hours.  He’s minutes away from death.  The king has already dropped his scepter and said, “Bring him out”.  The soldiers’ feet are just beginning to make their way down the hallway.  The keys are rattling.  And what is Peter doing?
Peter Sleeping
Verse 6a, “Now when Herod was about to bring him out, on that very night, Peter was sleeping…”
Why is Peter sleeping?  Because He has so much peace.  This is his third imprisonment.   This is a mature faith.  This is 14 years after Pentecost, imprisonment #3!  As your faith grows, you have more trust in God.  The more trust you have in God, even in the most tumultuous circumstances, the more peace you have.

Verse 6b, “…Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains, and sentries before the door were guarding the prison.”  He’s sleeping between two soldiers.  He’s got 14 additional soldiers in the cell as well.  No one could get Peter out except one Person?  Who is that?  GOD!!
Now remember back in verse 5, “So Peter was kept in prison, but earnest prayer for him was made to God by the church”.  What does earnest mean?  Urgent, sincere prayer.  The church has no idea what God is up to!  

The plot thickens.  The saints are praying.  Peter is sleeping.  The soldiers are marching toward the cell.  Where’s God?  God is good, and He has a plan, and He’s in control, even at the last minute!!
An Angel-Warrior Awakes Peter
Verse 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….” Sometimes we think angels are feminine creatures with wings of down and soft hair.  Listen, angels are warriors!  Yahweh is called the LORD of the hosts of the angel armies!  So the angel strikes Peter.  Peter had to be sleeping hard!  He wacked him.  You’ve heard of getting touched by an angel.  What about getting wacked by an angel?!

Verse 7b, So the angel“…struck Peter on the side and woke him, saying, “Get up quickly.” And the chains fell off his hands.”  That’s God.  They didn’t take the chains off.  They just fell off.  That’s God.  
Verse 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.”  Peter was totally out of it.  He had to be told what to do.  “Get dressed!  Put your sandals on”.  He did that.  “Get your coat on!”  “Come on lets go!”  Peter is in La La land!  

A Dream or Real Life?
Verse 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.”  So Peter has no clue whether this is real life or a dream!

Verse 10a, “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…”  So they’re running toward the iron gate leading to the city.  It’s night.  There are watchman.  You can’t just get in.  But God opens that too.  So far two locked gates have opened.
A Lesson of TRUST
We wait because God wants us to learn to trust Him, not because God cannot at any moment open any door for us (vs. 10-11).  
God can do anything!  Peter was minutes away from execution, and now he’s running as fast as he can toward a locked gate, and it supernaturally opens!  

Verse 10b, “…and they went out and went along one street, and immediately the angel left him.”  So he’s running with an angel, and then he’s all alone.   

Verse 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.”  These are the first words recorded out of Peter’s mouth.  “I am sure that the Lord sent his angel”.  The sovereign Lord is in control.  Peter had to wait until the last minute, but He got an answer.  

God is good even when you have to wait!  It’s not that God is not able to answer.  He wants you to learn to trust Him.  Peter learned that!  “Now I am sure!”  “It was the Lord!!  Herod couldn’t touch me!  The blood thirsty Jewish people couldn’t touch me!”

III. Third, God is good and is guiding our lives even though our faith is weak (vs. 12-19).  

Early Church Struggled as We Do
The early Christians struggled at times just like we do.  Do you need to be a super Christian to experience God’s goodness and His work in your life?  No!  This  is the early church.  This is 14 years after Pentecost.  Most churches today are wanting to get back to this time as if it was magical—as if the Christians then were somehow less weak than us.  Not true.  They were just as weak.  This ought to be encouraging to you.
Verse 12, ‘When he realized this [THAT HE WAS FREE], he went to the house of Mary, the mother of John whose other name was Mark, where many were gathered together and were praying.”

Who is John Mark?
So who is this John Mark?  He’s a new guy.  This is the author of the second Gospel.  This is the cousin of Barnabas who twenty years later is going to see Peter put to death and then Paul.  He’s going to become Peter and Paul’s right hand man in their golden years.  
Locked in John Mark's House Because of Persecution
The saints were at John Mark’s house under lock and key because of the awful persecution. This is also likely the house where the disciples met 14 years earlier for the Passover in the Upper room.  The upper room is likely located in the upper part of John Mark’s house.

Well Known Meeting Place
So Peter goes to this strategic house.  This apparently was a well known meeting place in Jerusalem among the Christians.  Peter goes directly to John Mark’s house where the saints are having a prayer meeting.  Can you imagine?  You are praying for a miracle—something impossible.  In fact some are probably by this time asking God to help Peter’s family in their grief since he’s probably DEAD by now.

These were people that had weak and wavering faith like us—I’m going to show you that in a moment.  

1. There was a gateway, so it was a big house.  But look at verse 13a, “And when he knocked at the door of the gateway…”  So this is a sizable house because it has a gateway.  There’s a courtyard with a gate at the front.  This is in one of the ritzy ancient Jerusalem neighborhoods.  So to get all these Christians together, they have a descent size house.  
2. They had servants so this was a wealthy household.  He gets to the gate, and “he knocked at the door of the gateway” and “a servant girl named Rhoda came to answer (verse 13a).  So again, this shows that this was a wealthy household.  There were really only two classes of society: the very poor and the very rich.  You can guess what part John Mark and his family were from.

Rhoda the Servant Girl
So Rhoda, the little servant girl is praying.  She hears someone knocking at the gateway in the courtyard.  She gets up.  The gate is obviously locked, or Peter would have come right in. 

Why is the gate locked?  It’s clear why the gate was locked.  Because Christians are being killed!  It’s against the law to be a Christ follower! They were all scared!

Verse 14 is quite amusing: “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.” 
B. Peter shows up and Rhoda doesn’t even let him in! (vs. 14)  

Lukewarm Prayers
Have you ever been praying about things and you half way don’t expect an answer?  Now we are supposed to pray in faith.  But there are often times when our faith wavers.  We pray for someone’s healing; we pray for salvation of loved ones; we pray for this and that.  But our faith is soooo weak!  

You are Out of Your Mind!
The early believers struggled in the same way.  Check out verse 14.  Rhoda rushes in to the believers with Peter standing outside and it says she “reported that Peter was standing at the gate” (verse 14).  What was their response?  Verse 15a, “They said to her, “You are out of your mind.”  Look at this great faith they had!  They though she was certifiably insane!  Why were they praying if they didn’t think that God could do it? 

They Thought Peter was Dead
The Christians had such weak faith, they thought Peter was dead and this was either and angel or Peter’s ghost.  

Verse 15b, “But she kept insisting that it was so, and they kept saying, “It is his angel!”  Wouldn’t you still go and see if it was an angel?!   “Just an angel?!”  “We’ll pass!”  “Only if it’s Peter!”  The point is, they thought that Peter was DEAD.
1. Poor Peter!  Verse 16a, “But Peter continued knocking…”  So Rhoda’s back in the house.  And Peter’s on the wrong side of a locked door, and it says he “continued knocking”.  Why do you think he kept knocking?  He just escaped from prison!  You can almost hear the dogs barking in the street, and Peter kept knocking.  He’s a fugitive!  
2. Look at the weak faith of these Christians.  They finally open the gate for him.  And verse 16b says, “…and when they opened, they saw him and were amazed.”  What were they?  They were amazed! They were astonished!  That doesn’t sound like expectant faith!

You can imagine them shouting and rejoicing and utterly shocked!  

3. But Peter quiets them.  Verse 17a, “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.”  So he’s telling them about how he was surrounded by 16 soldiers, sound asleep!  He told them “how the Lord had brought him out of the prison”.  Who answered their prayers?  

Verse 17a, “Then he departed and went to another place.” He went on to many more adventures of faith.  
Application:  Did the early Christians at times have very weak faith?  Is God good inspite of our weak and wavering faith?  Can God work even though our faith is small?  Absolutely!  Be encouraged! 
Conclusion:  In the times of suffering, in the times of desperate waiting; in the times when your faith is weakest, know that God loves you and is working on your behalf.  When you are the weakest, it is then that God carries you!
