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21st June 2009
Acts 32-43

“I don’t believe it!”

One of the best loved comic characters invented for television over the last twenty years was Victor Meldrew. He was the epitome of the “grumpy old man”.  But, to be fair, everything that could go wrong in his life, did go wrong. A ton of rubble, ordered  by the family three doors down is dumped on his driveway, completely blocking his access. His bath overflows, water drips through the ceiling, shorting all the electrics. A cricket ball thrown by his neighbour’s son accidentally smashes his window and, on its way, breaks a precious china vase as well. His response is always the same – his famous phrase – do you remember? “I don’t believe it!” 

This morning we are looking at a book in the Bible to which we are tempted to react with the same words “I don’t believe it!” In the Acts of the Apostles, or the “Acts of the Holy Spirit” as someone has called it, we see the great flowering of the early Christian church. Talking about flowering, today we’re celebrating our Open Gardens weekend. The weather has caused it to be one of the best ever. In a funny sort of way, the pattern of events leading up to our Open Gardens this year and those leading up to the Book of Acts have great similarities. Last summer was one of the wettest on record and we all moaned about it. But now we are reaping the benefit of all that rain in the vigour and beauty of the plants around us. In the 1st Century, after Jesus died, the disciples were distraught. But what they didn’t realise was that he had to die in order for the Holy Spirit to come. When the Spirit did come suddenly we see the extraordinary events in the 1st Century. The most wonderful blessings often develop out of the worst situations – beautiful gardens after a wet summer and the growth of the Church after the awful death of its founder. 

Acts is a fast moving account. When you read it you think this must be fiction until you realise that all these stories were eyewitness accounts, seen and written down by an eminent and trustworthy doctor, Dr Luke. Here we’re looking at Chapter 9. It begins with the miraculous conversion of Saul of Tarsus on the Damascus road. But Luke wants to emphasize that the first leader, or the “rock”, as Jesus called him, of the Christian Church was Peter. This hard-bitten, fiery, semi-educated fisherman was the one chosen personally by Jesus to lead, to be the foundation of, his church. He was its first pastor. 

And at this point the church certainly needed a leader. There had been terrible persecution in Jerusalem and many of the Christians there had to, literally, run for the hills. The persecution of the Christians was so violent that it was similar to that inflicted on the Jews by the Nazis in the Second World War. And the worst of those First Century persecutors had been none other than Saul of Tarsus. 

As leader of the Christians Peter travelled many miles to see all of these scattered believers wherever they could be found. They all needed to be encouraged. The effect of persecution on a church is not to be underestimated. I heard of a missionary husband and wife who had formed a young church in Angola. Rebels came in and scattered the believers who fled to the jungle. The missionaries only just got out alive. When they arrived at Heathrow their families were appalled at their condition. They were stick thin and had blank, staring eyes from the shock and fear they had experienced. 
 Peter had arrived at a town then called Lydda. Nowadays it is called Lod and the chances are that, if you visit the Holy Land, you will touch down at Lod Airport. It’s near the place where David killed Goliath. But Peter wasn’t at Lydda to defeat an oversized bully. In these verses we see him defeat disease and death.

Luke starts by saying: “Peter went to visit the saints in Lydda”. Down the centuries the word “saint” has taken on a different meaning.  It has come to mean some super-holy person or someone specially recognised by the Vatican. But the pure Biblical meaning is simply someone who believes in Jesus.  So, the vast majority of us here this morning could put up our hands and say we are saints. 

These saints that Peter visited in Lydda certainly needed encouragement. They were soldiering on in their faith trying to make their church grow. In their midst was a believer called Aeneas who had been struck down with paralysis. He’d been unable to move for eight years. That’s a long time; if you think back, it’s the same period of time as 9/11 is to us now in 2009. How Aeneas must have longed to have been as active as his friends had been in the church. And how much of a burden on them he must have felt being able to do nothing for himself. 

Now Peter had performed several miracles before he came to Lydda but Aeneas represented his toughest challenge yet.  Peter longed to encourage the Christians at Lydda and how his heart went out to Aeneas. As he looked at him Peter must have remembered  an incident a fewyears before in Capernaum where a paralytic was lowered through the roof of a house right to Jesus’ feet. Peter was there. At first hand he saw and heard Jesus say, “Get up, take up your mat and go home”. And the paralytic did just that. At Lydda Peter might well have thought, “Jesus promised us that in his power we would perform miracles as great as his, so here goes”. 

“Aeneas, Jesus Christ heals you. Get up and tidy up your bed.” Straight away, like a bolt of lightning Aeneas’ body was filled with new strength. He stretched his arms. He stretched his legs. He levered himself up with his arms. He stood up and rolled up his mat.  8 years wasting away and now he was fit and well. What joy there must have been! With one voice the other believers said, “I don’t believe it”. They stood there stupefied. Then, as they took it in, they came forward and hugged Aeneas. 

It didn’t take long for the news to get out. The whole town was amazed. “There must be something special about this group,” they said. And Luke tells us that everyone in Lydda “turned to the lord”.

Soon after, two men arrived from Joppa, a town on the coast about 12 miles away. Their message to Peter was, “We need your leadership and your encouragement in Joppa. A wonderful woman, a faithful believer, has suddenly died and it’s been a great shock to us and to our faith”.

Peter went at once and discovered that the woman’s name was Dorcas.  She was indeed wonderful and hugely loved by everyone in Joppa. For the widows in those days there was no help, no state aid but Dorcas had been brilliant with her hands and she’d made clothes for many of these poor widows to keep them warm. When Peter arrived he saw a desolate sight. The whole church was in mourning. All the widows who Dorcas had made clothes for showed them to him. At the same time they were convulsed with grief. 

Now what was he to do? And then he remembered being present when Jesus faced something very similar. You’ll remember Jairus was a leader of the synagogue. His little daughter had died. Inside his house many people were crying and wailing. Jesus put them all outside and just took Peter, James, John and the girl’s parents up to her room. He simply took her by the hand and said to her “Talitha Koum” which means “little girl, get up”. And immediately she got up.
The situation Peter faced was almost identical. The first thing he did was to put the crying widows outside. They were making quite a noise. Anyway, people crying all around doesn’t do anything for your faith. And Peter certainly needed faith. How he must have trembled as he knelt all alone beside that dead body. “Lord, I remember that time in Jairus’ house. Please do it again here”. Oddly enough,  the name Dorcas in Hebrew is Tabitha, so Peter only had to change one letter from the words Jesus used. He commanded: “Tabitha Koum” which means “Tabitha, get up”. She woke up  and sat up And in a few moments the many eyes that were filled with tears of grief were filled with tears of joy. Again, not surprisingly when everyone heard the news the reaction was “I don’t believe it”. Just as in Lydda when the news got out many people believed in the Lord.
At first sight all these events in Peter’s life seem so far removed from us in our world in the 21st century. What can we possibly learn from them and from him? Let’s look at 3 things: 

First, he was an Enthusiastic Encourager. Most of us here will remember David Randall who died last year. Often, after a service when I’d preached, and many times thinking I’d not preached very well, he’d come up to me, look me straight in the eye and say to me “Thank you so much. That’s was absolutely marvellous, old boy, marvellous”. It made me feel so much better. He was an Enthusiastic Encourager. There was a disciple in the early church whose real name was Joseph. He was such a great encourager that the other disciples gave him the nickname Barnabas, which means “Son of Encouragement” and that’s how we remember him today. Peter knew his job as leader was to encourage these displaced believers. And he did it big time, using his faith to heal the sick and raise the dead, immediately lifting the respect of these small groups in their communities and multiplying their numbers. And each one of us as part of our ministry, in any way we can, should look to be an enthusiastic encourager. 

Secondly, Peter had a Spiritual Supervisor. We could say he had an unfair advantage over the rest of us. His Spiritual Supervisor was Jesus himself. Three years sitting at his feet, listening, sometimes arguing, watching miracles happen, always learning. What a great training to have. And it’s noticeable in these two stories how closely he followed his master’s example. If we want to grow in the Christian life we all need a Spiritual Supervisor – someone we look up to as a more mature Christian than ourselves and who we can share our deepest feelings with.  I have one, who I must confess I meet mainly on the golf course; but that’s a good place to talk.
Thirdly, Peter was a Progressive Pray-er.  Let me give you a silly illustration. A few months ago I inherited Robin’s rowing-machine after he had his heart trouble. Now, I must be careful what I say, but from his body shape you wouldn’t think he could necessarily row very fast.  If you’ve seen the boat race you’ll know that most oarsmen are at least 15 stone.  So when I took over his rowing-machine I brashly thought I could easily beat his best time. However I overlooked 3 things. 1. He is 9 years younger than me. 2. He’s been rowing for over 30 years and 3. He was a very competitive rower at university. On that machine I was, and am, miles behind him. However I am getting better. I am progressing. Because I have seen how fast Robin can go I realise that I too can go faster. 

Because Peter had seen how Jesus could heal people he realised it could be done. And, after Jesus died, when Peter was filled with the Holy Spirit first of all, he performed some comparatively minor miracles. But here in Chapter 9 he was well on into his ministry. Now he had the faith to heal a total paralytic and even to raise a woman from the dead. Many of us have seen wonderful answers to prayer; I know we have in our Home Group. On my rowing-machine I want to go progressively faster. As Christians we should want, like Peter, to pray with progressively more faith.

What Peter did though his faith in his friend and master staggered his fellow believers and all those around him. To be like him is the challenge for all of us today. The challenge of being an Enthusiastic Encourager to our fellow Christians; the challenge working with a close Spiritual Supervisor ; and the challenge of being a progressive prayer-er. If we rise to these challenges then the world around us will start to be amazed. Like Victor Meldrew they will start to say, in the nicest possible way,   “I don’t believe it!”
