Sovereign over Suffering
Acts 12:1-19

In the dark night of the soul there are three lies the enemy uses to discourage us.

Three Lies we Believe:
1. Evil rules the day. 
2. God can’t or won’t help.
3. So there is no hope.

We’ve been in the hospital many times over the last five years, facing various illnesses, surgeries and challenges. Many of you have been there with us at different points - praying with us, encouraging us, bringing the light of hope into the darkness of discouragement and fear.

Some of you find yourselves right now in the dark night of the soul - in the valley of the shadow of death; in the darkness of financial struggles; surrounded by worries related to health and work; struggling in a difficult marriage or with the constant stress of children who are not walking with the Lord. 

It can be very tempting to give in to these lies. We can feel like evil rules the day. Even if we bring ourselves to pray we can feel like God can’t or won’t help - like He doesn’t hear or doesn’t ever respond. And this can lead us to lose hope; to lose heart. 

It’s hard to imagine a lower point than Peter was in here in Acts 12. One of his best friends, James, was just executed. Apparently without a trial, without warning - just killed. As Herod Agrippa continues his policy of pandering to the Jews in Jerusalem, he arrests Peter, who can only assume his fate will be the same as that of James. 

Herod’s plan to “bring Peter out” to the Jews sounds like what Pilate did with Jesus. It has a very ominous ring for Peter - to be “brought out” before a Jewish crowd. Why? So they could publicly call for his execution as they had for that of Jesus? Here is the low point, the deepest darkness, in verse 6.


Peter’s Dark Night
“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.” Acts 12:6

It looks hopeless. Herod “the king” has bound Peter and locked him up securely. The believers are praying but next to the chains, the guards, the sentries… next to the might of Rome, what are a few prayers? Had you been in Jerusalem that night, would you have bothered to stay up with the believers and pray for Peter? Or would you have given it up as a lost cause and gone home? 

With Peter SLEEPING, had HE given up? Or was he so trusting in the Lord he was able to sleep, knowing he might well be killed the next day…? Into the darkness of this scary moment, we come to verse 7.

The Light of Hope
“And behold, an angel of the Lord stood next to him and a light shone in the cell.” Acts 12:7

God gave Peter a literal light to bring hope and deliverance to his situation. My prayer for today is that the light of God’s Word would bring hope into your darkness. Whatever your struggle, whatever your challenge or hardship, the light of God’s truth brings hope. This is our lesson for today:

The light of Truth brings hope into the darkness of suffering
“And behold, an angel of the Lord stood next to him and a light shone in the cell.” Acts 12:7

Acts 12 gives us three beacons of light to shine into our darkness - three truth-filled rays of hope. May this light of truth bring you hope today! The first ray of light:

1. God is in control, not any other authority
“About that time Herod the king laid violent hands on some who belonged to the church.” Acts 12:1

This is Herod Agrippa, the grandson of Herod the Great. Agrippa reigned in Judea for just three years, from AD 41-44, so this gives us a date for this account - around 10-11 years after the death and resurrection of Christ. 

Herod was friendly with Rome, which is how he got this appointment. And he was friendly with the Jews, which was his approach to maintaining order in the region. He was a politician, from a line of politicians. He had worked to earn the title “King” and was pleased with his achievement. 

But this “King” who appeared to have so much power and authority - who had achieved so much - would be dead by the end of the chapter at the age of 54. 

1. God is in control, not any other authority
“Herod the king laid violent hands on some who belonged to the church… He was eaten by worms and breathed his last.” Acts 12:1,23

We’ll cover that section next week, but these are deliberate bookends in Acts 12. The chapter begins with Herod as the King - firmly in control of the situation. The chapter ends with Herod being eaten by worms and dying. Josephus, the Jewish historian, documents this moment as well:

“A severe pain arose in his belly, striking with a most violent intensity… And when he had been quite worn out by the pain in his belly for five days, he departed this life, being in the fifty-fourth year of his age and in the seventh year of his reign.” Josephus, Antiquities

The point is clear. Herod was not the ultimate king. There was a ruler very much over and above Herod, and it wasn’t Caligula in Rome. It was Jesus in heaven. 

1. God is in control, not any other authority
“He struck Peter on the side… And the chains fell off his hands… the iron gate… opened for them of its own accord.” Acts 12:7,10

The angel woke Peter up and led him out of the prison like it was nothing. The guards - no problem. The chains - fell right off. The iron gate - swung right open. Herod and all of his military and political power? No contest. There is a higher authority. 

Brothers and sisters, let’s remember this truth. GOD is the One who is in control. No human authority, no spiritual power can stand toe to toe with Jesus Christ the Lord. He alone is King. He alone reigns over all things. 

In the darkness of suffering it can FEEL like a human authority or demon of some kind has the upper hand. But that is only temporary. The night will pass. A new day will dawn. 
· Whatever you are facing right now, hold on to this truth. God is in control. He knows what you are going through. He is with you in the middle of it, as He was with Peter in the prison. He has a plan to bring you through it.
· Don’t give in to discouragement. Don’t believe the lie that evil rules the day. It does not. God allows “light and momentary affliction” for His purposes, to grow us and prepare us for what’s next. 
· God IS in control, even when circumstances seem to indicate otherwise. He does know. He does care. He will intervene. 

As we reflect on Peter’s experience in Acts 12, let’s also use the example of William Cowper (pronounced COOPER) to learn from and be inspired. Cowper was a friend and contemporary of John Newton, who wrote Amazing Grace. They labored together on many hymns and a major reason they did so was that Newton knew it was good for Cowper to do so. 

Cowper was born in 1731 in a small village outside of London. His mother died when he was only six and his father, though a pastor in the town, was not a preacher of the gospel or the Bible, so young William was raised without much helpful religious education. And he was sent off to boarding school at the age of 10 anyway. 

His father encouraged him to study law, but his heart was not in it, so he muddled along in his early career without much interest. And in the background of a dull and common life, depression hit him hard at the age of 21. He wrote of those days: 

“Day and night I was upon the rack, lying down in horror and rising up in despair.” 
· William Cowper, age 21



A visit to the seaside for some rest brought a sudden renewal of hope and life. Later he clearly saw the hand of God in this rescue, but in the moment, he gave credit to nature and would seek solace from then on in the beauties of creation. 

Seven years later, at the age of 28, he was separated from the woman he loved by her father, who interrupted their seven year courtship and forced them to break off their engagement. With that melancholy in the background of his heart, he pressed on with his career.

A promotion was arranged by his father that required him to stand before parliament in a public interrogation. The stress of this pending trial proved too much for Cowper, now age 31.

“All the horrors of my fears and perplexities now returned. A thunderbolt would have been as welcome to me as this interrogation… Those whose spirits are formed like mine, to whom a public exhibition of themselves, on any occasion, is mortal poison, may have some idea of the horror of my situation.” 

For six months the scheduled moment plagued his mind. As the day approached, three times, in three different ways, he attempted to take his own life. All three attempts obviously failed, leaving him to awaken day of the trial with the added GUILT of murder, albeit self-murder. 

Despair overwhelmed him so he could not sleep, he could not do anything, and he was committed to an insane asylum. It is hard to imagine a darker moment than 1763 was for William Cowper.

But into the darkness of that moment, there shone a ray of light. Dr. Nathaniel Cotton was the director of the asylum - and he was an evangelical believer. He encouraged and comforted William, assuring him that God’s grace was sufficient, even for a sinner like him. Six months of that loving reassurance began to soften Williams’ heart and mind. Then he took up a Bible and read in John 11, beginning to experience the mercy of Jesus, even to the most hopeless of people. (Who was more hopeless than Lazarus, a dead man?) Finally, the gospel broke through.

“The full beams of the Sun of Righteousness shone upon me. I saw the sufficiency of the atonement He had made, my pardon sealed in His blood, and all the fullness and completeness of His justification.” Cowper, 1763

We’ll pause Cowper’s story there and come back to him in a moment. That’s our first ray of light into the darkness of our suffering - God is in control. For over thirty years of William’s life the darkness and despair felt overwhelming. But God was there. He was working.

Here is the second ray of light.

2. Prayer connects us with God’s wisdom and power
“So Peter was kept in prison, but earnest prayer for him was made to God by the church.” Acts 12:5

This chapter is almost comical for how little the Christians do and how much God does. In the next verse, Peter is sleeping. So he’s not even praying with the believers. Then, when the angel comes to wake him up and get him moving, Peter seems to move in slow motion…

2. Prayer connects us with God’s wisdom and power
“And he went and followed him. He did not know that was was being done by the angel was real, but thought he was seeing a vision.” Acts 12:9

Peter didn’t even realize the rescue was a real event. He thought it was a dream or vision. He finally “wakes up” all the way in verse 12 and goes to the house of John Mark, where the believers are gathered. Then, in the most comical moment, the servant girl doesn’t even open the door for him!

2. Prayer connects us with God’s wisdom and power
“Recognizing Peter’s voice, in her joy she did not open the gate… They said to her, ‘You are out of your mind.’ …they kept saying, ‘It is his angel.’” Acts 12:14,15

Think about the relevance of these details. How much FAITH did the believers have as they prayed? Weren’t they there that night precisely to PRAY FOR PETER? What were they praying for him if not for deliverance, for protection, for rescue? And yet, when God answers their prayers to save Peter, they are totally shocked and dumbfounded. In fact, they refuse to believe he is there even when Rhoda insists it is true!

Finally, they open the door and Peter himself explains. “They saw him and were amazed.” Oh, how we struggle to actually pray in faith! We are just like those disciples - we are amazed when God actually answers prayer!

What this shows us is that prayer does not depend on our wisdom or knowledge. This again confirms that prayer is not MAGIC. It’s not about getting the formula right - the right number of people, the right words, the right fervor or emotional state. The faith component of prayer is simply TO PRAY. 

The power of prayer is not in the PRAY-ER but in the One to whom we pray. Prayer connects us with GOD - with His wisdom, His power. And then, all things are possible. Then midnight rescues are possible. Then dramatic conversions are possible. Then rapid growth in the church is possible. 

2. Prayer connects us with God’s wisdom and power
“Motioning to them with his hand to be silent, he described to them how the Lord had brought him out of the prison.” Acts 12:17

THE LORD brought Him out. Was it the PRAYERS that broke the chains and knocked out the guards and opened the iron gate? No. It was the God to whom they prayed. 

Oh brothers and sisters, let’s remember this light of truth! Our God hears us when we pray! If you are in a dark place of discouragement and suffering, PRAY! This is exactly the right response. 
· When you don’t know what to do, go to the One who is perfect in knowledge, infinite in wisdom!
· When you can’t fix the problem, cry out to the One who can fix every problem!
· When you feel weak and exhausted, rest in the arms of the One who never sleeps or slumbers, who never grows weary. 

This is where William Cowper can really minister to us. You might think after his conversion in the insane asylum that his life would be all smooth sailing and gospel preaching. Not so. 
Cowper battled depression for the rest of his life. Sometimes intensely so. He went to live with a family called the Unwins. Soon after he moved in with them, the father died falling off of a horse. William stayed with Mary Unwin for the rest of her life - over 30 years. She became a sort of mother figure for him. It was through the Unwins that Cowper met John Newton, their parish pastor. 

Newton came to the home when he heard Mary’s husband had died. In the midst of that grief and pain, friendships were begun that went on for decades. Newton became a friend and mentor to Cowper from then on. Since both enjoyed poetry, Newton encouraged Cowper to write hymns and spiritual poems as a treatment for his chronic melancholy. Together, they wrote over 250 hymns - including Amazing Grace (by Newton) and There is a Fountain filled with Blood (by Cowper). 

The last poem Cowper wrote was called “The Castaway,” and gives a sense of the lifelong struggle this man had with depression.

“No voice divine the storm allayed, no light propitious shone,
When, snatched from all effectual aid, we perished, each alone:
But I beneath a rougher sea, and whelmed in deeper gulfs than he.” Cowper, The Castaway

Through the darkness, Mary Unwin propped him up with her motherly love and care. Through the deepest despair John Newton supported him with pastoral encouragement. His own prayers and letters, poems and hymns became for Cowper a form of therapy, expressing - like the Psalms - the deep agonies of his soul. Daily walks outdoors and periodic trips to lakes or the seashore also provided relief and comfort.

Above all, the Gospel would periodically break through with the light of God’s grace, as when John 11 and Romans 3 first convinced him of the sufficiency of Christ’s loving mercy. Listen to Cowper’s great hymn:

“There is a fountain filled with blood, drawn from Immanuel’s veins;
And sinners plunged beneath that flood lose all their guilty stains.
The dying thief rejoiced to see that fountain in his day;
And there have I, as vile as he, washed all my sins away.”

“Dear dying Lamb, thy precious blood shall never lose its power;
Till all the ransomed church of God be saved to sin no more.
E’er since, by faith, I saw the stream Thy flowing wounds supply,
Redeeming love has been my theme, and shall be till I die.” 

Let the light of God’s truth bring hope into your darkness today. God IS in control. Prayer connects you to Him. Now, don’t miss the third point - it’s essential to understand.

3. Results depend on God’s will, not our Worthiness
“He killed James the brother of John with the sword… But Peter described to them how the Lord had brought him out of prison.” Acts 12:2,16-17

Peter and James were two of the original four disciples. They were business partners, fishing buddies. They had probably grown up together there on the Sea of Galilee. Both walked with Jesus all three years of his ministry. Both were witnesses to his resurrection. Both were leaders in the early church there in Jerusalem. 

So why did James die so early and why did Peter live another 20 or more years? 

The answer is - God willed it. It wasn’t that Peter was so much more godly or so much more valuable as a leader. It was simply the way God wrote the story. 

When Jesus restored Peter in John 21, Peter asked about John (the brother of James) - about how long John might live. And Jesus basically answered, “That’s not your concern. You follow me.” 

It is not for us to compare success or suffering with others. Nothing good comes of that. If you are on the success side, comparison can make you proud. If you’re on the suffering side, comparison can make you bitter. Both are bad. Don’t fall into the comparison trap.

Acts 12 shows us that God’s plans are uniquely customized for each of us - and it is not for us to know, much less to question, those plans. It is for us to trust and walk in the leading of the Lord.

If you are in the midst of deep suffering right now, know that God has ENTRUSTED that suffering to you for a purpose. He is drawing you closer to Himself. He has work for you to do in the future, to use this pain in ministry to others. God has promised not to “tempt or try” us beyond what we can bear. He knows exactly the limits of your faith and pushes you to grow that faith. He knows what you can bear, and gives you a divinely ordained amount of suffering. 

God remains in control.

Pray, to connect with His wisdom and power. 

Leave the results in God’s hands. Don’t believe the lie that you can EARN blessing from God by good behavior. And don’t beat yourself up for mistakes and sins. 

William Cowper had a lifetime of struggle. Both he and John Newton lost their mothers when they were only six. Newton certainly lived the more sinful life of the two men. Yet John Newton went on to live a healthy and happy life, filled with fruitful and effective pastoral ministry. 

If Karma ruled the day and strict justice determined every outcome in our lives, Newton would have been the one to battle depression and to periodically attempt suicide. Newton would have had the lost love and heartbreak. 

But it was Cowper who battled the darkness of depression his entire life. We must leave the results in God’s hands. It is not for us to determine or understand why one family remains healthy while another battle illness. It is not for us to know why one business thrives while another goes under. The results belong to God.

The key for us to remember is that whatever comes into our life depends on God’s will, not our worthiness. And praise the Lord for that! We can entrust ourselves into the hands of the Potter! We can walk with our Good Shepherd through every dark valley, knowing He is leading us to green pastures and quiet waters. 

Let’s close today with the words of William Cowper - words that remind us of the sovereign goodness of God. Let the light of God’s truth shine into the darkness of your suffering. 

Light Shining out of Darkness
“God moves in a mysterious way, His wonders to perform;
He plants his footsteps in the sea, and rides upon the storm.
Deep in unfathomable mines Of never failing skill;
He treasures up his bright designs, and works His sovereign will.”

“Ye fearful saints fresh courage take, the clouds ye so much dread
Are big with mercy, and shall break in blessings on your head.
Judge not the Lord by feeble sense, but trust him for his grace;
Behind a frowning providence, He hides a smiling face.”

“His purposes will ripen fast, unfolding ev'ry hour;
The bud may have a bitter taste, but sweet will be the flow'r.
Blind unbelief is sure to err, and scan his work in vain;
God is his own interpreter, and he will make it plain.”
