
1 

 

Scripture Reading: 

Acts 11:   “23 When [Barnabas] came and had seen the grace of God, he was glad, and encouraged 
them all that with purpose of heart they should continue with the Lord.  24 For he was a good man, 
full of the Holy Spirit and of faith. And a great many people were added to the Lord. 25 Then 
Barnabas departed for Tarsus to seek Saul. 26 And when he had found him, he brought him to 
Antioch. So it was that for a whole year they assembled with the church and taught a great many 
people. And the disciples were first called Christians in Antioch. 27 And in these days prophets 
came from Jerusalem to Antioch. 28 Then one of them, named Agabus, stood up and showed by the 
Spirit that there was going to be a great famine throughout all the world, which also happened in 
the days of Claudius Caesar. 29 Then the disciples, each according to his ability, determined to send 
relief to the brethren dwelling in Judea. 30 This they also did, and sent it to the elders by the hands 
of Barnabas and Saul.” 

Acts 12: “1 Now about that time Herod the king stretched out his hand to harass some from the 
church.  2 Then he killed James the brother of John with the sword. 3 And because he saw that it 
pleased the Jews, he proceeded further to seize Peter also. Now it was during the Days of 
Unleavened Bread. 4 So when he had arrested him, he put him in prison, and delivered him to four 
squads of soldiers to keep him, intending to bring him before the people after Passover. 5 Peter was 
therefore kept in prison, but constant prayer was offered to God for him by the church.”  

"Famines, Executions and Other Joys" 
As most of you know, we held our 3rd annual meeting of the Calvin Presbytery this past week at the 
Zephyr Point conference grounds at Lake Tahoe.  My family then surprised me with a visit from 
my son Paul and his new bride Elizabeth for my 60th birthday on Thursday, and we enjoyed the 
entire day around Lake Tahoe.  So you can imagine it was a little tough to focus on the theme of this 
sermon:  Trials and tribulations! 

And you can add to that my personal struggle to see how I can even broach such a subject with all 
the blessings I have had in this life! I was reminded of this the other day as my wife ordered our 
Christmas cards from Joni & Friends.  Joni Erikson Toda is now 59 years old.  For those who are 
not familiar with Joni, she was an active Christian who at the age of nineteen took one of those 
dives into a lake that ended very badly…  She broke her neck and has been a quadriplegic ever 
since having no use of her body below her neck.  Overcoming her early depression and even desire 
for suicide she has gone on to inspire people around the world providing incredible encouragement 
& ministries for those with very severe handicaps, including various camps & delivering 
wheelchairs around the world!  Joni has not only lived longer than would be expected for someone 
in her condition, but has now survived breast cancer and of late has even had to live with chronic 
pain.  I vividly remember Joni sharing on my radio program how she had to turn to the Lord 
EACH and EVERY day for the strength to go on in the way she had to live for another day…   

� And of course this caused me to realize how ungrateful I was for the blessings I take for granted. 

Looking at what she has gone through, I cannot imagine having that kind of faith…  And yet she is 
living proof that God does provide and we must trust that He will give us the same faith for 
whatever trials we have to face in this life. Not only do we tend to take our blessings for granted but 
we don’t even want to have to think about facing tribulation:  Whether it is the arenas we discussed 
last week, or the life that Joni has faced in our time. 

� However, it is good to note that Luke in giving his orderly account has no problem moving 
from great blessing to great tribulation and back again several times! 
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We moved from a time of great blessings and growth for the Church at Jerusalem to the great 
persecution under Saul of Tarsus. Now we have seen the glory of the Gospel going to all the earth, 
including the Gentiles and once again Luke turns back to persecutions. Luke is demonstrating in 
the life of the Church, what James teaches at the beginning of his epistle:  “2 My brethren, count it 
all joy when you fall into various trials, 3 knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience. 4 
But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect & complete, lacking nothing.” 

� As we consider the text before us this morning we need to remember that God intends for us 
to always have great joy! 

We on the other hand, in our flesh, tend to miss joy at all points: We take God’s blessings for 
granted and thus do not have His joy in the midst of the blessings He has provided to us, like good 
health, good friends, loving families & a good church.  No matter how good things are,  
the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence or we find something to complain about 
and thus rob ourselves of the joy God desires us to have! 

On the other hand, if we are not trusting God, the trials and temptations that will come in this life 
will also rob us of all joy. When we studied the Book of James together we learned that important 
lesson about how we do not get to choose whether we want trials or temptation in our lives:   We 
will have trials and temptation in this life and the only question is whether we will follow the 
command of James to “count it all joy.”  

Now why should we have joy when “bad” things come into our lives?  James says it is because that 
will teach us patience, and that having patience puts us on the road to being perfect and complete 
lacking nothing.  This is true of individuals and true for the Body of Christ as a whole. 

We have already considered the great blessings that followed the stoning of Stephen and the 
persecution under Saul of Tarsus… Now Luke brings to our attention two additional trials that our 
young Church will face: 

� There is going to be a great famine which is going to provide the opportunity for the Church 
to give! 

� There is going to be more persecution from King Herod that will give the Saints the 
opportunity to pray! 

The Bible is very honest about many of the trials and tribulations that we will face… 

� BUT the Bible always points us toward the new opportunities that they bring and the joy 
that we should have even in the midst of such trial and tribulations! 

� May we learn that lesson well this morning! 

Our text talks about Prophets and Apostles: We know that the Apostles were those who had walked 
with Jesus during His earthly ministry and were His witnesses in Jerusalem, all of Judea and 
Samaria and to all the world. 

� Their teachings are the foundation of the Church with Jesus as the chief cornerstone. 

There are some today who argue that we have some sort of Apostolic succession from Peter or the 
Apostles:  There are those within the church in the Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions who 
argue that the Pope is directly in a line of succession from Peter who they claim as the first Pope. 

There are cults like the Mormons who claim that they still have twelve apostles serving in Utah. 

� However it is important for us to see that most of these errors are completely undermined by 
how Luke treats the early Apostles. 
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The death of Stephen was given great attention, including his teaching, his trial and execution and 
the mourning and burial that followed: Now Luke comes to James, one of the Apostles who was 
even in the inner circle of the three who saw Jesus transfigured on the mount and was with Him for 
prayer in the Garden: 

� And all Luke says about James is that King Herod killed him with the sword. 

Why such a short account?    In part, I believe it was because James WAS an Apostle! We have 
more detail about Peter and look at what the Church has done with him down through the ages! 
We know little about the other Apostles and that is probably for the better, since we still have 
traditions and a focus on them that borders on, or even crosses the line of idol worship. 

The Book of Acts is not the story of what happened to the Apostles… 

� It is the story of how the Spirit of God is going to fill the earth with the Kingdom of Jesus! 

Thus the critical lesson for us to learn here is not how important prophets or Apostles are… 

� But rather how God works ALL things together for good for those called according to His purpose! 

So the Prophet Agabus comes to Antioch with some others from Jerusalem and God gives him a 
vision of a great famine which Luke tells us happened in the time of Claudius, one of the Roman 
Emperors, who served from the year 41 until the year 54. 

We will see prophets and prophetesses here in the Book of Acts just as we often see miracles.    
They were more prominent in these early days of the Church, but the Spirit of God is certainly free 
to use them at any point in history. 

� What may be more important for our skeptical age is the fact that Luke solidly grounds 
these prophesies and miracles right in the middle of real history. 

You do not have to go far in witnessing to our modern age before you are told that the Bible is just 
a bunch of man-made myths.  Everyone knows the earth is BILLIONS of years old and thus the 
creation and flood and even most of the history of Israel are just old religious fables. Most today 
even doubt if Jesus really lived:  Even some of those who say that they “believe” in Jesus! 

� How can someone “believe” in Jesus and not think He lived as a real man you ask…   

� Think Santa Claus or the Easter bunny. 

If thinking that a savior like Jesus could have lived or pondering His teaching helps us to live better 
lives, then what difference does it make whether He was a real man.   [as Paul would say, I am 
speaking as a fool]  It is just like how we believe that Santa Claus can teach us to be generous in 
giving gifts to others! 

However Luke, writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, refuses to allow such nonsense…   

� And neither should we! 

Luke not only tells his friend Theophilus that he is writing an orderly account of all that happened 
but gives him important pointers to remind him, and us, that we are talking about REAL history: 

� When Luke introduces the parents of John the Baptist he says, “in the days of King Herod, 
King of Judea.” 

� When it is time for Jesus to be born Luke mentions the census taken by Caesar Augustus.   

 

 



4 

 

And just listen to the historical detail given when it is time for the ministry of Jesus to begin: 

“Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, 
Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and the region of Trachonitis, 
and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene, 2 while Annas & Caiaphas were high priests, the word of God 
came to John the son of Zacharias in the wilderness.” 

ALL are historical figures and ALL are facts that can be confirmed:   

� And yet, there are those who would deny that Jesus really lived! 

They can certainly claim that there is not enough evidence, but this would mean they would have to 
also give up believing in almost every other historical figure as well! 

� This is all part of being ready to give an answer for the faith and it also there to give us great 
confidence in our faith! 

To complete my comparison, it would be like the Night Before Christmas poem giving us the 
governor of Alaska’s name and the address of where Santa’s village is located so that we would 
have the ability to visit and see if there really was such a place. 

� Thus attempts to make Jesus and Santa Claus equivalent is in the end a very bold deception 
indeed! 

� One, we must expose! 

So Luke grounds this famine and these persecutions in real history:  Saying they happened in the 
days of Claudius Caesar and King Herod. As I mentioned, this famine gives these early Saints an 
opportunity to give:  With each according to his ability determining how much relief could be sent 
to the Saints in Jerusalem.  The reality of the community life in the Church at Jerusalem is now 
expanding to all the world!  We will come back to this type of charity and community several times 
as we move on in the Book of Acts.  

Luke then takes his account back to Jerusalem to tell about the new persecutions that have broken 
out and to remind us how the Lord had predicted that this city would be destroyed, which we will 
consider in more detail next week. 

� It is easy to get confused about all the Herods that we see in the Biblical accounts. 

The man who kills James with the sword is King Herod Agrippa, who is the grandson of King 
Herod the Great who reigned when Jesus was born in Bethlehem.  As his name would imply, Herod 
the Great ruled over all of Judea and his grandson, who was educated in Rome had recovered most 
of this power. 

The Bible also tells us of King Herod Antipas who reigned over only the province of Galilee.  Herod 
Antipas executed John the Baptist and mocked Jesus in Jerusalem. 

� Again, we should see how all of the Biblical accounts are grounded in real history! 

As the church was prospering in Antioch and about to go to all the world, King Herod decides to 
begin persecuting the Christians in Jerusalem. Herod was an ambitious man who wanted to be 
popular with the Jews. We are not told why he singled out James, who was the brother of John, one 
of the sons of thunder.  However, when King Herod saw that it pleased the Jews he arrested Peter 
and planned for his execution as well after the feast days had ended. 

� Perhaps King Herod was planning a crucifixion to match what they had done with Jesus at 
this same time a few years earlier! 
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Whatever his plans might have been, we will see next week that God is still in control! 

The fact that King Herod killed James with the use of a sword is also interesting…  Killing by the 
sword was commanded at times in the Old Testament and in Deuteronomy chapter thirteen it can 
be used against those who fall into idolatry. Perhaps King Herod made the case that these 
Christians worshipped a false god by following Jesus.  What is ironic is that in Deuteronomy 
chapter thirteen an individual who entices others into idolatry is to be stoned: 

� It is when an entire city is found to be idolatrous, that they are all to be put to death by the sword! 

� Something Jesus predicted would happen to Jerusalem & does happen by the hand of the 
same Roman officials who gave King Herod his power! 

So James tells us to count it all joy when we face various trials: Now I am sure the Saints in 
Jerusalem were not pleased to hear that they would face severe famine.  I am sure that James would 
rather have gone on another missionary journey or ministered there in Jerusalem in some other 
way then being run through with a sword. 

� I am also sure that Joni Erickson would much rather have spent her life being able to walk 
and run or even use the bathroom on her own. 

And yet, in all these cases there were opportunities to serve, IF these Saints were willing  to submit 
to God, counting these trials as joy because through them they learned patience which led to them 
being perfect, lacking nothing! 

IF worldly people were to look at the starving people in Jerusalem, or the lifeless body of James or 
Joni in  a wheelchair they would NOT have the concepts of perfection or fulfillment come to their minds… 

� And yet God demonstrates that this is exactly what has happened! 

Through this famine, the entire Church learns the importance of community and giving. 

Through the death of James and arrest of Peter, the Saints in Jerusalem learn the importance and 
power of prayer as we shall see next week. 

And because of Joni’s wheelchair, hope and comfort have been given to countless thousands of 
people throughout the entire world. 

Perhaps as a young women Joni had prayed that God would use her in mighty ways… 

� That wheelchair and those lifeless limbs would not have been what she had in mind, but 
when she is with her Savior in glory she will see even more clearly than we do now just how 
mightily God ministered through her in ways she could never have imagined. 

So, the question before us this morning is how will we face the various trials that may be brought 
into our lives… 

Will we be those who curse and complain about our lot in life? 

Or will we count it all joy knowing that our loving Savior will w ork all things together for good for 
those called according to His purpose? 

We love to quote those words found in Romans eight, but how often do we meditate on what they 
mean? 

Paul goes on the assure us that this great truth stands because God has been in charge of our 
salvation from the very beginning and will see us through to our glorification. 
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As Paul goes on to say, if God is for us who can be against us, but then we have that list of trials that 
may come which we are not to fear, but to count as joy: 

Paul lists some things we might think could separate us from Jesus: 

Tribulations, distress, persecutions, famine, nakedness, danger, sword, being killed all day long, or 
being regarded as sheep to be slaughtered 

� Paul reminds us that we are to be more than conquerors, but goes on to add to the list of 
trials… 

Saying that neither death nor life, nor angels or rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor 
powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation… 
   [which I often must remind people    includes US as creatures as well]… 

� NONE of these things can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. 

We have been baptized in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit because we are IN 
Christ… 

� IF we are in Christ then we truly can count it all joy when we face various trials! 

Whether those trials are short or long, whether those trials are great or small and whether we face 
them alone or together… 

� We can count it all joy, always knowing that we are safe in the arms of Jesus! 

 

 

 

Communion Meditation:   Psalm 23     
 

“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 2 He makes me to lie down in green pastures; He leads 
me beside the still waters. 3 He restores my soul; He leads me in the paths of righteousness For His 
name's sake. 4 Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; For 
You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me. 5 You prepare a table before me in the 
presence of my enemies; You anoint my head with oil; My cup runs over. 6 Surely goodness and 
mercy shall follow me All the days of my life; And I will dwell in the house of the Lord Forever. 
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