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Amazing, Awesome Acts! (part 1)

This new series shares exciting true stories from my favorite book of the Bible - the Book of Acts. This book has always been really encouraging for me personally because it tells of the struggles and experiences of the first followers of Christ as they put their faith into action. As we each begin our Christian walk, we step out in faith and feel excitement - but as the reality of life sets in and problems come, we may be tempted to doubt and even fear. 

The first Christians were no different, but as they obeyed Jesus' call in Mark 16:15: "Jesus said to the followers, “Go everywhere in the world. Tell the Good News to everyone" (ICB) they found that his promise in verse 20 is also true: "The followers went everywhere in the world and told the Good News to people. And the Lord helped them. The Lord proved that the Good News they told was true by giving them power to work miracles." No matter what age we are, child or adult, when we set out to obey this call, we can be encouraged to know that the Lord is right there with us to help us! The Book of Acts recounts some of the exciting miracles that were done proving the truth of the Gospel.


Our first story is found in Acts 3:1-10. We read that Peter and John were on their way to pray in the temple one day when they passed a man who had never been able to walk. Every day he was taken and set down by the gate so he could beg from the many people there. It is very likely that as he did this every day for years, he had been there when Jesus and the disciples had passed through many times before - but he had never been healed. But on this day, Peter and John noticed him. This was not long after the Holy Spirit had come upon them all and Peter had preached his first sermon, resulting in thousands of people believing in Jesus Christ. 


Peter and John were focused on obeying Jesus' call to tell the Good News to everyone and they were full of faith, so when the crippled man called out to them, even though they didn't have money to give him, they wanted to share the Good News that Jesus could heal him. Peter spoke in the name of Jesus and commanded him to walk. At the same time, he grabbed his hand and pulled him to his feet - believing for a miracle. And that is when it happened!! Verse 7 says "...And as he did, the man’s feet and ankles were instantly healed and strengthened." (NLT).

And just as anyone would do in those circumstances, the healed man was so thrilled and excited that he jumped and danced around praising God because he could finally walk and would no longer be dependent on others. He wasn't embarrassed or shy, because he was SO happy! He didn't care if people got upset at the noise or if he disturbed people; he had experienced a miracle - and soon EVERYONE was amazed and excited too because they recognized him and believed his story! May this story encourage us all to put our faith into action and BELIEVE for a miracle as we help others and share the Good News!
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Amazing, Awesome Acts! (part 2)

As we go through the Book of Acts to learn more about the early Christians as they shared the Gospel and acted on their faith, we read that many people were healed, and more and more people began to follow Jesus Christ. We read exciting passages such as Acts 4:4: "But many of the people who heard their message believed it, so the number of men who believed now totaled about 5,000." (NLT) and later in verse 32: "All the believers were united in heart and mind. And they felt that what they owned was not their own, so they shared everything they had."  Acts 5:12 tells us: "The apostles did many signs and miracles among the people. And they would all meet together on Solomon’s Porch." (ICB) and Acts 6:7 says: "So God’s message continued to spread. The number of believers greatly increased in Jerusalem, and many of the Jewish priests were converted, too." (NLT).


But, just as not EVERYONE liked Jesus and some people even wanted to destroy him, many people also felt threatened by this fast-growing new group of Jesus' followers. Some of the disciples were put in prison; some were punished by being badly beaten.... but as we read in Acts 5:29: "Peter and the other apostles answered, “We must obey God, not men!" (ICB). A group of Jews particularly disliked Stephen and brought him before the high priest and his council. We can read the story in Acts chapter 7 - and see that Stephen took the opportunity to preach the Gospel to everyone there. He reminded them how God had prepared the Jewish people to receive God's own son Jesus, but they had betrayed and murdered him! In verses 54-60 we read how this made the crowd really mad and they rushed toward Stephen, dragging him outside the city where they attacked him with stones, and beat him to death! 


This could have made many believers so scared that they didn't want to talk about Jesus any more - but that's not the whole story about Stephen! In the famous passage in John 3:16, Jesus promises us that:  "God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son. Anyone who believes in him will not die but will have eternal life." (NIRV) When we believe in Jesus Christ, we receive ETERNAL life - not just EARTHLY life! Jesus tells us that He has gone to Heaven to prepare a place for ALL of his followers to live FOREVER! Our life here on earth is just a tiny part of our ETERNAL life! As Stephen was being stoned to death, he looked up and was able to see right into Heaven! Acts 7:56 says: "Look!” he said. “I see heaven open. The Son of Man is standing at God’s right hand.” (NIRV)  Stephen wasn't afraid to give up his earthly life. In fact, he prayed and we read in v.60: "He fell on his knees and shouted, “Lord, don’t blame them for this sin!” These were his last words before he died." (ERV)
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Amazing, Awesome Acts! (part 3)


In the story last time we learned that there were people who did not want the followers of Jesus to preach to them. and in fact some actually hunted out Christians, wanting to imprison them, beat them, and even kill them. We might think that God would want to punish such people - and there are many stories in the Old Testament where God DID punish or kill those who continually disobeyed Him. But, as we prepare to celebrate Christmas and the Birth of Jesus, we are reminded that God loves each and every one of us so much that He sent his son, Jesus, to earth to save us: "God did not send his Son into the world to judge the world. He sent his Son to save the world through him." John 3:17, and in 2 Peter 3:9   ".... Instead, he is patient with you. He doesn’t want anyone to be destroyed. Instead, he wants all people to turn away from their sins." (NIRV)

As we continue to read in the Book of Acts, we find in chapter 9 that one of the men who was persecuting Christians and in fact watched as Stephen was stoned to death, was named Saul. He was a Jewish leader who had become well-known for persecuting the followers of Jesus. He knew that many Christians had fled Jerusalem to other cities, and so decided to go to Damascus to hunt more there, with plans to bring them back to Jerusalem in chains to be punished. But God had plans too - to speak clearly to Saul and show him the truth! He sent a flash of light from Heaven that made Saul fall to the ground! Then Jesus, himself, spoke to Saul! Saul was so shocked and frightened, he asked Jesus what he should do, so Jesus told him which house to go to in Damascus. When Saul got up, he found he was blind and couldn't see anything, so the people with him led him by the hand into the city, where he stayed for 3 days without eating or drinking, since he was so shaken up.


Then God spoke to another man, called Ananias (who was a faithful believer) and told him to go lay hands on Saul's eyes and pray for him to be healed and receive the Holy Spirit. Instantly Saul was able to see again!! His heart and his life were changed forever!! He immediately got up and asked to be baptized, then he began to preach about Jesus in the synagogues, telling everyone that Jesus is the Son of God. He quickly became a strong believer and began to travel to many places to preach the Gospel and lead people to Jesus Christ. Many people couldn't believe that he was the same person who had persecuted Christians, and so he changed his name to Paul. As we continue to read in Acts we will read many stories about Paul, and also see that he started many churches and wrote many letters that are part of the New Testament and help us in our walk with Jesus. God wants to save everyone, and use them to tell others about Jesus!
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Amazing, Awesome Acts! (part 4)


Even as Christians today in 2020, we have the same command from Jesus as did his disciples - to go and share the Good News about Jesus with everyone. The Book of Acts tells many true stories of what happened when Jesus' followers did that over the first 30-40 years after His Resurrection. One of my favorite stories is found in chapter 8, and is about a man named Philip. We read that as more of Jesus' followers were hunted down and punished in Jerusalem, others left the city and went to places farther away. Philip went to a city in Samaria, where he told lots of people about Jesus. Acts 8:6 says "The people there heard Philip and saw the miracles he was doing. They all listened carefully to the things he said."(ICB). We learn that he prayed for many people who were then healed, and crowds of people came to hear him. The disciples heard about it in Jerusalem and so Peter and John went to Samaria to help.


But then we read the fascinating story of what happened next, when Philip decided not to go back to Jerusalem with the others. Instead, God told him to go walk along a road leading into the desert! It must have seemed strange and dangerous, to go walking alone in the desert, but Philip obeyed even though he didn't understand why. After he had been walking a while, he came upon a very odd sight - a chariot was coming down the road with a rich official from a far distant land. Because the man wasn't a Jew, and worked for a great African queen, he probably was dressed in very different clothes (possibly bright colors and very expensive fabric) - VERY WEIRD!


But the Holy Spirit told Philip to go up to the man and talk to him. Philip was so determined to obey God and tell people about Jesus that he wasn't afraid, and quickly found an opportunity to tell the man about Jesus and the need to get saved. Philip explained to him all about Jesus and how to follow Him. Acts 8:36-37 says: "As they traveled along the road, they came to some water. The official said, “Look! Here is water! What can stop me from being baptized?” (NIRV). Philip asked him if he believed Jesus is the Son of God and if he would accept Him as Savior. The man said "Yes" and gave his life to Jesus, then he got baptized and went on his way rejoicing. 


The story tells us that in fact the foreigner had tried to go into the temple in Jerusalem to learn more about God, but because he wasn't Jewish he had been turned away. Then he had bought an expensive scroll of written scriptures which he was trying to read but couldn't understand. He must have felt very disappointed and frustrated - but it was just at that point that Philip met up with him. We never know what exciting things God has planned for us when we decide to follow and obey Jesus and tell others the Good News - and sometimes God uses us to answer someone's prayer or help them when they are in great need!
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Amazing, Awesome Acts! (part 5)


How many of us understand how we can talk or send a picture, or even a video, through a cell phone to someone hundreds of miles away or even on the other side of the world? I try to imagine how all those pictures can become waves in the air, travel so far, and then be picked up by another cell phone (the RIGHT one!) - and then all be made to form a lovely photo or video again!! Surely it's IMPOSSIBLE!!....So, does that mean that I don't use my cell phone?  NO!!  Even though I can't possibly understand it, I believe it works and so I'll do it!!


This time we will look at just 11 verses in Acts chapter 9. We'll read the story of two miracles done by Peter - nobody could (or still can today!) understand them, but we know they truly happened because in each case everyone in the area saw and believed them and as a result, turned to God!


In Acts 9:32-42 we read that as Peter traveled around visiting different groups of believers, he came to the town of Lydda. There he found a man who had been paralyzed and in bed for 8 years!
Just imagine not being able to get out of bed and having to depend on other people to do everything for you!! Everyone knew the man, Aeneas, was paralyzed - but Peter KNEW that Jesus could heal him. He simply prayed and said in v.34: ..."Jesus Christ heals you. Get up and roll up your mat!" (NIV)  Aeneas didn't argue, or ask why, or say it was impossible....he believed Peter and trusted in Jesus, and so as he tried to get up, he suddenly found he was healed!  v.35 tells us that when everyone in Lydda saw it, they turned to God! No one doubted it was a miracle!


The story goes on to tell how some Christians in the nearby town of Joppa heard about it and came to ask Peter to pray for a good, kind Christian woman called Tabitha, who had just died. When Peter got to her house, lots of people were crying because she had helped so many people. v.40 tells us that Peter sent everyone out of the room, and prayed alone beside the dead body. Then he spoke to Tabitha and told her to get up. She opened her eyes and got up!! Everyone was amazed that the prayer had brought her back to life!  v.42 says; "This became known all over Joppa, and many people believed in the Lord." (NIV)

Jesus had promised that his followers would do the same miracles as he had done if they would just believe and trust in him: “I tell you the truth, anyone who believes in me will do the same works I have done, and even greater works, because I am going to be with the Father." John 14:12 (NLT)  He didn't tell us HOW they would be done!! He just told us to pray, believe and trust HIM! These two stories from Acts prove his words are true!
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Amazing, Awesome Acts! (part 6)


Just a few years after Jesus' death and resurrection, the followers of Jesus were still sharing the Gospel and their number had grown to many thousands all around the region. This made many of the Jewish leaders very angry and in Acts 12 we read that King Herod started persecuting some of the believers. He killed one of the original disciples, James (John's brother) with a sword. Then during the Passover week (which would also have been the anniversary of Jesus' death and resurrection) Herod arrested Peter and put him in prison - probably as a warning to all the other believers. Peter was to be kept in prison until after Passover, when he would probably be killed as an example. In v.4-5 we read that he was guarded closely by 4 squads of 4 soldiers but the other disciples and believers all prayed hard for God to help him. It seemed impossible and hopeless, but on the last night before Peter would be brought out and killed, a miracle happened! We can read the amazing story in v.6-11. 


Peter was asleep, tied up in chains between 2 guards with 2 sentries guarding the door. Suddenly a shining angel appeared and woke up Peter, saying "Get up!". The chains just fell off Peter, who obeyed the angel's command to put on his sandals and coat, and follow the angel out of the prison cell. As they passed the other guards, he thought he must be dreaming as no-one stopped them! When they reached the locked gate to the street, it opened by itself! Once they got through the gate and into the street, the angel left and Peter realized that it was all true and he was free! He gave praise to God for the miracle and quickly hurried to the house of John Mark's mother, where many disciples were praying for him.


What an amazing story! But the next part is really quite funny. v.13 says that when Peter knocked on the gate of the house, a young girl called Rhoda, came to answer it. She recognized Peter and was so excited that he was free that she forgot to let him in!! She ran to tell everyone in the house that there had been a miraculous answer to their prayers and Peter was standing at the gate - but no-one believed her!! But poor Peter was still on the street and kept knocking (I'm sure he kept looking over his shoulder to see if the guards were coming after him!). Finally the other disciples came and opened the gate to let him in. He told them the incredible story of the miracle, and told them to tell all the others how God had answered their prayers. Sometimes we can't even believe it when God DOES answer our prayers - but NOTHING is impossible with Him!
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Amazing, Awesome Acts! (part 7)


Last time we learned how Peter was miraculously set free from prison, even though he was chained between guards and behind locked doors. It was a miracle that happened so quietly and in such an incredible way, that even Peter could barely believe it and thought he was dreaming! One minute he was chained and locked up in prison, and just a few minutes later he was standing outside, free and without anyone else knowing! Today we're going to learn of another miraculous deliverance from prison - but this time God did it in a totally different way! You may already have heard this bible story as it is one that is very well known. It is the story of how Paul and Silas were set free from prison and you can read it in Acts 16:22-34.


Paul and Silas had been arrested for preaching and doing God's work in the town of Philippi. They were horribly beaten and then thrown down into the deepest, darkest part of the prison where their feet were fixed firmly into stocks (rough wooden blocks with holes for the feet). Even though they must have been very scared and hurting badly, they didn't panic or complain, but instead they encouraged themselves by singing songs of praise to God. Suddenly around midnight, God sent a miracle to set them free - but THIS time it was an earth-shaking one (literally!) that caught the attention of EVERYONE! An earthquake shook the whole prison so hard that ALL the doors were opened, and all the stocks and chains binding the prisoners were broken off them!!! But no-one was killed or even hurt!!


Everyone had been set free - and so the jailer was about to kill himself because he knew the authorities would blame HIM! But Paul shouted out to him not to do it, and said that they were still there and hadn't run away. The jailer recognized that this was not an ordinary earthquake, and that Paul and Silas were not ordinary prisoners! So he begged them to tell him what he needed to do to be saved. In v.31 we read the answer: "They replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved, along with everyone in your household.” (NLT)  It goes on to say that Paul and Silas went on to tell him and his family all about Jesus and how to be saved. The jailer then immediately washed and cared for their wounds, and took them into his home where he gave them food and celebrated joyfully with his family.


If we find ourselves in a very difficult, scary situation, we should remember that we are not alone, and our Heavenly Father is right there with us, ready to help us. Sometimes that help comes in a quiet, very improbable way so that somehow we get through it and don't even really know how it happened! But other times, God intervenes in a very amazing way that gives us a great testimony to tell and encourage others! No matter how, God is faithful to help us!
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Amazing, Awesome Acts! (part 8)


Our final exciting story in this series is found in Acts 27-28. It is a wonderful example of how, even in the midst of terrifying and desperate situations, we can be assured that God has everything under control and will bring us through safely to accomplish His plan for our life. It is one of the last stories we read in this exciting book of the Bible, and is about Paul. In previous chapters we read many stories of how Paul boldly shared the Gospel, performed miracles, and trusted God in the middle of frightening and dangerous situations. But as a result, he was finally arrested and sent to Rome to be imprisoned and punished.


We start reading the story in Acts 27 and learn that Paul (and some other prisoners) were in the charge of Roman guards, and were put on ships to travel to Italy. It was a long and difficult journey, and the weather was getting worse as winter was approaching. The Roman soldier in charge would not listen to Paul's warning, but wanted to get closer to Italy before they had to stop for winter. But soon a terrible storm hit them that terrified everyone and didn't let up for two weeks! They all thought they would die but Paul spoke up to encourage them, saying that God had sent an angel to him saying that he would indeed stand before Caesar in Rome, and so he, and everyone else on the ship would survive the storm (Acts 27:23-26). It is exciting to read how that came to pass, and how they ended up being shipwrecked on the island of Malta.


But what happened next was very surprising! The people of Malta came down to the beach to help them and a big bonfire was built because they were very cold and soaking wet. As Paul was picking up sticks to throw on the fire, a poisonous snake crawled out and bit his hand! (Acts 28:3). The people saw it and immediately said that the gods must be angry that the prisoner, Paul, had survived the storm, so they had sent the snake to kill him instead! But Paul didn't panic because he KNEW he had to go to Rome, so he just shook off the snake into the fire and carried on working! Everyone watched and waited for him to swell up and die from the poison, but of course it didn't happen! So then the people decided Paul must be a god instead, and the head man of the island invited Paul and the others to stay in his home.


The head man's father was very ill, and so Paul went in to pray for him, and the man was immediately healed. So then all the other sick people on the island came and were healed! Paul and the others stayed there telling everyone about Jesus for three months, before setting sail in another ship to take them to Italy and Rome. God didn't just save Paul from the shipwreck, He used it to enable Paul to preach to the sailors and all the people of Malta. Let's remember this when bad things happen to us - we can trust that God will help us get through and also maybe use those times for others to come to know Jesus as well!
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