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Read Acts 9:32-43

Here we read about Peter going “here and there” and being involved in a miraculous healing and a raising from the dead. It almost seems like filler between more important things. What do we do with these accounts? 

1. Luke is showing how the Holy Spirit is continuing God’s redemptive work in the same way Jesus did. 

The purpose for Luke’s writing is to share with “Theophilus” how the early church spread as a result of the leading of the Holy Spirit. Remember, Acts is Luke’s sequel to the gospel, volume 2 of the story he wrote to his patron. Luke went to great lengths to demonstrate how the growth of the early church was consistent with – and an expression of – the ministry that Jesus had undertaken during his life on earth. Thus, we get these healing miracles.

The healing of Aeneas reminds us of Jesus’ healing of the man who was lowered through the roof of the house in Luke 5. 

When [Jesus] saw their faith, he said, “Brother, your sins are forgiven you.” Then the scribes and the Pharisees began to question, “Who is this who is speaking blasphemies? Who can forgive sins but God alone?” When Jesus perceived their questionings, he answered them, “Why do you raise such questions in your hearts? Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven you,’ or to say, ‘Stand up and walk’? But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—he said to the one who was paralyzed—“I say to you, stand up and take your bed and go to your home.” Immediately he stood up before them, took what he had been lying on, and went to his home, glorifying God. Amazement seized all of them, and they glorified God and were filled with awe, saying, “We have seen strange things today.” (Luke 5:20-26)

There is great debate among scholars over the question of whether Aeneas was already a disciple. There is ambiguity in the way Luke wrote the sentence – whether Aeneas was among the saints or whether Aeneas simply was in Lydda. It seems like the same debate that surrounds the healing Jesus performed, whether the man had faith or -- as written -- it was the faith of the friends that drew the response from Jesus. To look at Aeneas or the man on the mat – as remarkable as their healings are – is to miss the larger point. For both men, their healing is their only appearance in the Scriptural record. It is only worth noting that they function as symbols for the human condition: neither was capable of doing anything to effect their own healing or salvation. 

The point here is that the power Jesus expressed during his ministry is now being expressed via the Holy Spirit in the early church in Jesus’ name through the ministry of Peter. 

The resuscitation of Tabitha has a similar account in Luke 8:

While Jesus was still speaking, someone came from the leader’s house to say, “Your daughter is dead; do not trouble the teacher any longer.” When Jesus heard this, he replied, “Do not fear. Only believe, and she will be saved.” When he came to the house, he did not allow anyone to enter with him, except Peter, John, and James, and the child’s father and mother. They were all weeping and wailing for her; but he said, “Do not weep; for she is not dead but sleeping.” And they laughed at him, knowing that she was dead. But he took her by the hand and called out, “Child, get up!” Her spirit returned, and she got up at once. Then he directed them to give her something to eat. Her parents were astounded; but he ordered them to tell no one what had happened. (Luke 8:49-56)
Peter prayed and Tabitha was raised. In the Old Testament (1 Kings 17), Elijah prayed three times, “O LORD my God, let this child’s life come into him again,” and the LORD listened to him. Jesus commanded, “Child, get up!” and Jairus’ daughter was raised. Again, we look to see what made those who had died special so as to get special attention; and we miss the point. None of these people – the widow’s son for whom Elijah prayed, Tabitha for whom Peter prayed, or Jairus’ daughter whom Jesus commanded – none of them make any other appearance in Scripture. 

The point of the miracles is to demonstrate God’s sovereignty over everything – including life and death. God is the giver of life, he is the author of life, and he is the one who ordains each day of our lives that are written in his book. 

Luke is being careful to highlight how the spread of the gospel – manifest in the lives of those who come to believe on the name of Jesus for their salvation – is happening through the same kinds of things Jesus did.

2. Living with eyes to see what God is doing.

I suppose the real question I ask when we come to texts like this is, “Why does this not happen today?” In other words, why do we not see miracles today? Where is Peter helping paralyzed people walk? Where is Peter today -- raising people back from the dead?

Well, as we address that question, let us at least be honest with ourselves. Most of us have seen or heard about televangelists who claim to have the power to do these things; Benny Hinn and Robert Tilton come to mind as late-night/early morning pastors doing infomercials for donations, claiming to have healed thousands miraculously. I confess that as soon as I see an act of power done by someone with a microphone and a well-tailored suit – and with a phone number for a donation underneath – I am suspicious. When I hear claims about how God does not want people to deal with suffering or poverty, I pray for those gullible enough to fall for the line. I have a lot of doubts when the act of power and the proclamation of the gospel seem to be more oriented towards raising money for the ministry rather than glorifying God.

So, part of the reason why we do not hear about people being healed and people being raised from the dead is because it seems like part of a scam.

But I think there is more to it than simply discounting the charlatans. Another reason we do not hear about these things today is because we are not listening or looking. We do not live in the expectation that God is able to do anything or that believing in God makes a difference in day-to-day lives. We put more trust into our money and our status as Americans than we do trusting in God. There was an almost palpable sigh of relief this week when the Dow Jones Industrial went back above 7,000. It was almost as if “this long dark nightmare the nation has been through is over.” 

The country’s finances are not fixed; but even if they were, it would not solve the problems we have. Only God is able to handle the major issues of life. How blind and fickle we have become as a nation when we made money our idol to be worshiped. Jon Stewart’s dismantling of CNBC’s Jim Cramer should draw open the curtain on how shallow and empty it is to place our hope and security in our money. When a comedian is capable of shaming an expert for financial incompetence, when titans of the industry are jailed awaiting sentencing for fraud, when bonuses are still being paid to executives who are responsible for losing trillions of dollars, we have to see that money is not the answer to the big issues of life.

Neither is the government. It has a place and it has a role, but the role is temporal and not eternal. Universal health care has no power to overcome death. There is only one who does – and it is the one whom we worship and whom we serve.

We will not see God’s hand at work if we are looking elsewhere for our security. Well, if that is true, where do we see God being sovereign and powerful today? It is only when we take time to reflect on the meaning of our lives that we begin to see the power of God displayed in our midst. 

I participated in the memorial of Jen’s Aunt Sandi this past week. I gave the gospel message. As I was preparing for it, I admit that I was influenced by our retreat on the Trinity and was thinking about how the God revealed in Scripture has been consistent from the start, and how we see God’s hand at work even today. 

Memorials are powerful worship services: we call them services of “witness to the resurrection.” Gathering together to remember someone’s life makes us contemplate the meaning of our own lives, even for a few minutes. 

If you have been to any memorials where I have given the reflection, you will know the basic pattern: first, there is an expression of why it is ok to grieve. We grieve because we have experienced loss. Jen’s Aunt Sandi no longer suffers from the cancer that ravaged her body, she is free and experiencing the joy of the Lord. But we grieve because we are still living in this world beset by sin and death. Then, second, the message will be a reflection on the promises of Jesus’ victory over death.

So where is God when we hurt? This is a mystery but it is true – God meets us even in the midst of our grief. Jen’s family is grieving Sandi’s death. The disciples in Joppa grieved Tabitha’s death. Jairus grieved for his daughter. Elijah grieved for the widow in the loss of her child, crying out to God, “O LORD my God, have you brought calamity even upon the widow with whom I am staying, by killing her son?” 

In Psalm 139, the writer says, “Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can I flee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. If I take the wings of the morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast. If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me, and the light around me become night,” even the darkness is not dark to you; the night is as bright as the day, for darkness is as light to you.” God meets us in the midst of our grief. He was with the disciples in Joppa and he is with us as we grieve the death of our loved ones. God never leaves us alone.

God does more than just meet us where we are. God points us toward hope.

In Hebrews 11 the Bible says, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” Faith in God provides the hope that death does not have the final word about the meaning of life. God is sovereign over all things – including death. The grave may be a place for weeping and grieving, but it is not a place where the ultimate meaning of human existence is revealed.
When Jesus was raised from the dead – and he was – he verified and validated the promises he made. Christ conquered death. In rising from the dead, Jesus created the foundation of Christian hope – a hope which sees beyond the grave to the mystery of what the Bible calls “eternal life” – a promise Jesus gives to those who give their hearts to him.
Our faith is a confident faith.  God has authority over life and death. We know the end of the story and death is not it. We can trust the promise in Scripture that nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

It has been interesting to me to hear the comments from non-church people after several recent memorials. They have remarked about how different the services are than those for non-believers, which tend to marked by despair, anger, and bitterness. The services for believers are expressions of the reality of pain and loss, but they are also services which accurately reflect thanksgiving for the blessing of the life of the person who has died and an expression of the hope that death does not have the last word. God is the giver of life, and has promised eternal life with him for all who believe in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. “If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God has raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” 
Where do we see God’s sovereignty on display these days? What are you looking for? The flashy, the spectacular, the unexplainable – well, we can look for that, but it always leaves us wanting more from God. The point of the miracles Peter performed in Jesus’ name was not to set the bar for minimum expectations from God, as if bigger and better were the marks of God’s activity. No, the miracles Peter performed in Jesus’ name were to draw people to a relationship with the living God. Note the conclusion of both of the events:

“All the residents of Lydda and Sharon saw him and turned to the Lord.”

“This became known throughout Joppa, and many believed in the Lord.” 

The sovereignty of God is best seen in the lives that are transformed by his grace. Sometimes it is through a miracle of healing, but more often it is through a miracle of redemption from despair and hopelessness.  The power of God is on display in the testimony of believers all around you – just ask. “What have you seen God do in your life? What have you seen God do in the lives of people you know?”

The truth is that we will all have stories of how God intervened when we were incapable of helping ourselves. We will all have stories of how God took us from being as good as dead – whether physically or spiritually – and restored us to life. Take some time today to think of those stories, take some time this week to ask someone else about their stories.

A few weeks ago, I gave you all the homework assignment that we gave to the discipleship workshop folks: keep track of the times when God has opened opportunities to share your testimony with others; both the times when you responded and the times when you could have responded. 

Today, I want to challenge you to give someone else the opportunity to share their testimony. Ask. Ask someone what they have seen, what they have heard, what they have experienced. Ask about their experiences of healing, of being restored to life. 

Conclusion

As you go forward from here today, know that the Holy Spirit is still at work spreading the gospel to the ends of the earth. The power of God to heal and restore to life still operates through those working in the name of Jesus Christ. The hope of life eternal in communion with God is a message of power and joy for those who are lost or in despair. 

Might we see a miracle where through your life, through your testimony, through your acts of kindness and compassion, all the residents of Chula Vista, Bonita, National City and San Diego will see you and turn to the Lord. May God use your life to make his grace known throughout this community so that many will believe in the Lord. 

Where are the acts of healing and life today? Look and see.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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