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Bigger Than You Believe 
Acts 12:1-19 

 

• I cannot tell you how excited I am to open up God’s Word with 

you today. 

• I am not making this up: I worked on this message for a while on 

Monday evening, and I was so excited about the truth I believe 

God wants us to grab from this passage that in my excitement, I 

almost grabbed my razor to brush my teeth with when I was 

getting ready for bed. 

 

• I have been familiar with Crosslink for a while and have watched 

from a distance how God has used this church in many lives over 

the years.  

• Not only that, I have had the privilege of knowing Pastor 

Matthew and Pastor Michael for years. I knew them from my 

days at Liberty. 

• About 8 years ago, though, I found myself in the unique position 

of pastoring directly across the street from Pastor Matthew’s 

church in Christiansburg. 

• I can remember meeting with him early on and asking his advice 

on some of the challenges we were facing as a church. 

• You know what he told me would be the major factor if we 

wanted to see God work in our church family? A commitment to 

praying regularly with the men in our church. 

• We began to do so, and although we haven’t kept up the 

discipline we once had with that, God used the relationships 

formed on our knees on a Tuesday morning to help bring our 

church to a stronger place than it was before. 

 

•  If you have made it this far in the Invited to Ask series, then I 

hope by now you have sealed and settled the truth that prayer is 
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vitally important to the life and health of any believer, any family, 

and any church. 

• I have taken some time over the last few weeks and gone back 

and listened to all the messages that Pastor Matthew, Pastor 

Michael, and others have shared, and it is intimidating. 

• What else can I say that they haven’t covered? 

• You have seen and heard about the importance of prayer, and 

how amazing a privilege it is that you and I can enter God’s 

presence and ask for His help. 

• You have looked at the model of prayer Jesus gave us that gives 

us insight into the kinds of ways we approach God in prayer. 

• You have looked at prayers of great men of the faith like 

Nehemiah and Paul, and from passages like Colossians 1:9-14, 

you have been given great patterns for prayer. 

• Recently, the focus has shifted from our individual prayer life to 

the part prayer is to play in the body of Christ. 

• Last week, you saw the kinds of things we are to pray for as a 

church, and we want to pick up with that theme again this 

morning. 

 

• By the way, if you are here this morning and you are still trying to 

figure out how you feel about this whole Christianity thing, we 

are so glad you are here today, because you are going to get to 

see one of the times when God really shows off. 

• In fact, this morning we are going to see what I think is one of 

the funniest stories in the entire New Testament. 

• Everything about it is so real, so relatable, that you and I can’t 

help but see ourselves in it. 

• Go ahead and open up your Bibles to the book of Acts, chapter 

12. 

• I am preaching this morning from a different translation than the 

one that Pastor Matthew typically uses, so my version might read 

a little differently than yours does. If you have an app and want 
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to switch over and follow along, I am going to be reading out of 

the Christian Standard Bible this morning, or the CSB. 

 

• As you are turning, though, I want to ask you a question: how big 

are your prayers? 

• I am not asking how long are your prayers, because Jesus makes 

it clear in Matthew 6 that length doesn’t necessarily make prayer 

better. 

• I’m also not asking how fancy or how eloquent are your prayers, 

because again, Jesus makes it clear that we don’t impress God 

with big, churchy words. 

• How big do you pray? In other words, when you pray, do you 

pray for God to move in ways that seem unlikely and even 

impossible?  

• When you ask God to move in and through the life of this 

church, do you ever pray that God would move in ways that 

would scare you?  

• Here’s what I want to challenge you to do this morning: Pray 

beyond what you believe. 

• Now, I know many of you are looking at me all spiritual and 

saying to yourself, “What is he talking about? I have been going 

to church my whole life. I believe all the right things, so how can I 

possibly pray beyond what I believe? I know God is all powerful, 

so He can do whatever I ask.” 

• You are exactly right! But let’s get brutally honest here: when it 

comes down to prayer, there are many times when we are too 

scared to ask God to do what we really want Him to do. 

• We are like the father who brought his son to Jesus to be healed. 

He tipped his hand when he asked Jesus to heal him, though, 

because he asked Jesus to heal him if He could. 

• The exchange that follows is absolutely beautiful: 
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“Jesus said to him, ‘ “If You can”? Everything is possible for the 

one who believes.’ Immediately the father of the boy cried out, 

‘I do believe; help my unbelief!’ ” (Mark 9:23–24, CSB)  

• I love the dad’s honesty. Here is a man who was asking God to 

do something that he wasn’t completely sure Jesus could or 

would do, so he is praying bigger than his belief. 

 

• We are the same way. 

• Sure, we know in our head that God can do this or that, but what 

if He doesn’t? 

• In our fear of disappointment, we limit ourselves to vague 

prayers that we can spin almost any circumstance to make it 

seem like God answered them. 

• We pray, “God bless my family today.” Great! How will you know 

that God has answered that request? 

• I know how much you love and pray for your staff here at 

Crosslink. When you ask God to be with Pastor Scott as he plans 

the music, how do you know God has answered that prayer? 

• Those prayers aren’t wrong in themselves, but I am afraid we so 

often default to them because we are scared to pray for specific, 

massive things in case God doesn’t answer how we want Him to 

answer. 

• It’s like the TV psychic who always keeps her predictions so 

vague that they could apply to anyone. She can’t be wrong 

because she doesn’t say anything! 

• As we look at God’s Word together this morning, I want to 

challenge Crosslink Community Church to pray in such a way 

that it scares you, that you are asking God to do things you don’t 

even know that He can or will. 

• Let the scope of what you are asking God to do go beyond what 

you could even dare to believe possible. 
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• You see, that’s what the church did here in Acts 12, so let’s read 

it together. 

• After we read it, we are going to talk through the story and draw 

out some observations about what can happen if we honor God 

by praying prayers that are bigger than what we even believe 

could happen. 

• This account is absolutely amazing because, in it, we see just how 

human these early believers are. 

• I mean, we read things like what we looked at last week in Acts 

4, and they seem like spiritual giants, but let’s look at it more 

closely. 

• Stand with me, please, in honor of the reading of God’s Word. 

Pick up in verse 1-19. 

 

• If you lost track of what was going on, don’t worry about it, 

because we are going to walk through this story piece by piece. 

• As we do, though, we are going to make two observations about 

praying bigger prayers than what we believe. 

• If you and I are going to pray bigger than we believe, then 

we must… 

1) Pray Bigger Than What Seems Probable 
• The church is praying for Peter to be delivered, but can we 

acknowledge that this seemed unlikely? 

• Go back to verses 1-2. 

• The church was under attack. 

• This Herod is the grandson of the one in Matthew who ordered 

all the baby boys in Bethlehem to be killed. 

• The Romans weren’t super fond of this guy, so he always had to 

make sure that the Jews he was leading were happy with him. 

• Apparently, they were getting annoyed with this growing group 

of Christians in Jerusalem, so when Herod arrested and executed 
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one of the apostles, it went over really, really well with the 

people. 

 

• Once Herod realized the Jews liked him killing off Christian 

leaders, he pulls out all the stops and arrests one of their main 

leaders, Peter. 

• He times it all around the Passover feast so as many people as 

possible would be able to see how great he was. 

• Peter is put under Roman guard, with 4 different groups of 4 

guards each rotating through. One was chained on each side of 

Peter and two were stationed just outside the door. 

• This is a terrible spot to be in. An insecure, murderous king from 

a long line of murderers is ready to make a public spectacle of 

you by having you tried and executed. 

• This is where it gets good. 

 

• Do you see God setting the stage for His incredible power? 

• Can we be real for a minute, though? I would have had a hard 

time praying for Peter to be delivered. 

• Why? Because God didn’t deliver James. 

• We don’t know how long the church was aware of what was 

going on and could pray for James, but I am sure they prayed as 

hard as they could for him, and what happened? 

• Herod had him killed. 

• If I was a part of that group, then a part of me would feel like it 

was useless to pray for Peter. 

• I mean, after all, what’s the point? God didn’t deliver James, so 

why ask Him to deliver Peter? 

• In the minds of some of us, it would be a waste of time to pray 

about it because it was so unlikely that God would answer us. 

 

• Is that how you approach God when you pray? 



7 

 

• Maybe the reason you pray such safe prayers is because God 

answered your prayer differently in the past than you would have 

expected, so why should you bother now? 

• You were disappointed by God’s answer in the past, so you won’t 

ask Him to do it again. 

• Let me challenge you again: pray beyond what you believe. 

• A few weeks ago, Pastor Matthew taught that God’s answer 

could be no, slow, grow, or go. 

• You were praying for a go, and you got one of the other answers, 

so now you aren’t even going to bother. 

• Can I challenge you to honor God by praying prayers you aren’t 

sure He will answer? 

• We need to pray this way in our own lives and our homes, and 

we desperately need to pray bigger than we believe in our 

churches. 

 

• We are so tempted to play it safe. What if God wants to use 

Crosslink Community Church to impact so many college students 

for Christ that JMU’s reputation changes from being a party 

school to a place where people come to meet Jesus? 

• What if God wants to use Crosslink to become a church planting 

training ground, raising up men to lead new churches 

throughout the Commonwealth and around the world? 

• What if God chose to use the ministries of this church to reach all 

the nations by ministering to our neighbors and our co-workers 

who are finding themselves in America for the very first time? 

• Could Crosslink become the church that God uses to stem the 

tide of opioid addiction through bringing the hope of the Gospel 

to people who need it most? 

• “Yeah, Sean, but see, you don’t know our church. We tried to 

reach out to college students some, but it hasn’t really taken off. 

We tried to reach out to our neighbors, but people were just too 

busy. We have tried that before, but it didn’t work.” 
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• The church in Jerusalem prayed for God to deliver James, and 

that “didn’t work”, yet they prayed fervently for God to deliver 

Peter. 

• It may seem unlikely because God hasn’t worked that way in the 

past, but why not pray for God to do it now? 

 

• Let’s be clear here, though: this doesn’t mean we should pray for 

things that go against His Word. 

• For example, if your marriage is in a tough spot, don’t pray for 

God to give you a way out of it so you can be happy again. That 

isn’t in line with what He says about marriage, so don’t pray that 

way. 

 

• What I am talking about here is pleading with God to move in a 

way that you are confident doesn’t conflict with what He says, 

but is something He may not answer in the way or time that you 

want. 

• When you pray this way, you are honoring Him by 

acknowledging that He is in charge and can do more than you 

could imagine. 

• John Piper says, 

“God is always doing 10,000 things in your life, and you may be 

aware of three of them.” (John Piper)1 

• When we pray together for things that seem unlikely, we are 

giving God the glory that He may be moving this time in a 

different way than He was the last time we prayed for something 

similar. 

 

• The church didn’t give up and stop praying. Instead, they 

redoubled their efforts and prayed even harder. 

• Read verse 5 with me again… 

                                                      
1 https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/god-is-always-doing-10000-

things-in-your-life. Accessed 25 March 2019. 

https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/god-is-always-doing-10000-things-in-your-life
https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/god-is-always-doing-10000-things-in-your-life
https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/god-is-always-doing-10000-things-in-your-life
https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/god-is-always-doing-10000-things-in-your-life
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• I love the way this version puts it. The stage is set: Peter is in 

prison, but the church is praying. 

 

• Okay, so maybe we should throw in something every once in a 

while that seems like it would be God-honoring, even if we aren’t 

sure He is going to do it. 

• Is that how they were praying? Look back at verse 5. 

• They aren’t just praying: they are praying fervently.  

• Okay, so they were praying hard. Got it. We have talked about 

that in our series so far. 

• Don’t move on so quickly. 

• The word here comes from a Greek medical term that was used 

of a muscle that was stretched to its limit. 

• This particular form only occurs three times in the New 

Testament, and it is only used one other time in reference to 

prayer. 

• Want to know when? 

• The night before Jesus was to be hung on the cross to die for 

your sins and my sins and the sins of the entire world, He 

pleaded with God the Father to let the cup pass from Him three 

different times. 

• Here’s how Luke described that time of prayer: 

“Being in anguish, He prayed more fervently, and His sweat 

became like drops of blood falling to the ground.” (Luke 22:44, 

CSB)  

• The Son of God, as He is preparing to bear the weight of the sins 

of the world, prayed fervently. 

• Back to Acts 12, the church isn’t praying half-heartedly, throwing 

up a half-court shot and hoping it goes in. 

• They are undaunted by the fact that it may have seemed unlikely 

that God would have delivered Peter. 

• They prayed bigger than they believed, knowing that God could 

do it. 
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• However, as we get into their reaction a little further, we see 

that not only should we pray bigger prayers than we think 

are likely, we should also… 

2) Pray Bigger Than What Seems Possible 
• There was absolutely no way Peter was going to get out of 

prison. 

• He was surrounded by four Roman guards who would have 

traded out in 3 hour shifts overnight to make sure they stayed 

alert. 

• He had already been in prison for four days, and the murderous 

maniac Herod was ready to make a show of it. 

• There was no possible way that Peter was getting out of jail. 

 

• Yet, the church prayed fervently, and God moved to do the 

impossible. 

• Picking back up in verse 7, we see an angel waking Peter up 

from a dead sleep, causing the chains to fall off, and leading him 

out past the guards. 

• It’s hilarious to see that the angel has to walk Peter through 

every step of his escape as if Peter was a groggy toddler. 

• Ever had to get your kids ready right after they wake up? They 

are falling over into things, and you are saying, “Okay honey, put 

on your shoes. Grab a jacket. Open your eyes and don’t bump 

into things.” 

• The great and powerful apostle Peter is getting told the same 

things. 

• Once the angel leads him a safe distance away from the prison, 

he leaves. 

• At that point, Peter finally figures out that all this was really 

happening and wasn’t just a dream. 
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• He runs to one of the houses where the church would have met. 

 

• Back to the text. 

• We are down to verse 13 now. 

• He gets to the house and starts knocking. 

• The servant girl hears Peter’s voice and recognizes it and gets so 

excited that she leaves him out in the street! 

• Can you imagine how frustrating that would have been for Peter? 

You are a fugitive, and she just left you exposed in the street 

where you have to keep knocking, which could wake up the 

neighbors! 

• Although animals make noise all night long, there wouldn’t be 

any traffic to cover up what was going on here. 

 

• Here’s where we really get to the heart of our big idea, though. 

• Yes, the church was praying fervently. Yes, they knew God was 

capable of delivering Peter. 

• Yet in their reaction, you clearly see that they didn’t believe that 

it was possible for God to do it. 

• Look at verse 15. 

• First, they think the servant is crazy. Once she finally convinces 

them she isn’t, they think it must be Peter’s angel. 

• See, these believers still had a lot to learn, and they would have 

held onto some of their Jewish superstition. 

• Jews taught that everyone had a guardian angel, and some 

believed that immediately after someone died, their angel could 

take their form and appear for a short period of time. 

• When God answered their prayer, the super-spiritual church of 

Jerusalem thought that either the servant girl was crazy or that 

Peter had been killed overnight. 

 

• Here’s what’s funny about this, though: God had already 

delivered the apostles from the Sanhedrin in almost the same 
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way some time before. Acts 5:19 says that an angel of the Lord 

opened the doors of the prison overnight. 

• They should have known that what seemed completely 

impossible to them was fully within the realm of what God could 

and even had done! 

• Yet, like us, they doubted what God was going to do. 

 

• Does that surprise you, or does that feel about right? 

• If you have walked with Jesus for any length of time, then you 

know that He can do the impossible. 

• Why not pray for Him to do it? 

 

• I don’t know all the details of the history of this church, but I do 

know that over the years, God has shown up and worked in ways 

that would have seemed impossible to most. 

• So why are you praying such safe prayers? 

• Go back to a verse that Pastor Michael brought out a few weeks 

back: 

“Now to Him who is able to do above and beyond all that we 

ask or think according to the power that works in us - to Him 

be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, 

forever and ever. Amen.” (Ephesians 3:20–21, CSB) 

• He reminded you that we are praying for God to receive the 

glory, but where does He get that glory? 

• Yes, God receives glory through our individual lives as we trust 

Him to do the unlikely and the impossible, but even more than 

that, we glorify Him to the fullest extent when we gather with 

other Christians and together agonize in prayer for God to 

impact this Valley and reach the nations in specific, scary ways. 

• We glorify God when the church rallies around people struggling 

with addiction and depression when it all seems hopeless and 

together, we pray for God to do what we think He can’t or, deep 

down, wonder if He is even able to do. 
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• We need to pray bigger than we believe: pray that He would 

restore that marriage, bring back that child who has walked away 

from the faith, heal the sick, eradicate poverty and racial injustice, 

and so many more things. 

 

• Maybe you are still not convinced that God can or will answer 

your prayer or come through in the life of this church. 

• May I remind you that He has already answered the greatest 

request you could ask of Him? 

• God has already provided for your greatest need. 

• Spiritually, you were dead and separated from God and without 

hope. 

• Yet the God who delivered Peter loved you so much that He 

would die in your place to draw you back to Himself. 

• He was raised from the dead as proof that He had defeated 

death and sin and could now offer you His life in place of your 

death. 

• You can trust that the God who could do that can also rescue 

you. 

• That’s why J.D. Greear, in his book entitled Gospel: Rediscovering 

the Power that Made Christianity Great, says this in prayer: 

“When I pray, I will measure Your compassion by the cross and 

Your power by the resurrection.” (J.D. Greear)2 

• The cross shows us that God loves us more than we could ever 

imagine, and the resurrection proves that He is capable of doing 

anything and everything we could possibly need Him to do. 

• God can do more than we imagine or truly believe. The depths of 

His compassion are clearly displayed on the cross, and His power 

to do the impossible is settled by the resurrection. 

• With that in mind, Crosslink, pray bigger than you believe. 

                                                      
2 From his book Gospel: Rediscovering the Power that Made Christianity 

Great. 


