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GATEWAY CHURCH NORTHUMBERLAND 

10.6.18 

The Challenge of the Unexpected and the Unusual - Part 1– Joss 

Bray 

We’re looking though Acts and thinking about some of the challenges 

the early church faced. 

In case we’ve forgotten – these are the subjects we have covered 

already: 

The challenges of commitment, of baptism, of healing, of prayer, of 

giving and money, of persecution, the fear of death, of hearing the voice 

of God, of the poor, of leadership, hospitality, truth and doctrine and 

encouragement. 

Today we’ll look at the challenge of the unusual and unexpected. 

This is Part 1 – there were a lot of unusual and unexpected things going 

on in Acts – and there will at least need to be a Part 2! 

Remember - one of the points of looking at the early church is seeing 

how it applies to us – the church here and now.  

Of course – the church spans time and space – we are part of a 

community of Christians – followers of Jesus, that span 2000 years – 

from those early believers – to now and beyond. 

Remember- the bible says we are surrounded by a great cloud of 

witnesses – that is people who bear witness to the fact that Jesus is 

Lord. 

Listen to Hebrews 12:1-3:  

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw 

off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with 

perseverance the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and 

perfecter of faith. 

The church isn’t just now – its eternal. We are part of something very big 

- we can often forget that.  

Millions of believers are with God cheering us on – and if Jesus doesn’t 

come back before we die – then we will be cheering others on - what a 

privilege that is going to be! 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+12%3A1-3&version=NIVUK
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The writer here in the letter to the Hebrews encourages to run our race - 

the one God has for us. 

He says – get rid of all the things that slow you down! Don’t get diverted! 

Keep on going!  

And how do we do that – by fixing our eyes on Jesus! – It’s the only way. 

He started it all and will finish it all. He knows what he is doing. And he 

loved us so much that in obedience to his Father – he came here – to us 

– to show us what God was like. 

He came and lived a human life – setting aside his position as Lord and 

maker of the universe – remember - the bible says through him all things 

were made. 

But he made himself nothing - it says in Philippians 2 – he had no status 

or glory in the eyes of mankind – he came as a servant – yet in him the 

fullness of God lived in human form – Colossians 2. He said that if you 

have seen him you have seen the Father – John 14. 

Wait a minute – you may say – what has that got to do with todays’ 

topic? 

Well - this is the first and most important unusual and unexpected event 

for the early church! 

In fact – Jesus’s life was characterised by unusual and unexpected 

things. He was always doing things that were not “normal” for a Jewish 

teacher in first century Israel – who many thought would lead a revolt 

against the occupying Romans. 

His death was unexpected and his resurrection – even more so! 

Even though he had tried to get it across to his disciples that he needed 

to suffer and die and would rise again – they didn’t expect it. I don’t 

expect we would have been any different. 

In fact, what would happen – the coming of the Messiah – the Saviour – 

the hope for the world – was prophesied all the way through the Old 

Testament. 

So, He shouldn’t have been unexpected – but he was – because people 

either had the wrong expectations – or had forgotten completely the 

scriptures. 
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It’s like that for us isn’t it – we can expect things to happen in a certain 

way and something else happens.  

Unusual things can happen in our lives – and especially in churches! 

We need to think about how we deal with them. 

How do we know if unexpected and unusual things are from God? 

So, as we look at some other unexpected and unusual things in the early 

Church, lets apply some of the principles to us – the church here and 

now in this place. 

There are so many examples we could use – starting with Acts 1 v3 – 

we read about Jesus being with his friends after his death and 

resurrection: 

3 After his suffering, he presented himself to them and gave many convincing proofs 

that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about 

the kingdom of God. 4 On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave 

them this command: ‘Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father 

promised, which you have heard me speak about. 5 For John baptised with[a] water, 

but in a few days you will be baptised with[b] the Holy Spirit.’ 

“On one occasion when he was eating with them” - this sounds really 

understated – but how amazing was this – Jesus was back again and 

having a meal. That doesn’t happen every day – talk about unusual and 

unexpected. 

Then disciples were pretty hopeful that he was going to do amazing 

things for Israel. So, they asked him: 

“‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’ 

So - they now thought they knew what the right thing to do now was and 

they wanted Jesus to do it asap - please. 

Does that sound familiar? 

They were now convinced that he was the Lord who could do this for 

Israel – and bring it back to its former glory as God’s chosen nation. 

And they thought they knew what the next part of the plan was. 

And his reply was this: 

‘It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. 
8 But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’ 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+1&version=NIVUK#fen-NIVUK-26929a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+1&version=NIVUK#fen-NIVUK-26929b
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They were right that Jesus was Lord, but they hadn’t quite got the “let 

your will be done“ part. You can’t blame them – they were keen! 

But it wasn’t for them to know everything. 

And they couldn’t tell Jesus what to do. 

Sometimes we want to know it all – we think we know it all.  

We think that we know the next part of the plan for our lives. 

We tell God what to do in prayer and we can forget to listen to what he 

actually tells us he is going to do – or just “wait and see what I will do”. 

The disciples here had to learn this. 

What they did get instead was a promise and a purpose – the promise of 

the Holy Spirit and the mission to be witnesses about Him over the 

whole earth. 

They just needed to trust Him in it.  

And then something else unusual and unexpected happened - he was 

taken up into heaven. 

They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men 

dressed in white stood beside them. 11 ‘Men of Galilee,’ they said, ‘why do you stand 

here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into 

heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.’ 

Not something you see every day. 

Someone being taken up into the sky and then a couple of angels telling 

you to stop gawping and that he’d be back. 

So, what was their response to all of these momentous happenings? 

To their credit - they did the only thing that made sense. 

They stuck together and prayed – a lot.  

In those days, there were only 120 believers – men and women. 

Considering the amazing things that Jesus had done and taught over his 

3 years of active ministry – that wasn’t actually a lot was it?  

Many must have heard his teaching but then drifted away. 

Many must have been impressed with his miracles but didn’t follow him. 

Many were healed but few then followed. 
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Maybe more did follow but gave up when he said and did things that 

were unusual or unexpected. 

Many welcomed him in to Jerusalem but abandoned him at the cross. 

It’s the same now isn’t it? 

Not all who hear the good news of forgiveness from sin and eternal life 

are going to believe in Jesus. 

Not all who are healed will accept Jesus as their Lord and Saviour. 

Not all who see signs and wonders will become Christians. 

Not all who appear to be followers are true followers when the going 

gets tough. 

Not all who worship will still worship when it starts to cost personally and 

it’s not socially acceptable any more. 

That is the truth through the ages.  

And God does unusual and unexpected things through the ages – and 

he can allow things to happen -   

Things we don’t understand. 

Things we may disagree with. 

Things that are life changing. 

Things that seem completely negative. 

The first thing to do in these circumstances is to do what the first 

Christians did. 

They stuck together – and they prayed – they came to God together – 

they will have worshipped, given thanks, asked for help, listened, sought 

His guidance and more. 

This is the first principle from Acts 1 we can learn. 

There will always be things that happen that will take us by surprise, 

things that alarm us, confuse us, sadden or anger us.  

The next thing to do is something we see all the way though Acts – they 

looked to see what it said in the Bible of the day – what we now call the 

Old Testament.  
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They looked at what had happened in the light of the scriptures – the 

word of God.  

So - instead of condemning Judas and moaning about him for betraying 

Jesus– or just brushing the issue under the carpet because it is too 

difficult to handle, Peter confronts it head on. 

He says this:  

16 ….‘Brothers and sisters, the Scripture had to be fulfilled in which the Holy Spirit 

spoke long ago through David concerning Judas, who served as guide for those who 

arrested Jesus. 17 He was one of our number and shared in our ministry.’ 

And then: 

20 ‘…., ‘it is written in the Book of Psalms: 

‘“May his place be deserted; 

    let there be no one to dwell in it,”  

and, ‘“May another take his place of leadership.” 

This is what leaders often have to do - to deal with difficult issues that 

often come up unexpectedly. 

He acknowledged what had happened – Judas had been one of them – 

he was a friend and brother – he had been one of the original twelve 

disciples. They had shared so much together. 

He had betrayed Jesus and betrayed them all. 

But then Peter went back to the bible. 

He understood the issue in light of God’s word. 

He quoted Psalm 69 and 109 - he could also have quoted Psalm 41: 

Even my close friend, 

    someone I trusted, 

one who shared my bread, 

    has turned against me. 

He knew that God had allowed this to happen – indeed God knew it 

would happen long before it did. It was part of His plan. 

He taught the others this and then applied it into the situation by taking 

action – according to the scripture – then prayed and chose another 

apostle. 
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We have to fully realise that things will happen in our lives that are 

unexpected, not usual and disturbing – and this may even be situations 

within the church! 

When this happens – what should be our response? 

We need to stick together. 

We need to pray together. 

We need to see what the bible says. 

And we need to trust God that he is in charge and He cares for us – 

whatever we feel like. 

Those early disciples must have had so many feelings running around in 

their minds – and even changing from day to day. 

Can you imagine what it must have been like in those days? 

So likewise – at some point - we’ll have feelings that will rise up in us, 

overwhelm us sometimes, paralyse us or lead us into doing something 

which isn’t right. 

Do not rely on feelings!  

Rely on God. Rely on who He is. Rely on what He has said. Rely on 

what He has done in Jesus. 

And if you don’t know this Jesus – start now – put your trust in him as 

Lord of your life. 

Repent – turn away from sin and living in your own strength – which will 

not work - and rely on Him – which will. 

So, when the unexpected and unusual comes – we will all be able to 

stand firm in the strength He gives to us. 

In a couple of weeks’ time, we’ll look at some more unusual and 

unexpected things that happened in and around the early church – 

starting with Pentecost and what happened when the Holy Spirit came in 

power – and the challenges that brought! 

  

 

 


