
Family Worship – Sunday 31st May 2020 
Good morning everyone!  Thank you for joining us this week as we spend some time 
together as families and individuals in worship.  We hope you’ll find the contents of this 
“Family Worship” outline meaningful and helpful as we meet ‘together’ in our various home 
settings and discover lessons to be learned from the life experiences of the apostle Peter.   

If you have internet access, here’s a song to enjoy together – it’s a great song of praise that 
declares “Come, young and old from every land - men and women of the faith… find the 
riches of His grace”.  It’s called “Come people of the risen King” and you can 

watch/listen/join in here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LGDUJEYScG0   
If you don’t have internet access, please play a suitable track from one of your CDs.   

Please pray together, thanking God for his grace to us in the Lord Jesus Christ taking the 
punishment for our sins.  Praise him that his perfect love never ends and his mercies never 
cease.  Ask him to forgive us afresh and to help us live our lives in a way that shows he is 
everything to us.  Ask him to be with us as we read and think about what he says to us 
through the Bible passage we’re looking at this morning.   

This week, our Youth Worker, Hayley Cullen, has a story for our children from the “Jesus 
Storybook Bible” – it’s called “Son of Laughter” and it tells of God’s special promise to 

Abraham, teaching us how God always looks after his special people.  You can find Hayley’s 
video on our Facebook page: www.facebook.com/muckamorepc 

Bible Reading:  Acts 8:1a-8  
If there’s more than one of you, maybe you could take it in turn to read a verse or two each? 

If you have internet access, please go to our Facebook page where you will find a video from 

Peter that includes the Devotion and a prayer.  The video can be found here:  
www.facebook.com/muckamorepc  

If you don’t have internet access, here’s Peter’s Devotion for you to read: 

Acts 8:1-8  Just like Jesus  
We’ve heard a lot about government advisers this past week because of the media coverage 
surrounding the question of lockdown rules for one and a different set for the rest.  We’ll no 

doubt have our own views about the situation but it served to reinforce something for me – 

how government does its work these days.  Those of us ‘young’ enough to remember the 
BBC sitcom “Yes Minister/Prime Minister” will recall that the whole basis of the programme 
was that politicians only think they have power but, really, it’s the civil servants who wield 

it.  Of course, fact can be stranger than fiction, as we in NI know all too well through the 
recent RHI debacle where Spads came to the fore – Special Advisers.  They now seem to be 
the people who really exercise the power in terms of all-things government, from election 

campaigns to government agendas.  As soon as a situation arises, the advisers swing into 

action to produce a plan without which the government would, apparently, be unable to 
act; paralysed, brought to a standstill.  Spads are now the movers and shakers within 
government – at least, that how it looks from the outside. I often wonder how things 
would’ve turned out for the church if there’d been such things as Spads in the days when 
Jesus handed over his earthly ministry to his disciples to continue.  What would’ve 
happened after Jesus announced his manifesto in Acts 1:8 – “You will receive power when 
the Holy Spirit comes on you and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and 

to the ends of the earth”?  Strategy meetings would’ve been called; policies developed; 

plans for implementation would’ve been drawn up; spin doctors appointed to get the 
message into the public domain; mission statements, vision statements, logos, strap-lines 
and slogans would’ve been the order of the day.  Given the fact that none of these things 
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happened in the early days of the church, and given the place that this kind of thinking now 
holds in political, commercial and business life today, the wonder is, that the church has 

survived at all, never mind as long as it has!   
Mind you, the circumstances that led to the early Christians actually moving out as 
witnesses from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth lead some to argue that the apparent 
lack of planning and strategic thinking on the part of the disciples forced the Lord to take 
things into his own hands otherwise they might never have got round to the task in hand at 
all!  What circumstances are we talking about?  Acts 8:1 tells us “On that day” – the day 
Stephen was stoned to death as supervised and condoned by one Saul of Tarsus – “on that 

day a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem and all except the 
apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria”.  It became a very dangerous thing 
to be known as a Christian at that time – Acts 8:3 “Going from house to house Saul dragged 
off men and women and put them in prison”.  Of course Saul – who would soon become the 
apostle Paul – wasn’t doing this on his own – he did it with the approval of the religious 
authorities in Jerusalem and had plenty of willing helpers as he went around terrorising 
Christian families.  The result was that most Christians left the city and headed out into the 
surrounding regions of Judea and beyond – which begs the question, would they ever have 

done it if circumstances hadn’t dictated?  It’s dangerous, of course, to argue from silence in 
terms of what the Bible doesn’t tell us, so we mustn’t run off with the idea that this 
persecution was some sort of judgement from God upon the believers because of their 
apparent slowness to act on what Jesus had said and put a mission-plan in place.  We’re 
quick to do that at times, aren’t we?  To put 2 & 2 together & get 5 – even with things like 
the present pandemic as some Christians promote the view that it’s a judgement sent 
directly by God upon humanity because people have rejected God and are living and 

behaving in ways that are totally contrary to how God says we should live and behave.  Yet, 
as Graham Kendrick asks in his deeply moving and challenging song: “Who can sound the 
depths of sorrow in the Father heart of God?”  None of us can; we can’t possibly grasp the 
mind of God on everything about our world and all that happens in it.  Sometimes, all we 
can do is to plead: “Upon our nation, upon our nation; have mercy, Lord”.   
Whatever was in the mind of God at the time, the early Christians in Jerusalem had to flee 
their homes and seek refuge in other parts of Israel and its neighbouring territories – some 
of them probably had to do a midnight flit, taking only what they stood up in and running 

for their lives.  And yet, what looked like the cruellest of situations was filled with 
opportunities for God’s people to win others to Christ in a wide variety of places – even 
places that refused to follow, obey or recognise the true faith; places like Samaria.  Acts 8 
describes how the people the Jews loved to hate – the Samaritans – welcomed the message 

that Philip preached to them regarding Jesus and how he was Messiah and Saviour.  They 
were overjoyed to hear this and they responded by believing in Jesus and making a public 
declaration of their acceptance of the Gospel.  “You shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and 

in all Judea and Samaria…” – Jesus’ prophecy was fulfilled all right, but how?  Through 
troubled and difficult times for the early Christians.   
And the very person who was responsible for helping to bring about those troubled and 
difficult times got to know in a very personal way what such times were like.  Having been 
converted and commissioned by Jesus as an apostle, himself, Paul experienced a whole 
range of personal challenges and hardships as he travelled around on what we call his 

missionary journeys.  He was flogged, beaten, imprisoned, shipwrecked, dragged before civil 
magistrates and royal rulers like Agrippa, Festus and so on, and even appealed against his 

own people to the Emperor in Rome.  Yet he writes in Phil 1:12 “I want you to know, 
brothers and sisters, that what has happened to me has really [actually] served to advance 
the Gospel”.  Yes, the animosity, the physical pains, the lies, the misrepresentations, the 



deceitfulness, the imprisonments – all have served to advance the Gospel.  It didn’t seem 
like it at the time, probably.  These things wouldn’t have been easy to accept or handle; but 

would so many in Samaria have come to faith in Christ as Peter and John preached the 
gospel in many Samaritan villages if the Christians hadn’t been forced to flee Jerusalem?  
Would people like the Ethiopian official travelling from Jerusalem to Gaza have come to 
faith in Christ?  Would the churches mentioned by Peter in his first letter in places like 
Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia, not to mention places visited by Paul in his 
missionary journeys ever have been planted?  The fact is, as the experience of Peter and the 
early Christians in Jerusalem shows, the various situations of life – good and bad alike – are 

used by the Lord for the advancement of the Gospel.  It’s not that people need to suffer 
before they’ll come to faith in Christ.  And it’s not that people need to suffer after they’ve 
come to faith in Christ to grow more like him in their everyday living.  It’s just the way things 
are, in general.  It’s no surprise that Peter comments on that in his first letter where he talks 
about us having to put up with every kind of aggravation as we look forward to what God 
has in store for us when Jesus returns.  But he puts it in context for us: “Pure gold put in the 
fire comes out of it proved pure; genuine faith put through this suffering comes out proved 
genuine.  When Jesus wraps this all up, it's your faith, not your gold, that God will have on 

display as evidence of his victory”.   
That all sounds very good, doesn’t it?  It’s the kind of motivational, half-time talk dished out 
by managers in sports dressing rooms up and down the country.  No pain; no gain.  It’s not 
that we’re so blinkered that we need aggravations to make us see and grasp the 
opportunities around us – but as we’ve been discovering through this whole coronavirus 
experience, very often it’s only when we’re pushed into something beyond our own control 
that we begin to look for new ways of doing things; for new opportunities to reach people 

with the good news of Jesus; for new growth within ourselves.   
Take what we’re doing now; for example.  Lockdown means we can’t meet together in this 
building, so what have we done?  Learned new ways of communicating with each other 
through technology – and that’s been repeated again and again in congregations all over the 
world so that on Sundays, we can worship in three or four different places in as many 
countries without leaving the comfort of our own living rooms!  And God’s Word is getting 
into places it never has before; into minds and hearts it never has before!  People who were 
maybe just occasional church-goers are sitting down with other family members to watch or 

listen to sermons and services on the internet each Sunday!  Aw, we’d be back here in a 
heartbeat, wouldn’t we – but look at the opportunities the lockdown has presented to us 
for sharing God’s Word – in our local community; in our country and its neighbours; in the 
world – sound familiar?  Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and the ends of the earth!  Jesus’ words 

are coming true again and again from generation to generation. 
And there’s more: lockdown has given people time to think about life and what’s really 
important.  Lots of things have been stripped away from us; we’ve been unable to live as 

we’ve been used to living; we’ve lost so much and so many during these past ten weeks.  
And Christians have been thinking about these things, too; as a friend said to me on the 
phone the other evening, lockdown and the pandemic has helped him grow in his faith.  
How?  By realising that when all is stripped away, what’s left?  Hope in Christ.   
Isn’t this the same kind of experience as the early Christians had as they were scattered and 
as so much was taken away from them? 
Opportunities to tell others about Jesus in new ways and situations; growing in personal 
faith and trust in Christ.  We mustn’t get so taken up with the situations and circumstances 
of life that we fail to open our eyes and see what God is doing.  And when we see what God 
is doing, we should respond to him in love and faith and allow him to bring about his plans 



and purposes within us.  His purpose is to complete the work he has begun in us; to 
transform us through the renewing of our minds and to make us just like Jesus. 
Now watch/listen/sing along with this song in which we say: “Through present sufferings, 
future’s fear, He whispers ‘courage’ in my ear” – it’s called “There is a hope that burns 
within my heart” and here’s the link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o_yv5yGZnBc      
If you don’t have internet access, please play a suitable track from one of your CDs.   

Please pray for others as you finish: 
1) the Montgomery family on the death of mum, Avril, at the age of 97.  The family 
belonged to us in Muckamore when they lived and farmed on the Sevenmile Straight before 

moving to Scotland some 18+ years ago.  Please pray for her son William and his wife, 
Lynne, and their children, Helen, James and Darcy. 
2) continue to pray for Hannah Smyth (5), critically injured in the collision near Ballycastle 
recently, and her dad, Ryan, as she continues to receive treatment in hospital; 
3) families who’ve been bereaved during the period of lockdown through Covid or other 
natural causes or tragedies.  Pray that God would bring his comfort in special ways. 
4) the governments in Belfast and Westminster as they navigate their way through this 

difficult period with so many competing demands and expectations weighing on them.   
5) the members of our congregation as the lockdown restrictions continue. 

Thanks for following this outline for Family Worship – may you know God’s presence and 
sustaining grace with you in the week ahead.   
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