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Improbabilities 
 

 One of the questions seminary students are encouraged to ask as they read the 
Bible is, “Is this story true?”  It is a tragedy that this has happened.  For once you ask 
that question of the Bible, you open the door to all sorts of skepticism about what God 
has revealed to us.  Many people today say they don’t believe the miracle stories in the 
Bible.  That is because, when they ask, “Is this true?” they mean, “Has anything like this 
happened to me?”  And sadly, most modern people don’t see the miracles God does on 
a regular basis.  
  
 The story we read today from Chapter 16 of the Book of Acts is a miracle story.  
A prominent seminary scholar named Ernst Haenchen has called this story a “nest of 
improbabilities.”  And I have to agree with him.  I don’t agree that this makes it unlikely 
to be true.  But there are admittedly many improbabilities in the story: 
 

• Paul and Silas casting out a demon 

• Singing in prison after being severely  beaten 

• The earthquake opening all the shackles and doors of the prison 

• The prisoners not taking off for the hills 

• The jailer becoming a believer 

• His whole family being baptized 

 All of this is quite improbable, and my response is, “Alleluia!  God is great!”  
Imagine if we had turned our lives over to a god who couldn’t do all those things! 
 
 What I’d like to do today is to go over this story and celebrate God’s improbable 
acts.  And then we’ll consider the need in our own lives for God to do the improbable.  
 
 Paul and Silas and their team traveled to Philippi in Macedonia to spread the 
Gospel.  They frequented a place by the river outside the city where people came to 
pray.   And there they talked about Jesus and demonstrated that He fulfilled the 
prophecies of the Messiah.  They had some success with both Jews and Gentiles.  But 
they ran into trouble.  They were hounded by a young slave girl whose owners had 
been making money off her as a fortune teller.  The scripture tells us she had a spirit by 
which she predicted the future.  This story is an eye-witness account by Luke, the 
author of one of the Gospels.  He was there in Philippi with Paul and Silas. (See Acts 
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16:16)  Luke tells us that this slave girl followed them around heckling them.  Eventually, 
Paul lost patience and cast the demon out of her.  This would have been one of 
Haenchel’s improbabilities—casting out demons.   
 
 As the Bible tells us, Paul and Silas got in hot water over that.  The owners of the 
slave girl said she was now useless as a fortune teller, and they complained to the 
magistrates. They incited a crowd, and said that Paul and Silas were trying to sell a 
religion that was a danger to the stability of the Roman Empire.  The mob got all 
excited, and the next thing they knew, the magistrates had Paul and Silas severely 
beaten and thrown in prison. 
 
 Isn’t that interesting?  This is exactly the same sequence of events that led to 
Jesus’ crucifixion.  And in fact, this happens to Christians all over the world today.  The 
prevailing theocracy, whether it be Islam or Hinduism or Neo-Darwinism, will not tolerate 
the Gospel.  It is a dangerous threat to the popular culture.  Somebody complains.  The 
mobs get stirred up.  The judges feel like they have no choice but to do something.  And 
the Christians are punished.  It happens in Indonesia, it happens in India, it happens in 
Egypt, and it has started happening right here in America.  So where do we turn when it 
happens to us? 
 
 Paul and Silas knew the answer.  They were severely beaten, and  they were in 
a lot of pain, as they sat there in the stocks in the inner reaches of the prison.  But what 
did they do?  They sang hymns and prayed.  Do you hear what that is saying?  They 
were not feeling sorry for themselves.  They were not cowering in fear.  They were 
praising God and singing.  Their trust, their hope, their joy, were in the Lord their God.  
There is another improbability.  It is more likely that people who have been mistreated 
are going to be afraid.  It is likely they are going to be complaining to God and asking 
why He didn’t protect them.  But these brothers trusted that God works all things 
together for good for those who love Him and are called according to His purpose. 
(Romans 8:28) 
  
 God had a plan.  He knew their need.  And He heard their prayer. He set them 
free in a dramatic, improbable way.  An earthquake came and shook the town, and the 
doors to the prison fell open, and the prisoners were free.  We can speculate on why 
they didn’t run away.  My guess is that they wanted to see what Paul and Silas were 
going to do next.  They were so much in awe of these Christian guys singing and 
praying at midnight that they assumed that the earthquake came from their prayers.  
Notice, the jailer made that assumption.  When Paul stopped him from killing himself, he 
asked them “What must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30) 
 
 Paul told him, “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved.”  And he 
preached the Word of God to the jailer, and he and his household were baptized.  How 
improbable is that?  For the past 50 years, it has been a rare event when a 
congregation baptizes someone whom one of their members has brought to a saving 
knowledge of Jesus Christ.  We ought all to be able to say that we have helped people 
become believers on a regular basis.  
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 So there’s the story.  We can either believe it and praise God, or we can say it is 
exaggerated and fanciful.  But if we choose to disbelieve the great works of God in the 
Bible, what are we saying about how He is going to work in our lives? 
 
 Today is Mother’s Day.  Think about the perilous enterprise of being a mother 
and raising children in today’s world.  There are a few courses and manuals on 
mothering.  But the things you most need to know, you have to learn on the job.  And 
when the child comes, you have to figure everything out pretty fast.  Much too soon, you 
have to send the children out into a dangerous and perplexinging world.  They are given 
all kinds of confusing and false messages.  They are exposed to addictive substances 
and enticed to try them.  They are invited to become friends with all kinds of shady 
characters.  And they have a natural inclination to mistrust what their parents tell them.  
How improbable is it they are going to grow up and be well-adjusted disciples of Jesus?  
Can God make that happen? 
 
 Or think about your struggle to be a good Christian yourself.  Say you have a 
sharp tongue that keeps getting you into trouble.  You want to censor yourself and 
speak in love.  Can God make that happen?  Or do you say it is improbable that I can 
change after all these years? 
 
 Maybe you drink way too much.  You’ve gotten a couple of DWI’s, and you’ve let 
people down, and you have even begun to admit to yourself that you have a problem.  
The statistics tell us It’s pretty improbable that you can defeat addiction by yourself.  But 
God can make that happen. 
 
 Or maybe you are a college student getting bombarded every day with a non-
Biblical worldview.  You’re having doubts about the faith you learned as a child.  It 
seems like there aren’t many people who understand where you’re coming from.  God 
can make a way.  He can help you find other Christians.  He can navigate the stormy 
seas and bring you through with a strong and vigorous faith. 
 
 My brothers and sisters, I’m going to say something radical, so brace yourself.  
There is no point being a Christian if you don’t accept the miracles.  If you take the Bible 
as a book of nice legends and exaggerated stories, it is not the faith bequeathed to us 
by Jesus.  He is the God of the impossible.  How many times in scripture are we told 
that things may be impossible for humans, but all things are possible with God?  As we 
look around at this messed up world, we see what is possible for human beings: 
   

• It is possible to take something beautiful and spoil it. 

• It is possible for the rich to get richer and the poor to get poorer. 

• It is possible for lies to be so pervasive that you don’t know what to believe when 
you look something up on the internet. 
 

• It is possible to stomp on the hearts of kind, loving people and break their spirit. 
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• It is possible for a man to kidnap three young girls in Cleveland and keep them 
hidden for ten years. 
 

• It is possible for a crazy 28-year-old ruler to brandish nuclear weapons and 
threaten to kill millions of people. 
 

 All this is possible for human beings.  But what is possible for God?  Everything.  

• God can restore the beauty that has been lost. 

• God can bring justice to the world. 

• God can tell us what is true and what is false. 

• God can heal broken hearts and bodies and minds. 

• God can restore those three women in Cleveland to hope and joy. 

• God can bring down rulers from their thrones and lift up the lowly. (Luke 1:52) 

And God can make a way for you where there is no way.  Over and over, Jesus said 
that we should ask Him for what we need and He will give it to us 
. 

• Seek and you shall find. (Matthew 7:7) 

• Knock and the door shall be opened to you. (Ibid) 

• Ask and you will receive.  (Ibid) 

• How much more will your Father in heaven give you the Holy Spirit when you ask 
Him? Luke 11:13) 
 

 We have a tendency to focus on the things we asked God for that didn’t turn out 
the way we had prayed.  And we question whether we can trust Him.  So when 
something in our lives looks improbable, we want to say, “I’m afraid to ask, because 
God will disappoint me.”  But think of Paul and Silas in the Philippi jail.  They didn’t know 
what God was going to do with them.  They certainly couldn’t have expected the 
earthquake.  And in fact, as things unfolded for them down the road after they left that 
town, they got in more trouble; they had more hard times trying to bless people with the 
truth of the Gospel; Paul got beaten and imprisoned more times.  He was shipwrecked 
and snakebit and stoned. (See 2 Corinthians 11:22-29) 
 
 But do you know what?  Paul didn’t want to be anybody but Paul.  He cherished 
his call from God.  He was honored that God had anointed him to be the apostle to the 
Gentiles.  He was honored that God had allowed him to suffer for the sake of the 
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Gospel.  He prayed many times for improbable things, and he rejoiced that he served a 
God who could do the impossible.  
   
 And that is what God wants for you and me as well.  He wants us to embrace our 
identity as His chosen people.  He wants us to be pleased to serve Him in whatever 
small or great way we can.  He wants us to trust Him for those things we need, and to 
lean on the power only He can give us. 
 
 Last Thursday was the Feast of the Ascension.  We celebrated the 40th day after 
Easter, when Jesus took His leave of the disciples and ascended into heaven.  The 
Bible tells us that as He bade them farewell, He made some promises to them. 
 
 First, He promised that His disciples would receive power when the Holy Spirit 
comes upon them.  That is what we will be celebrating next Sunday on Pentecost. (Acts 
1:6) 
 
 Second, Jesus promised that we would be His witnesses—in Jerusalem and all 
Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth. (Acts 1:8) 
 
 And third, He promised to be with us always to the end of the ages. (Matthew 
28:20) 
 
 My friends, that is all we need.  God, who does impossible things, is with us.  He 
has promised that if we ask, He will do those impossible things in our midst.  And He 
promised that we will be the ones to tell the stories of what a wonderful, powerful, loving 
God He is.  If that is who we want to be, then all those improbable stories belong to us.  
And if that is whom we let Him make us, we will have a nest of improbable stories of our 
own.  For the miracles that so many people in the world say don’t happen are 
happening every day all around us.  
  
 Day before yesterday, I saw a beautiful IMAX movie at the Smithsonian 
Institution about the Hubble Space Telescope.  We looked at this breathtakingly 
immense and beautiful universe, and at how unique our earth is.  It is improbable that 
we are here on a planet like this at all.  The scientists have calculated the probability of 
all the things coming together that are necessary to sustain human life.  The odds are  
so infinitesimal that it is improbable it ever happened.  And yet, God did it.  
  
 Yes, we live in a nest of improbabilities.  And I say, “Alleluia!  Our God is an 
awesome God!  Praise His holy name.  Proclaim His glory from the rooftops.  Alleluia!” 
 
© The Rev. Jeffrey O. Cerar, 2013 
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