“Unchained”

Acts 12:1-19

April 26, 2009

Read Acts 12:1-19

Deliverance.

What a story of adventure! It has all the great elements: danger, villains, struggles, and a touch of comedy. Sometimes art imitates life, sometimes life imitates art.

You may have noticed in the recent chapters in Acts how we vacillate between Peter and Paul, between Jerusalem and Antioch. The movement we have seen is how the disciples became Jesus’ witnesses in Jerusalem, how the persecution came and the word was spread out to Judea and Samaria. Then, it spread to Gentiles, going beyond the Jewish community. This last movement – spreading the Gospel among the Gentiles – is likely an unwritten and unstated part of the story we read this morning.

Ten years after the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, the early church had already experienced the kind of growth that Jesus foretold when he commissioned the disciples. The inclusion of Gentiles into the mix was upsetting to the Jewish communities in which many newly-developing Christian house churches were located. 

Into this mix we have to add a little political intrigue. We date this passage at about 42-43 A.D. because of the reference to Herod Agrippa I, the Herod in this passage. This Herod was the grandson of Herod the Great – a somewhat paranoid ruler who killed his son because he thought his son was plotting against him. This Herod, the grandson, was shipped off to Rome for his own protection, where he was raised with the aristocracy of Roman society. His childhood friendships led to his being given Jewish lands to rule over. By early 41 A.D., Herod was literally “King of the Jews,” based upon the territories he had been given. 


The problem was that his position with Rome was as unstable as the emperor in Rome, his friend, Caligula. Caligula had not been popular. So, to bolster his own position as ruler, Herod went out of his way to curry favor with the Jewish elite: namely, the Pharisees. 


As our passage begins today, Herod sought to please the Jewish authorities by going after the leaders of this new offshoot – most likely because of the recent trend in expanding fellowship to the Gentiles. James, the brother of John, is arrested and, most likely, beheaded.

Now, let’s not rush over James’ martyrdom. For his faith, James – one of the twelve – is arrested and slain. (To make clear: this is John’s brother. When Peter later speaks about telling James and the believers, he is referring to James the Just, Jesus’ brother, who had become a recognized leader of the Jerusalem church. We will meet up with him again in Acts 15.) This is the first since Stephen that we have heard of someone being slain for his faith. After a long period of low-level conflict between the church and the culture around it, violence flared up in a powerful way.

I get a twinge when I read stuff like this. I know that the point of the story is to follow Peter’s deliverance, but how do I reconcile that with what happened to James. How was that fair?

Well, two things: 

First, death is not surprising. Sudden death, like violence that cuts short a life like James the brother of John surprises us because of the timing. No one is particularly surprised that James is not with us two thousand years later, right?  Psalm 139 makes clear that God has numbered our days – we have not numbered our own – and that all the days of our lives were written in his book before even one of them occurred. 

Second, if we are looking from a perspective of “this is all there is, and we need to hold onto this life with all the energy we have,” then it is a question with which we are going to continue wrestle. On the other hand, note how soundly Peter was sleeping in the cell, knowing that his life was likely to be coming to an end in the morning. 

The difference between the disciples before the crucifixion and the disciples after the resurrection is their confidence in the eternal life that had been promised by Jesus. Death does not have the last word; death has been defeated by Christ. It no longer holds power over those who are in Christ. The truth is that James is delivered from the trials of this life just as much as Peter is delivered from the hands of Herod and the jailers. Peter’s confidence in Christ’s promise of eternal life lets him sleep peacefully the night before he is to be executed.
All of that said, it is clear that Luke wants us to focus our attention more on Peter’s deliverance. 

Peter was in his guarded cell. The churches were engaged in a prayer vigil for him, interceding on his behalf before God. Unlike Old Western movies, there was no planned jailbreak; the horses were not being saddled up, the diversion was not being set, the plot was not thick. It was simply Peter in his cell and the people of the church gathered together for prayer.

God intervenes. And God is not subtle.

Luke gives us the report that “Suddenly an angel of the Lord appeared and a light shone in the cell. He tapped Peter on the side and woke him… “ This is an unfortunate translation because the original word is a little stronger than “tapped.” A more appropriate way of understanding this is that the angel “kicked” Peter in the side to wake him up.  

In the Old Testament, there is the story of the Balaam (Numbers 22). Balaam was a prophet of Israel who was being solicited to bless a foreign king for money. After much back and forth, Balaam set out on his donkey. Without warning, the donkey turned off the road. Balaam beat the donkey. It happened again and Balaam beat the donkey again. A third time it happened, after which Balaam was ready to thrash the donkey. At which point the donkey said (yes, Scripture talks about a talking donkey), “What have I done to you, that you have struck me these three times?” In the midst of the ensuing conversation, Balaam’s eyes are opened to the presence of the angel of the LORD standing in the midst of the path. “Why have you struck your donkey three times? I have come out as an adversary, because your way is perverse before me. The donkey saw me, and turned away from me these three times. If it had not turned away from me, surely just now I would have killed you and let it live.” God is not subtle.

Peter was sleeping so soundly that the angel had to kick him to wake him up. Has God ever kicked you in the side to wake you up? He has kicked me. Sometimes it is to take a step of faith, sometimes it is to draw me back from going in the wrong direction. Sometimes it is as literal as a sudden pain in the side, other times it is a nagging, persistent poke. 

A few years back, God poked and poked and poked me to stand for election as Stated Clerk of the denomination. It was not something I wanted, it was not something my family particularly wanted – San Diego County versus Louisville, Kentucky – but God persisted. The election run was a walk of faith, but my prayer was that God would use my testimony while allowing me to not be elected. The campaign was a difficult and trying period in my life, in my family’s life. As evidenced by my standing before you, I was not elected. 

Even so, as tough as that season was, I was blessed by God in the midst. I recognized my utter inability to accomplish anything in my own strength. I got tired, grumpy, irritable, and depressed. As tough as this is to believe, I whined and complained. I wondered why God had allowed me to be put in these chains and to be dragged through a process that knocked me down at every turn. It was quite a kick in the side. I came to a profound appreciation for my complete reliance upon God. 

The election took place at the General Assembly. The candidates were brought on stage, had a chance to make a five minute speech, and then answer questions. I honestly do not remember much of that time; what I do remember is when it was over, I walked backstage behind the curtain and felt release. It felt like a huge weight was lifted from my shoulders. I experienced a sense of peace that passed all understanding. I was free.

Our God is the God of deliverance. 
From chains, from slavery, from fire, from floods, from exile, from sin, and from death itself: God delivers us.

If God is a God of deliverance, what are the chains that bind you?  And whom are you trusting for your deliverance? Scripture is consistent in showing God’s faithfulness and the folly of trusting anyone or anything else. 

Marguerite Shuster, preaching professor at Fuller, related this story, “A fellow is slaving away over his desk in his sixth-floor office, struggling to see what he was doing after the seven-foot fluorescent light above his desk stopped working. Calling maintenance produced no help, so he decided to scramble up on the desk and take a look himself. Sure enough, the bulb was burned out. He unscrewed it, measured it carefully, and went off to the hardware store for a replacement. Success! He screwed in the bulb and the office was flooded with light. When five p.m. came and he was ready to leave, he saw the burned-out tube standing forlornly in the corner. Leaving it there didn’t seem like a very good idea. He decided he’d better take it with him. He thought he remembered a construction site on the way home where he could dump it. So, he carried it down the street, into the subway station, onto the train; but how do you sit down with a seven-foot tube in hour hand? You know the way those seat backs slant. So he stood up. The train stopped at the next station, five people got on, and four of them grabbed hold of the tube. Now what? Pretty soon it occurred to him that all he needed to do was get off at his station and leave the pole. Picture, then, the last person left holding that wobbly pole…”

Professor Shuster concluded, “When a number of people have all grabbed hold of something, it looks as if it really can hold us up. But don’t count on it. In the end, there is only One who can keep you from stumbling. Let the rest go, no matter how many people may be clinging to it.

For many people the fluorescent tube is money. 
It is like the story of the rich young ruler who comes to Jesus seeking the answer to eternal life (Luke 18:18-30). The man was looking for a way to be secure by himself; Jesus invited him to recognize his need for a savior. First, Jesus asked the man to recognize Jesus’ identity as the Messiah, “Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone.” In other words, are you just being polite or are you ready to accept Jesus’ divinity and lordship? Then, Jesus recited a number of the commandments, which the man boldly proclaimed that he had kept since his youth. 

We do not know whether the rich young ruler ever repented or ever came to know Jesus as Lord and savior; we do know it did not happen at this point. In Mark’s account of this encounter, it says, “Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, ‘You lack one thing: go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then, come follow me.’” You know the next thing: the young ruler went away grieving, because he could not give up his money. Jesus named the chain that was binding him: money. Because the young man could not see or give up his idol, he was not able to come, follow Jesus.

What follows is a discussion that continues to be a mystery for us. Reading from Luke 18:

Jesus looked at him and said, “How hard it is for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God! Indeed, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” Those who heard it said, “Then who can be saved?” He replied, “What is impossible for mortals is possible for God.”  

How can the largest animal get through the smallest space? It is a mystery, but Jesus says God can do it. This story is about deliverance. Peter’s escape from prison is about deliverance. The story of our redemption: Christ’s life, death and resurrection is all about deliverance. None of these things happen in the way we expect; in fact, the more we try to explain how, the more mysterious God becomes. However, the more we trust God to be the one doing the delivering, the better we sleep and the more marvelous are the stories of how God has done it. Our God is a delivering God
We are to be his praying people.

The early believers back at the house were praying for God to deliver Peter. That was their entire action plan. It is part of the reason why it is comic when Rhoda leaves him outside the gate to tell the rest that he is there – it is as if they did not expect God to act so immediately or to say, “yes.”

God answers prayers – sometimes immediately. When praying people put their trust in God, praying people often see God at work. Prayer is the time we spend looking to see God’s revelation. 

This past week, in response to the wildfires in South Carolina, I was asked to write an article reflecting on our experiences after the wildfires in 2003. Thinking back on that time, I was reminded of Allyson Roach. I have told this story before, but it bears repeating here:

I was serving Westminster Presbyterian Church in Escondido during the 2003 fires. Allyson Roach, was severely burned -- so severely that a doctor pulled me aside to tell me she would not survive. 85% of her body had first and second degree burns. She was wrapped in bandages so that only her eyes and nose were visible. 



We put our hands on Allyson's wrapped head that day. I remember praying out loud, asking God to heal her body, to show us His glory by making her a tangible witness of His sovereign power. "We know you are able," I prayed. I also remember thinking -- and here is a confession -- "I sure hope these are not empty words." I walked out of the hospital that day wondering how God would answer all of our prayers.

We continued to pray and pray; and not just us, but people who heard her story from around this county and all over the country.

As many of you know, Allyson survived. Allyson's spirit and courage have been incredible. She endured literally dozens of surgeries. She has persisted and persevered through trial after trial, step after step. It has not been an easy road, but this much is true: the fire left its mark, but it has not defined Allyson. She has more than survived. She is living. On New Year’s Day, she was married. 
My point in telling you this is to remind all of us that we are to be a praying people, who lift up our cares and concerns to a God who delivers. We are to be a praying people who look with eyes to see where and how God answers those prayers, that we might be able to announce, “Peter is standing at the gate!”

Praying people see God at work.

What would happen if we, as a congregation, took on a time of prayer asking God to unchain us in Chula Vista? What would happen if we asked God to release people in this community from the bondage of entertainment, from the chains of financial anxiety, from the grip of addiction in whatever form? What would happen 

Conclusion:

Friends, the good news of the gospel is that we worship a God who delivers us from chains, from slavery, from fire, from floods, from exile, from sin, and from death itself. God delivers us. Do you know him?

As a congregation we need to renew our trust in God; we need to become a praying people. We need to be gathering together to pray – for ourselves, for each other, for this community. We need to be a praying people who take time to be still in God’s presence, to dwell in the richness of his love, and to ask for eyes to see where he is at work in our midst. How awesome it will be when we shock one another, “Peter is at the gate!”

Amen.

8:30 prayer and invitation to offering

10:00 invitation to offering
PAGE  
1

