Pre:
All summer we have been walking through the book of Acts, and as we have done so, we have seen some pretty remarkable things happen through the power of the Holy Spirit and the faithfulness of the disciples. People have come to faith in Christ by the truckloads, and the followers of Jesus have banded together as one family. The family is branching out beyond the Jewish family tree and into Gentile territory. At the same time there has been great resistance and persecution from the Romans and from the Jewish leadership. Luke has compressed the story of a few years into several chapters of his book. I am not sure how many years have gone by. Perhaps as many as nine years. Today’s story comes right after last week’s story about the disciples first being called “Christian” in Antioch. You’ll hear a reference to the Passover in the story I’m about to read—and although years have passed, I’m sure every Passover brings a strong memory of the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus.

As I read this story, I want you to consider two questions:


1. Does God have a sense of humor?


2. What do you think God is doing while you are praying? 

Jailbreak

Acts 13:1-19


When I was studying this passage I couldn’t help thinking about Harry Houdini. Houdini was the famous escape artist of the 20th century and a name that is still very well known. He could escape from anything: handcuffs, strait jackets, jail cells, and even water torture chambers. 

So, when I read about Peter being under heavy guard and locked up in shackles, I couldn’t help but think that Luke was setting us up for a Houdini-esque performance. At the same time I couldn’t help but notice a big difference between Peter and Harry. Peter wasn’t an escape artist or a magician. Peter wasn’t even trying to escape! 


God broke open the shackles and the prison door, and an angel led him out the door! 


Peter didn’t even think it was real, it was so bizarre. He thought he was seeing a vision. It was all a dream. He thought that until the cool evening breeze ruffled through his hair, and he noticed that the angel was gone. Then he realized that he was free to go. This is really happening. 

And where does he go? He goes to his friends. To a house obviously well-fortified against the dangers of the night and against those who might be stalking the followers of Jesus who are still on the loose. And as it turns out, well fortified against Peter himself. So, here’s Peter, knocking on the door, while his friends are inside praying for him. What do you suppose they’re praying while he’s knocking? Do you think they are praying for his escape? I think not. 
This is Passover, a time heavy with memories. But they are not praying for Peter’s escape any more than Peter and his friends prayed for Jesus to be raised from the dead a few Passovers back. Why not? It’s not possible. Not only is Peter fastened in shackles without a nail file, not only is he behind locked doors, he has four squads of soldiers watching over him. If his friends had thought escape was possible, they would not be hiding behind closed doors, they would be out in the streets trying to help him. But they are praying for Peter, and now the answer to their prayer is knocking on the door—and they don’t recognize it! Wait! Has that ever happened to you? You pray, and God puts the answer right in front of you, and you can’t see it, or maybe can’t believe it? Or don’t want to see it? 
Rhoda the maid goes to answer the insistent knocking. She opens the door, sees Peter and can hardly believe her eyes. She is so happy to see him that she slams the door in his face and leaves him out in the street while she runs to tell the people inside that Peter is standing outside. “You’re crazy,” they tell her. “No, It’s really Peter,” she insists. “No, it must be his angel,” they say, which suggests that they think Peter has been executed already. Well, why not? Stephen was stoned. Others have been arrested and killed as well, including James the brother of John. Herod is not a nice person, and he’s on a roll. 

While Rhoda is arguing with the rest of Peter’s friends, Peter keeps knocking and finally they open the door and see that it truly is Peter. And of course, once they seem him, they send him away to a safer place. 

So, does God have a sense of humor? Does Luke? Why on earth would Luke include such a crazy funny story in this book about the church? Why would God be involved in such an event?


Comic relief! Things have been very stressful. Everybody needs a good laugh.

But this laughter is much deeper than a TV laugh track or even a really good punch line. This is laughter from the dawn of time, a laugh that you could share with 100-year-old Abraham and 90-year-old Sarah, when they had to cash in their annuities to buy diapers.  A laugh you could share with Mary and Martha at the tomb of Lazarus, when he marched out looking like a Halloween mummy wrapped up in toilet paper.  And a laugh you could share with all the disciples when they stared woodenly into an empty tomb and Jesus tapped them on the shoulder and said, “Tag, you’re it.” 


This is the laughter that says no matter how bad things get, no matter how long the wait, God is still God, and God still has a surprise or two up his sleeve.

Another function of humor is to help people be more comfortable with their humanness. Think about all the really amazing things that have been going on so far in this story. Every time Peter preaches, a few more thousand people become followers of Jesus. Every time he passes by a sick person, that person gets healed. You don’t dare lie to Peter, because (if you paid attention to the Ananias and Sapphira story) you might be struck dead! The other apostles were also held in great awe. Think what it must have been like to be those apostles at that time in history. Such wonders were being accomplished through them. It would have been awfully easy for them to get big-headed and to think that they were really something. 


This slap-stick story is a really good reminder of something that Paul would write in a letter sometime later about the nature of ministry: we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us. Peter would certainly say amen to that!  The power belongs to God and not to us!

Which leads me to the second question that I asked you to think about in the reading of the scripture: What do you think God is doing while you are praying? 


While you are contemplating that question, let me tell you a story. This takes place some years back, on an ocean liner crossing the Atlantic. One of the passengers, a rather elderly woman, was fast asleep on a deck chair, with her arms outstretched and palms open.  A man happened upon her and decided to play a harmless trick on her. He happened to be carrying two oranges, and he simply placed one orange in each hand. Then he went to a church service where the preacher spoke on the topic of “Answered Prayer.” Now, this man was a self-proclaimed agnostic. After the service, someone asked the man what he thought of the message. “I didn’t believe a word of it,” he said. On his way up to his room he again passed the old woman sitting in her deck chair, this time happily eating an orange. “You seem to be enjoying that orange,” he remarked with a smile. 

“Yes, sir,” she replied, “My Father is very good to me.”  

“Your father? Surely your father can’t be still alive!” he said to the old woman.
“Praise God,” she said, “he is very much alive.” 

“What do you mean?” said the man. 

“I’ll tell you sir,” she said. “I have been seasick for days. I was asking God somehow to send me an orange. I suppose I fell asleep while I was praying. When I awoke, I found He had not only sent me one orange but two!” 

The man, who had proclaimed himself an unbeliever, didn’t stay that way very long after that experience! (from Our Daily Bread)
Here’s another. This second tale is about a small town that had historically been "dry," but then a local businessman decided to build a tavern. A group of Christians from a local church were concerned about the effects that a tavern would have on their town and they planned an all-night prayer meeting to ask God to intervene. Not long after this prayer meeting, lightning struck the bar and it burned to the ground. The owner of the bar sued the church, claiming that the prayers of the congregation were responsible, but the church hired a lawyer to argue in court that they were not responsible. The presiding judge, after his initial review of the case, stated that "no matter how this case comes out, one thing is clear. The tavern owner believes in prayer and the Christians do not." J.K. Johnston, Why Christians Sin, Discovery House, 1992, p. 129.

While you are praying, what do you think God is doing? Sitting on a cloud eating bon-bons? Playing chess with the disciples? Off somewhere fishing or sailing? Barbecuing? Or is God truly listening and understanding, and caring? 
Our God is the one who created the world. The sea, the sky, the birds, the elephants, the aardvarks. . . .God is the one who placed us on this earth and breathed life into us. God is the one who called Abraham and Sarah, and began that great adventure of the people of God that led through years of wilderness wanderings, and that culminated in the birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus. God is the one who breathed the Holy Spirit into the disciples and started another adventure called the church and who inspired the Apostles to preach the word and to live lives of integrity and faith. And God is the one who has called you and me to be a part of that adventure. 
God has a plan, and that plan included breaking Peter out of jail and restoring him to his friends.  Some time later, Peter didn’t escape. He became a martyr for the faith. Why does God spring him loose one time and then allow him to be executed later? 
I don’t know! But I do know that trusting God is the answer. To stay centered in God’s way requires that we pray with faith. Not faith that God will always do what we think needs done, but faith that God knows what needs done and that God will do it! And that somehow it will all work out in God’s time. 
A man named Ivan suffered many horrors in a Soviet prison camp. One day he was praying with his eyes closed when a fellow prisoner noticed him and said with ridicule, "Prayers won't help you get out of here any faster." Opening his eyes, Ivan answered, "I do not pray to get out of prison but to do the will of God." Our Daily Bread, December 29, 1993.  

Peter prayed with this kind of faith. So did his friends. That’s why they saw so many miracles, and that’s what kept them going even when the tide turned against them.  

May you embrace that same faith, knowing that no matter how tough things are now, one day you will laugh. 
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