The Great Escape (Acts 12:1-24; 18/11/07)
Introduction

There’s a famous film called The Great Escape. It’s set in the Second World War and features British prisoners of war attempting to escape from the Nazi prison camp. They spend a long time planning their escape and digging tunnels to get under the fence and away into freedom. They have to get rid of the soil in ingenious ways. Many prisoners escape, but only a couple actually get away to freedom. The others are either re-captured or killed.
This morning I want us to look at another great escape. The difference is that the prisoner doesn’t make any escape plans! Someone else breaks into the prison and leads him out! 

Now let’s just have a look at the main cast:

Simon Peter was a fisherman. He met Jesus and left his fishing business to become Jesus’ disciple. He was taught by Jesus for three years. He kept getting things wrong, even denying that he knew Jesus at one point, but Jesus was patient and forgiving. He witnessed Jesus’ miracles, his death and resurrection. Now he’s a preacher and leader in the church.  

Then there’s Herod. This King Herod (Agrippa 1) is the grand-son of Herod the Great, who reigned when Jesus was born in Bethlehem. Herod Agrippa was a young, successful ruler who had expanded the borders of his kingdom. 
The other main ‘actor’ in this ‘film’ is God. He is the one who does most of the action. We learn a lot about him from this chapter.
So let’s have a look at the scenes of this ‘film’ and hear what God has to say to us for today.

1) There’s the Mystery of Providence (v1-4)

King Herod begins to arrest Christians in Jerusalem. He succeeds in capturing and killing the Apostle James. When he sees that this pleases the Jewish leaders he arrests Peter and intends to kill him after the Feast. But the Lord is going to perform a miracle for Peter and set him free. Why didn’t he do it for James too? Did the church pray for him too? Probably. Did God have the power? Certainly. So why is James killed and Peter released? I’m sure the believers wondered about this. But no explanation is given. It’s a vivid reminder that though we are taught in the bible that God is sovereign, we do not always understand his ways. God does not always explain why certain things happen in his providence. There’s a mystery to his ways, and Christians must learn to live with this mystery. Part of the life of faith means trusting God ‘in the dark.’     
Do you remember Job in the OT? God allowed Satan to inflict Job with several disasters, so the Job is left bereft of his children, his health and wealth. His so-called friends come to speak with him. They all try to solve the mystery of Job’s experience: ‘This has happened to you because you must have sinned.’ Of course, they were wrong. They tried to fit life’s experience into a certain grid, an automatic cause-and-effect process. They leave no room for mystery. They don’t say, “Job, we don’t understand why this has happened, but we’re here for you. How can we help?” Finally God vindicates Job, but he is never given an explanation for his suffering.

It’s true that our Father trains (disciplines) his children. Jesus never promised his followers a trouble-free life. But he teaches us to trust him and his heavenly Father. Perhaps you have been through an experience where you have asked God, “Why did you do this? Why didn’t you listen to my prayers?” You weren’t rebelling against him, but seeking to follow him. Perhaps you feel God has let you down. I hope that God will give you the grace to trust him in the dark. Behind a frowning providence, he hides a smiling face. And as Christians we must resist the frequent temptation to offer an explanation to others for everything that happens to them. Be careful. There is mystery.
2) There’s the Ministry of Prayer (v5, 12-13)

So James is killed; Peter is on death-row, but the church was earnestly praying to God for him (v5). The sense here is that the believers kept on praying for days. Later we discover where they met: the house of Mary, the mother of John (v12). Note that the church is not a building, but the gathering of Christian believers. Wherever the church meets, God has promised to meet with them. Even though James has been killed they don’t give up. They keep praying earnestly for Peter’s situation. They pray because they care about Peter and the gospel. They pray because they believe in the God who answers prayer (though he does much more than they ask or imagine!). They pray at night, though they are probably tired. They pray because they feel their weakness. This is the mark of a faithful church. They believe God and engage in the ministry of prayer. 
In a football team there are different team positions: goalkeeper, forward, midfield and defence. Not every player is called to do the same job for the team. In a rugby team there are big heavy forwards and smaller, faster wingers. Not every player functions in the same way. Good teams have people playing in their right positions.

God’s church is a bit like that. He gives different gifts and ministries to different people. None of us has all the gifts. But here is something every believer can be involved in: the ministry of prayer. Prayer is sometimes like jogging: harder to do on your own. Let me ask you some questions: do you believe in the God who answers prayer? Do you believe that God hears his children crying out to him? Do you believe that God wants his church to be a praying church? Do you care about the glory of God and the name of Jesus Christ? Do you want others to come to know him? And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints. Pray also for me… (Ephesians 6:18). One thing I was asked to do when I accepted the call to come here as pastor was to encourage a praying church. I recommend the prayer meeting to you. If it’s at an inconvenient time, we’ll change it. But let’s be part of this ministry.
3) There’s the Miracle of Power (v6-11)

Really there are two miracles here. Firstly there’s the miracle of peace. Peter is facing his execution the next day and he is sleeping like a baby! The angel has to strike him to wake him up! This is the supernatural peace the Lord gives to his children when they face death. Peter believed that his Lord had gone to prepare a place for him (John 14:2). His death, though painful, would be a gateway to Christ’s presence. So God gives his servant peace. But God determines the day of our death, and Peter’s wasn’t going to be at the hands of Herod. So an angel is sent to release Peter from his chains and free him from prison. At the time Peter thinks it’s a vision (v9); only when he finds himself in the street does he realise what has happened (v11). This was nothing less than a supernatural intervention of God – a miracle of power indeed. God did the ‘impossible’.
In the 1920’s Cornelius Martens, a Baptist pastor in the former Soviet Union, was arrested and interrogated by the local Communist Party boss. The order was given to strip Martens, but he told them that he would undress himself and added, “I don’t fear to die, for I shall be going home to the Lord. If He has decided my hour hasn’t come, you can’t do me any harm here.” This infuriated the boss who raised his revolver to shoot Martens, but his finger froze on the trigger. He tried to shoot three times, but failed. An official informed the boss, “He is a Baptist. Can’t you see God is fighting for him?” The boss ordered Martens to get out and stay away! (Dale Ralph Davis, 2 Kings p. 22) 
Incidents like these encourage the Lord’s people. It’s wonderful to be a Christian! As you trust in the Lord he gives you his peace: I know who holds the future, and he’ll guide me with his hand/With God things don’t just happen, everything by him is planned/So as I face tomorrow, with its problems large or small/I’ll trust the God of miracles, give to him my all. This is the peace of God. We also must believe that God can make a way, where there seems to be no way. He’s mightier than any king or government, however hostile they are to the Church. He is able to deliver and protect his people. He can provide a meeting-place for us. Never limit God’s power!
4) There’s the Man God Punishes (v18-23) 

This king is aged 34. He’s at the height of his powers. At his word men live or die (as the guards discover v19). At his word nations prosper or suffer: the leaders of Tyre and Sidon want to make peace with him because they depend on Israel for their food supply (v20). So once Herod gives his speech from his throne, the people flatter him by shouting: This is the voice of a god, not of a man (v22). Herod receives their worship, but immediately…an angel of the Lord struck him down, and he was eaten by worms and died (v23). Josephus, the Jewish historian, records that Herod died of a painful illness at this time (AD 44). The bible explains the event as a judgement from God, because he did not give praise to God (v23). The Lord has been very patient with Herod up to now, even after he killed James. Peter’s release had been a warning. Now God says, “Enough is enough!” Herod goes too far and God strikes him down in his prime. 

I’m reminded of the parable Jesus told about the farmer whose harvest increased: What shall I do?...I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones…and I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.” Jesus continued: But God said to him, “You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you, then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?” This is how it will be for anyone who stores up riches for himself but is not rich towards God (Luke 12:18).

What do Herod and the rich man have in common? They fail to give God his rightful place. You may never be a king like Herod, but you can be a god in your own eyes – putting yourself at the centre, craving power and praise. You may never be rich like the rich man – but you can fail to praise and thank God for his gifts. You can pursue money as a god. Let’s be clear, God’s wrath is against those who neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him (Romans 1:21). Yet God is very patient. He gives you many blessings and warnings as signs of his presence: the birth of a child, a wonderful meal, a narrow escape, a recovery from illness. He will judge us all for the way we’ve responded to him and his Son Jesus Christ.

Have you ever played the game called ‘spot the difference’? There are two pictures side by side. They look similar but there are maybe 5 differences you have to look for. 
In this chapter we have two people – similar as human beings, created in God’s image. Both of them are sinners. Both deserve God’s judgment. Both of their lives are in God’s hands. Neither can escape from God. They are just like you and me.
So can you spot the difference?

a) Peter has a Saviour – Jesus Christ; Herod has no-one.

b) Peter serves the Lord (that’s why he’s in prison); Herod serves himself.

c) Peter has peace with God; Herod faces the punishment of God.

These are big differences. What about you? Who are you like? If you see that you are more like Herod at the moment, then there’s time to repent and to turn to the Lord. But you need to do so quickly, because you don’t know how much more time you have left.

Conclusion (v24)
There’s a final encouragement here for all who know the Lord. Herod tried to snuff out the church and silence God’s word, but God snuffed him out. The word of God continued to increase and spread, despite the opposition of men and Satan. That, I believe, is continuing today wherever the Church prays and preaches the gospel. The powers of darkness will not prevail. Let us pray that we may see the word of God continuing to increase and spread here in Torino and throughout the world! 

