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A Real Power Surge
Acts 12:1-19

How man would agree that being without power can be a real inconvenience, especially if the power outage lasts several days?  A severe storm whips up with high winds or lightning or what we fear in winter in an ice storm. Transformers blow or trees break power lines or lightning overloads the system with a power surge causing a loss of power.

You may well remember the Northeast power blackout of 2003.  At the time it was the second most widespread electrical blackout in history.  It affected an estimated 10 million people in Ontario and 45 million people in eight U.S. states.  Maybe you were one of those affected.  We were among the fortunate ones with power in Flint.  Increased energy demand due to high ambient temperatures created an overload.  Many electric plant backup generator systems failed.  Consequently as one power station sought power from another station that station was then left with insufficient power and so on throughout the region leaving a large area without power.  Water systems lost pressure due to the lack of electricity forcing residents to boil water for safety.  Transportation by rail was interrupted.  Power outage's effecting international air transport and financial markets were widespread.  The demand was greater than the available supply.  An overload occurred and the lights went out.  
There is in the Christian life a need for power as well.  You can’t get it through wind turbines or electrical currents or combustion engines or any other kind of man-made or natural sources.  It is a source of power that comes only through a direct connection with the divine power source, the Lord Himself.  Just as Jesus explained that a branch cannot hope to receive what it needs to grow if it is detached from the vine, so we cannot hope to have this power if we are detached, so to speak, from the Lord.  Our passage today in Acts 12:1-19 provides a wonderful example of what can happen when properly connected to the power source.  There is a real power surge when God’s people pray.  
I’m reminded about how important being connected to a power source is by relating a story from someone who worked in the IT department.  He received a call from a distraught secretary.  Her printer was not working.  He attempted to trouble shoot over the phone, even having her uninstall and install the program for the printer, but to no avail.  He went to her office checked a few things in her system then reached down and plugged the power chord into the wall outlet. No connection, no power.  

It is during times of personal crisis that we find out whether or not we are adequately connected to our divine power source.  Oh, there is nothing wrong with the power source on God’s end, it all has to do with us.  Our account in Acts 12:1-19 provides some valuable lessons on ensuring that our connection to God through prayer is (pardon the pun) current.

We have noticed through our study in Acts a peculiar cycle of events.  It is the same phenomenon that occurs even today.  Where the growth of the church exists, there summarily occurs persecution. When and where persecution happens the church, the body of Christ, sees both spiritual and numerical growth.  Many strategists would advocate divide and conquer tactic when facing its opposition, but for some reason that scheme does not work with the church.  Where there are attempts to divide the church through persecution, it seems to get stronger and even grows.  After all, from the words of Jesus Himself, even the gates of hell will not be able to repel the advance of the church.
In this passage we are once again met with an open attack on the church.  Notice three points.  

The decision for persecution on the church

The determination in prayer by the church

The deliverance of Peter for the church

I. THE DECISION FOR PERSECUTION ON THE CHURCH – v. 1-4

Luke has just related to us how the church had spread to Antioch and was growing so rapidly that Barnabas having led the church thus far needed additional help and so sought out Saul to assist in the ministry.  Again we are reminded in 11:19 that it was due to persecution that the church spread to this region in the first place.
It is during this time of growth in Antioch that Luke returns to events that are occurring in Jerusalem.  The Herods were a cruel bunch.  They were a murderous, power grabbing lot.  It was Herod the Great who had all infant boys 2 years and younger murdered after the wise men visited in an attempt to ensure that this newborn king wouldn’t make it to take his throne.  It was Herod Antipas who had John the Baptist beheaded and to whom Jesus was sent by Pilate to have tried according to Jewish law.
This Herod in 12:1, Agrippa I.  He was a popular king with the Jews.  Persecution was still occurring in Jerusalem and we see here that King Herod arrested some of the Christians in order to gain favor with the Jews.  Because Jews made up a large portion of the population he wanted to appease them as best he could for political purposes.  Among those who were arrested was the Apostle James, brother of John.  As a way of testing his favor with the Jews, he had James killed with the sword.  This section provides us with some insight into the significant growth of the church in Jerusalem.  They had become an identified group, a group the Jews hated.  
Why was there this attack on Christians?  It pleased the Jews.  Make the majority of the people happy and they’ll follow you willingly.  So favorable was this to both Herod and the Jews that the next person on his hit list was Peter.  Luke gives an important piece of information regarding the timing of his arrest.  Our passage indicates that Peter was arrested during the Passover.  Herod was not a religious man and though part Jew did not adhere to Jewish laws but he knew the Jews well enough that he wanted to continue to make them happy so he was willing to wait until after the Passover to put Peter to death.  
Peter was put into prison, in an inner chamber and guarded heavily.  Four groups of four soldiers were assigned to guard him.  There would be four shifts of six hours each in which two were chained to him and two stood outside the prison cell.  It’s possible that someone remembered that Peter had been imprisoned about eight years earlier only to have been miraculously released and so they sought to ensure his incarceration would not end with the same results (Acts 5:19-24).  They doubled the guard to avoid a similar escape.

Since my Dad has retired from ministry at Barakel he has worked part time for the Sheriff’s department.  Among his duties he transports prisoners to and from other jails. On occasion he has to transport prisoners to Jackson State Penitentiary.  About this maximum security facility he describes his experience in this way: You drive up to the gate and wait your turn.  One vehicle enters and drops off or picks up a prisoner and then exits.  Then the next one drives in.  The gate opens and you drive through.  The gate closes behind you.  An officer waits for you and together the prisoner is escorted through another locked door.  The door is unlocked and opened, you enter, and that door is closed behind you and locked.  The next door is unlocked and opened, you enter, and that door is closed and locked behind you.  That’s the way it is until the prisoner reaches the processing area where the prisoner is handed over to the guards at Jackson.  
Peter is securely shut up in prison with no hope of escape from deep within the prison.  A new wave of persecution is occurring in Jerusalem all because a power hungry king wanted to please his constituents. The situation seems dismal.  There appears to be no way out of this.  All hope seems gone.  What will the church do?  What can they do?  The decision for persecution had a direct bearing on the leadership of the church in Jerusalem.
Notice the response of the church in verse 5.

II. THE DETERMINATION IN PRAYER BY THE CHURCH – v. 5 

The Passover feast was eight days long.  During this time the church was praying and not just praying, they were fervently praying.  Someone said that when “Peter was bound, prayer was loosed.”  When someone is bound by illness or personal needs or even sin are the prayers of the church loosed?
The church was earnestly or fervently praying.  Fervency has the idea of great energy or intensity.  E. M. Bounds describes fervent prayer as being red hot.  It literally means to stretch out as one would stretch out a muscle to its limit, to be strained.  Fervency means persistence or perseverance in a continuous manner.  They didn’t give up.  Fervent prayer is how Jesus prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane.   This kind of prayer is labor intensive.
Jesus gives us a wonderful illustration in Luke 18 of persevering in prayer how that “men ought always to pray and not faint.”  A judge in a particular city who did not fear God was continually badgered by a woman who sought justice.  She persevered to the point where the judge finally decided to avenge her because he reasoned that her perseverance would eventually wear him out.  Through this example he encourages His disciples to continual, persevering prayer.
James 5:17 relates the story of Elijah praying earnestly that it might not rain and the rains were held back for three years.  How fervent are we in prayer?  How long are we willing to be intense and intent in prayer?  “Men ought always to pray and not faint.”
In this New Year what is it that are you going to lay hold of God for asking of Him only what He can do?  If there is something, then get to it, don’t delay.

Their prayers were specific.  The passage says they were praying “for him,” for Peter.  How specific are you in your prayers?  For that matter, how much of our praying is specifically for someone other than us?  Or do we tend to pray only for me and mine?  We must get beyond the vague generalities of prayer to the Lord and narrow down what it is we want the Lord to do on behalf of others.  According to James 5:16 we are commanded to pray for one another.  Their prayers were not selfish, they were selfless.  They were on behalf of someone else.  So who will you commit to praying for this year?  How will you commit to pray for them?  What specific things have you heard that they need that you can pray about?  Keep in mind that the best things to pray for someone are in Scripture, to pray for spiritual growth and godly character.  A good place to start is Philippians 1:9-11.  
As you read about the persecuted church and pray for those who are imprisoned for their faith – be specific.

Pray for their health.
Pray for their mental well being.

Pray for their spiritual stamina.

Pray for their faith to stand strong against torture or threats or hard labor or lack of amenities.

Pray they will be able to fellowship and be encouraged by other believers in prison.

Pray they will be a witness to other prisoners and share their faith with the prison guards.

Pray for their families who have to eke out a living without a main provider.

Pray for any children that they might be safe.

Pray specifically for others as the church gives us example in prayer for Peter while he was in prison.

Their prayers were also heaven bound.  Don’t think for a moment that all prayers are to God.  Many people pray and many of those say they pray to God, but are their prayers to the God of heaven and earth?  We need to remember that prayer needs to be directed to God who is the only God who can both hear and answer our requests.  Elijah gives us a good illustration of this when on Mount Carmel he challenged the priests of Baal to a prayer match.  The God to answer with fire by consuming the sacrifice would be declared God.  The priests of Baal prayed and wailed all day, chanting and invoking Baal to answer.  They danced around the sacrifice.  They cried out in agony.  They cut themselves with knives to appease Baal.  They cried louder just in case he was far away.  Silence.  Elijah gave a simple prayer and God answered.  Only He can hear.  Only He can respond.  Is it to this God that you pray?  Is it to the Almighty God that you take your petitions because He is the only One capable of responding?  Remember that with God all things are possible. 
Jeremiah 32:17 – “Ah, Lord God!  Behold Thou hast created the heavens and the earth with Thy great power and stretched out arm and there is nothing to hard for Thee.”

Do we believe in that God who is able to do all things?  Do we really understand to whom it is we pray?  Do we pray like we believe it?  Their earnest prayers were specific about Peter to God.

Their prayers were united.  Collectively as a group they had a singular focus.  As they prayed together it was about Peter.  I am reminded in Acts 1:13-14 how after Jesus ascended to heaven, the disciples went into Jerusalem as they were instructed and while there it says “they continued with one accord in prayer…” (KJV)  “They joined together constantly.” (NIV)  They knit their hearts together for one purpose, to pray for Peter.
Can we be like that church and rally together in prayer for a common need, a common purpose?

Is there a common focus that we as a church can rally around in this New Year?  
Can we be united to pray for more families with small children?

Can we be united to pray about how to move forward with property we own 3 miles north of here?

Can we be united to pray for greater spiritual growth of our people?

Can we be united to pray for specific physical or relational needs of people or for the salvation of particular friends or family members?
What is it we can be united about in prayer in 2011 as a church?
What will God lay on your heart to pray about in this coming year that only He can do?

I Thessalonians 5:17 reminds us that we are to pray without ceasing.  Let’s keep at our prayers.  Let’s not become weary in praying, but stick to it.  Don’t think that if we have prayed about something once or twice we have somehow done our duty and we’re done with it.  These believers held a prayer vigil on behalf of Peter that he might be released.  
Keep these verses in mind though as we pray.

Psalm 34:15 “The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and His ears are attentive to their cry.”

Psalm 66:18 “If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have listened.”  If I treasure sin, or value it, or prize it, or take pleasure in it, the Lord’s ear will not hear, the Lord’s hand will not bend to answer.
Husbands, I Peter 3:7 notes that if our relationship with our wife is not what it should be our prayers will not be answered.
James 5:16 reminds that God answers the prayers of the righteous.  “The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much.” (KJV) “The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.” (NIV)  That’s why James goes on to say that Elijah could have the rains held back for three years.  It wasn’t just to whom he prayed, knowing that God could do what he requested, but it was because he was a righteous man.  He strove to be obedient to God, to live pleasing to God.  Are we God-honoring in our lives?
Think for just a moment about the power of a praying church.  Think for just a moment about the power of a praying church where its people are righteous.  A praying church is powerful.  I’m not talking only about people who pray.  I’ve no doubt that you pray, but are we bound together in prayer?  Do we gather to pray?  When we are together do we pray? Are we united in our prayer?  Are we a righteous people that God will hear our prayer?  Are we that kind of church?

A PRAYING CHURCH IS POWERFUL

So is there anything that is hindering God from answering the prayers of our church?

There are a couple more key components about prayer that we must keep in mind and it is evident in the next section of verses as we ponder our final point for this morning.
III. THE DELIVERANCE OF PETER FOR THE CHURCH – v. 6-19

The church had been praying fervently to God about Peter.  The prayers of God’s people were heard and God dispatched an angel in answer to their prayers.  Notice importantly that it was the night before Peter was to be executed.  Here’s an important point about prayer we need to keep ever in mind: God’s timing in answer to prayer isn’t always in our timing.  Do I have a witness on that?  Our timing for God to answer is right now.  Answer quickly God, we need You right away on this.  

Romans 11:33 “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable are His judgments and His ways past finding out.”

It’s stated similarly in the Old Testament in Isaiah 55:8-9 “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways My ways, saith the Lord.  For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways, and My thoughts than your thoughts.”  We can never figure God out.  He doesn’t do things the way we would do them and neither does He necessarily do things the same way twice.  Would you agree with me on that?  He answers in His time and according to His perfect will not for our benefit but His benefit for His glory.  
One day Jesus healed a blind man.  His disciples later asked Him, who sinned that he should be born blind.  Jesus responded that no one sinned causing the man to be born blind.  He was born blind so that in his healing God would get the glory.  

After Jesus had heard about the death of Lazarus, Jesus commented that the death of His friend was for the glory of God.

Peter was in prison and would be miraculously released so that two things could occur.  The first is so that He could get the glory for an act that could only be done through him.  Peter wasn’t released on good behavior and neither did a silver tongued, well dressed lawyer get him off on a technicality.   An angel of the Lord came, slapped him on the side to wake him up and unlocking the chains and the gates sprung Peter from the pokey.  It was all God on behalf of the requests of His people.  God got all the credit and all the praise.

Peter had prayed about it and was at peace.  He would later write that we should cast all our care on Him (God) because He cares for us.  (I Peter 5:7)

Philippians 4:6-7

The second important truth to remember about the answer to this prayer request is to show that God can do all things, to help us see that we need to pray fervently so that He can answer mightily.  So as I have challenged us to pray more fervently in this New Year for specific things, let me also add that we should pray for big things that only God can do, so that when they are answered God get’s the glory for it and we get a better glimpse at how big God is.
I find it important to note that the same angel who loosed the shackles also told Peter to put on his shoes and his garments.  God will do for us what we cannot do, but He expects us to do what is in our power or ability to do.  When Peter walked through each gate and past each posted guard at the assistance of the angel, he made it to the street.  It was only when he had reached safety that the angel was no longer needed and Peter was on his own.  The miracle was ended because Peter could make it to his destination.

He went to the place where people were praying.  A knock on the door roused the servant girl, Rhoda, from prayer.  She inquired as to who was at the door.  Notice she didn’t open the door because it states she recognized his voice.  Excited to an obvious answer for what they had been praying for she didn’t open the door and let him in, instead she ran back in and interrupted the prayer meeting.  They thought she was crazy and had only seen his ghost, perhaps thinking that it had come as a way of showing he had already been put to death.  Peter kept knocking.  As a group they went to see for themselves.  Remember that persecution landed many in jail and they perhaps feared the same.  When they found that it was in fact Peter, they were all so very excited.  Peter quieted them down and told them how their prayers were answered.

Here’s another key point about prayer.  We need to pray in faith.  They did not believe.  They lacked faith and yet God answered their prayers in spite of their lack of faith.  The answer to their prayer came right to their door and they refused to believe.  Do you think the prayer life of that church changed after this miracle?  Let me ask you this: are you surprised when God answers a prayer?  I think that shows a lack of faith.  I think that when we lack faith in our prayer we dishonor God because we believe either He can’t or He won’t.  
Hebrews 11:6 “But without faith it is impossible to Him; for he that comet to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarded of those who diligently (perseveringly, fervently) seek Him.”      

Paul exhorts all men to pray everywhere lifting up holy hands (remember if I cherish iniquity in my heart God won’t hear my prayer), without doubting. (I Timothy 2:8)
Pray fervently.

Pray specifically.

Pray to God.

Pray that regardless of how the request is answered that God will be glorified.

Pray in faith, believing that God can answer.

Pray in patience waiting for God’s timing.

How will your prayers change in 2011?  What has you bound today that can only be handled when prayer is loosed?  Are you rightly connected to the only power source that can be delivered or is there something that is causing a short in the connection?
Before I close and we join together around the Lord’s Table for communion I want to ask one more question.  It is for those who may be here without Christ as Savior.  In order for Peter to be saved from physical death, he had to get up and follow the angel through the gate to the outside.  It says to me that there is only one gate through which we can pass in order to be saved.  That gate is Jesus.  He is the only way you can have eternal life.  We must choose to trust Him.  Will you today by faith believe that He died for your sins, repent of them and trust that only He can save?  Don’t put it off.

D.L. Moody once preached a stirring sermon and ended with an invitation for people to consider overnight their eternal destiny and on the next day when they met to give their lives to Christ.  That night the great Chicago fire broke out and a number who heard him preach that day died in the fire having never given their life to Christ.  From then on his preaching changed and never left it for them to think overnight but pleaded that “today if you hear His voice, don’t harden your heart.”  Don’t put your trust in anything else.  Trust only in Christ and do so today.

Is there someone today who needs to commit to Christ for salvation?
Is there anyone today who will commit to more fervent prayer in this New Year?

