June 2, 2019
Acts 16:16-34
Disruptive Information
Innovative ideas can be hard to perceive and accept. But in time, old frameworks give way to new ones. 

AT A GLANCE: 
You don’t hear many people complaining about the post office losing business or expressing sympathy for the manufacturers of No. 10 envelopes. Both the post office business and the envelope business have seen sales plummet since the advent of electronic mail in the late 1990s. Change is usually disruptive. We may grumble at first, but we wouldn’t have it any other way. It’s life, and we see it happening in the Bible. If we pay attention, it could be happening in our spiritual lives as well.

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Jesus on Mergers and Acquisitions,” May 8, 2016. 

Often, when change happens, it totally disrupts the world as we know it. Change is inconvenient and disruptive.
· Democracy disrupted monarchy. 
· The automobile disrupted horse breeders. 
· Email disrupted the postal service and the envelope manufacturers. 
· Personal computers put typewriter companies out of business.
· And remember stereos, reel-to-reel tape recorders and players, VCRs and cassette tapes?
We could go on. Sometimes, new industries are generated while other businesses fail. Still, we wouldn’t have it any other way. As one writer says, “Few people are crying that Edison put lantern makers/sellers out of business.”
And the disruption continues. It comes to us today in the form of the devices we carry around on our wrists, or in pockets or purses. Sensors, cloud infrastructure, data and business intelligence tools, AI, robotics, nanomaterials, biotech, bioinformatics, quantum computing and the Internet of Things — all are changing, transforming and disrupting.
We find disruptive information and change in the Bible, too.
Think of the angel of the Lord appearing to Moses in a sagebrush bonfire. Because he can’t believe his eyes, Moses stops dead in his tracks to “look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not burned up.” Then God speaks to him out of the bush, and Moses says, “Here I am” (Exodus 3:1-4).
Think of Peter, James and John on a mountaintop with Jesus, and suddenly he is transfigured before them. The appearance of his face changes, and his clothes become dazzling white. What is happening? Then the disciples get help from “the cloud”: A voice says, “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” (Luke 9:28-35).
Or how about Easter morning? The women find the stone rolled away from the tomb, but when they go in, they cannot find the body of Jesus. They stare, not comprehending. Then two men in dazzling clothes tell them that Jesus has risen, and they take this news to the disciples and all the rest (Luke 24:1-9). And the world is never the same.
A burning bush. 
The transfiguration. 
The empty tomb. 
All three are examples of disruptive information. And notice that all three examples involve images of light or brightness — perhaps auguring that what was about to happen would somehow bring enlightenment, or, at the very least, a hint that a new paradigm was about to be launched. And in each case, after an initial time of confusion, the old framework gives way to a new one.

Something new also emerges in Acts, when the apostle Paul and his companion Silas arrive in the city of Philippi, a Roman colony. After Paul drives a spirit out of a slave girl, he and Silas are dragged before the authorities. The slave girl’s handlers are angry that her spirit of divination has been removed, cutting deeply into their fortune-telling profits. 
“These men are disturbing our city,” they say. “They are Jews and are advocating customs that are not lawful for us as Romans to adopt or observe.” Paul and Silas are given a severe flogging, and then are thrown into prison. The jailer puts them in the innermost cell and fastens their feet in the stocks. 
Paul and Silas pass the time by praying and singing hymns to God. Then, at midnight, a violent earthquake opens the doors of the prison and unfastens everyone’s chains. The jailer assumes his prisoners have escaped, and with a deep sense of shame he draws his sword to kill himself. But Paul calls out and urges him not to harm himself, since the prisoners are all still present. Calling for lights, the jailer rushes in and falls down trembling before Paul and Silas. 
As Thomas Kuhn would say, “Novelty emerges only with difficulty.” The jailer clearly struggles to wrap his head around what his eyes and ears are telling him. When an earthquake shakes loose prison doors, prisoners are supposed to escape.
So, why are these prisoners still here? 
In this time of confusion, the jailer’s old framework gives way to a new one. He brings Paul and Silas outside and asks, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” They instruct him to believe in Jesus Christ, and then both he and his household are baptized. The story ends with the jailer showing hospitality to Paul and Silas by throwing a celebratory feast (vv. 16-34). 
In every time and place, the Christian faith is a constant source of disruptive information. As an innovative idea, it stresses us, surprises us, confuses us and then — once accepted — changes our lives.
In the same way, this story from Acts helps us grasp the stress and transformation of Christian living. Each element of the story contains a piece of disruptive information that can change our lives.
	
Disruption One: You are valued for who you are, not for what you do. After the midnight earthquake, the jailer feels deeply embarrassed that he has lost his prisoners. In noble Roman fashion, he draws his sword to commit suicide. But Paul shouts, “Do not harm yourself” (v. 28). The jailer then rushes into the cellblock, falling down before Paul and Silas. Bringing them outside, he asks them, “What must I do to be saved?” They answer, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household” (vv. 29-31).
Although we do not live in a first-century Roman colony, we tend to share the jailer’s belief that our value is based on what we do. If we fail to achieve success in school or in work, we feel worthless. A study from the University of Oxford found more than 10,000 “economic suicides” were due to the recession that hit the United States, Canada and Europe in the years 2008-2010. And think of the murder-suicides that wipe out entire families because someone felt he was a failure and preferred to send his wife and children to eternity to keep them from watching him slide into failure and depression, unable to provide for his family.
Many of us believe our value is based on our performance, and most of us, it’s true, are not tempted to end it all. But still, when we face failure, there’s no doubt a small voice somewhere deep inside whispers that we’re total losers.
God says, “Your value is based on who you are, not on what you do.” Each of us is a precious child of God with worth that comes from being made in the image and likeness of God. This is true whether we fail as students, office workers or jailers.
Disruption Two: You are saved through your faith in Jesus, not by the gods of success, beauty and popularity. After hearing the word of the Lord, the jailer washes the wounds of Paul and Silas. He and his family are baptized, and then he brings everyone into his house and throws a feast. The jailer and his whole family rejoice that he has become a believer in God (vv. 32-34). 
Although we do not think of ourselves as pagans, we have to admit that we fall down in front of a lot of false gods today. “We burn incense at the altar of success and beauty and popularity,” writes Meg Hunter-Kilmer on the Aleteia website. “We bow down before soccer and standardized tests and sleepover parties. … Maybe it’s the gods your parents worshipped or the gods of the culture you live in, but if you’re anything like me, your life is filled with idols.”
To his credit, the jailer falls down before two faithful Christians, Paul and Silas. He trades his faith in the Roman gods for faith in Jesus the Christ, putting his trust in the One who can truly save him.
Disruption Three: Faith is never entirely personal, but leads you to serve others and practice hospitality. Paul was certainly correct to say to the Romans, “If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Romans 10:9). This is true, no doubt about it. 
But like everything in the Bible, such a truth can create confusion. The problem with this verse is that it gives the impression that faith is primarily an individual commitment, a relationship between the individual and Jesus.
The jailer in Philippi sees a larger truth, which is that personal faith leads to communal action. He immediately serves Paul and Silas by washing their wounds. And then he practices Christian hospitality by throwing a feast for his guests and his household.
Christian life is full of disruptive information. When we see God at work in our lives, we begin by trying to make sense of it. Then we get overwhelmed and wonder if our eyes are playing tricks on us. Finally, when we accept it, we find that our old framework gives way to a new one.

You are valued for who you are. You are saved through your faith in Jesus. Faith leads you to serve others and practice hospitality. Such truths emerge only with difficulty. 
But when they do, they change everything.
Henry G. Brinton, Dan L. Flanagan, James E. Graeser Jr., Richard Osborne, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Exchanging the hope of making money for the hope of life in Christ
· Praying and singing when you feel imprisoned
· Offering grace to our jailers
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Psalm 97
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 97 is an artful, worshipful assemblage of themes found also in other biblical passages. Several psalms honor the Lord as king. A number of biblical passages join Psalm 97’s puzzling declarations of praise: “All gods bow down before [the LORD]” (v. 7b) and “You are exalted far above all gods” (v. 9), for example. But in various OT periods, even faithful Israelites who worshiped solely Yahweh, the Lord God of Israel, acknowledged that people of other nations (and some Israelites) worshiped other gods and goddesses. Biblical writers asserted Yahweh’s superiority and majesty over all other gods, real or supposed. Clouds, thick darkness, fire, lightning, changes to mountains, etc., express God’s glory (vv. 2-6; and Psalm 18:7-14). Such theophanic images are similar to those in Exodus 19:16 ff. (Moses) and 1 Kings 19:11-12 (Elijah), both at Mount Sinai/Horeb. Responses to the Lord’s awesome glory vary. The earth trembles (writhes in fear, v. 4), idolaters are put to shame (v. 7) and all gods bow down before him (v. 7b). Yet Zion (Jerusalem) is “glad” (samah) and the towns of Judah “rejoice” (gil). God esteems righteousness and justice, and God loves and looks out for those who are faithful and righteous.  See Charles Wesley’s “Rejoice, the Lord Is King.” 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Whom the Lord Loves. One way to preach a psalm is to look at the psalm in its entirety and deal with it as a whole. This approach reveals the general theme of the psalm and permits the preacher to examine its structure and components. Another strategy is to look for a striking expression or assertion, grab it and use it as a gateway to a larger theme. This latter approach is possible with this psalm. See verse 10, “The LORD loves those who hate evil.” Discuss. Who else or what else does the Lord love? Not only does the Lord love those who hate evil, but the Lord loves justice (Isaiah 61:8). It’s a small leap to infer that if God loves justice, God loves those who also love justice — and hate evil. What else? The Lord loves the righteous (Psalm 146:8). This verse is set in the middle of God’s care for the blind, the widow and orphan and the prisoners. God loves those who observe the commandments of God (see John 14:21). God loves the world (John 3:16). The preacher might conclude with 2 Corinthians 9:7, “God loves a cheerful giver.” Sit down and take the offering. 
*Homiletics has treated this text once. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Psalm in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21
What Does the Text Say?
The concluding words of Revelation express hope for those who remain faithful in the midst of persecution, include several majestic descriptors of Jesus and offer a resolute invitation to all. The promise — “See, I am coming soon; my reward is with me, to repay according to everyone’s work” (v. 12) — summarizes Revelation’s hope. Despite all earthly appearances, Jesus vows that he will come again and rescue “those who wash their robes, so that they will have the right to the tree of life and may enter the city by the gates” (v. 14; cf. vv. 1-2). Jesus can honor this pledge because he is “the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end” (v. 13). Furthermore, “everyone who is thirsty” — “anyone who wishes” is to come and drink of “the water of life,” for it is God’s gracious gift (v. 17). As Revelation ends, John returns to the opening refrain of his concluding doxology. “The one who testifies to these things says, ‘Surely I am coming soon.’ Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!” (v. 20; cf. 1:1, 3; 3:11; 22:7). When Jesus finally comes, John’s closing prayer will be answered, for “the grace of the Lord Jesus [will truly] be with all the saints” (v. 21).

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
The Second Coming of Jesus Christ. So, when was the last time you preached a sermon on the Second Coming? Thought so. This text is a perfect opportunity to do so. Why? Because this text, the last verses of the biblical canon, allows you to do so without getting into weird theological speculation about when it is going to happen, the signs of its imminent occurrence, issues of pre-, mid-, post- and amillennialism or a pre-tribulation rapture, etc. All that stuff is irrelevant here. Moreover, most communion liturgies make a reference to the Second Coming. So, it makes sense to talk about the elephant in the room — that something about which we seldom talk. These verses might remind you of a childhood scene in which you are at the door. Grandma and Grandpa have just arrived, and they are going to take care of you for a while. On the sidewalk and about to get into the 1956 Chevy are Mom and Dad, and Mom is waving goodbye to you and saying, “Don’t worry, now. I’m coming back. Be good! Be sure to do what I said, okay? And when I come back — which will be soon — I will have a present for you, something special, okay? I love you” (vv. 7, 12). The Bible ends with this promise that God in Christ is coming back. There is hope. There will be a reward. In the meantime, we must be faithful to our training. We must “keep the words.” And when the return occurs, it is going to be wonderful and glorious.
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Revelation in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

John 17:20-26
What Does the Text Say?
At the close of his final prayer before his arrest, Jesus turns his attention to the followers whom he has not met. He prays for those who hear about Jesus through the message of the disciples and who then believe in him. He asks that, like the disciples, they might be sanctified in truth (v. 19). In addition, he prays that they will be included in the abiding unity of the Father and the Son. When they are, the world will see and believe that Jesus was truly sent by God. Jesus will give to them his glory, so that they themselves can abide in unity. Through this chain of mutually abiding witnesses, the world will see that in sending Jesus, God was showing his love for them. The love that God has for them is equal to his love for Jesus. Jesus prays that after future believers present their unified witness upon earth, God might allow them to reside in the place where Jesus is. There they will see his glory, which is a gift from God who loved him before the time the world was founded. 	Jesus confesses to his righteous Father that the world does not know him. Nevertheless, Jesus knows him. Moreover, those who believe in Jesus know that God sent Jesus. To them, Jesus has revealed the name of his Father and will continue to reveal it. As he makes known who God is, he passes on God’s love to his followers by giving them his very self. The loving relationship Jesus shares with his Father widens to include those who believe in him, and could eventually include the whole world.
	
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
The Real Lord’s Prayer. The verses of today’s gospel reading are the final verses of the true “Lord’s Prayer” — a prayer that begins in verse 1: “Father, the hour has come.” This high priestly prayer has three sections. The first section (vv. 1-5) has Jesus praying for himself. The second section (vv. 6-19) has Jesus praying for his disciples. The third and final section (vv. 20-26) has Jesus praying for the church universal. Verse 21, “that they may all be one,” is an example of a phrase of Jesus that has become, to many, a cliché — and, as such, has become the rallying cry for the ecumenical actions among many of today’s denominations. Since the ecumenical implications of verses 21-23 were scarcely in Jesus’ mind, it is important that this passage be examined in the context of Jesus’ whole prayer, and his hope for the witness that would follow his death. Unless we believe that Jesus foresaw the future denominations of his church and left us a nifty slogan, we should search for Jesus’ original meaning, despite the fact that many have found an ecumenical challenge here in John’s gospel. For John, “oneness” is a central symbol. Jesus and the Father are one (10:30; 17:11), and Jesus desires all who come to faith to be one (vv. 21, 23). There is to be one flock and one shepherd (10:16). Even Jesus’ seamless robe (19:23-24) and the untorn net (21:11) show this oneness in John's gospel. The work of Jesus has been to gather the people, save them and unite them into one. When Jesus prays that the disciples will be one, he asks that they may all live in God, as Jesus dwells in God (vv. 21-23). The oneness of those who believe in Jesus has two important features. First, they believe in Jesus. Second, those who have faith are commissioned to preach to others with the belief that faith will result from this work. The unity of the believers is modeled on the unity of the Father and the Son — unity that is fundamentally a united purpose, expressing itself in a common mission and message. And this is the true Lord’s Prayer.
*Homiletics has treated this text three times. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select John in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
“I can’t believe my eyes.”
We say these words when we are amazed or shocked by what we are seeing. Maybe someone surprises us with an unexpected gift. Perhaps we bump into a childhood friend on the street. We might be unbelieving when we open the door to a hotel room and find a mess. Or, we see a UFO land in our backyard and think we must be dreaming — which we are. Either that, or we live in Colorado, Washington, Oregon or California. 
It happens, right?
“I can’t believe my eyes.”
We often use the phrase to communicate amazement or shock, but on a deeper level it is absolutely true. We really cannot believe our eyes. Sometimes our eyes deceive us.
In her book The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History, Elizabeth Kolbert tells the story of a pair of Harvard psychologists who performed an experiment about perception. They showed playing cards to students and asked them to identify them as they flipped by. Most of the cards were ordinary — red diamonds, black clubs, red hearts and black spades. But a few of the cards had been doctored, so that the deck contained oddities such as a red six of spades and a black four of hearts. 
As the cards passed by, the students struggled to make sense of what they were seeing. Confronted with a red spade, some said it looked “purple” or “brown.” Others were completely baffled. “I don’t know what color it is now or whether it’s a spade or a heart,” one said. “I’m not even sure now what a spade looks like!” 
The experiment revealed how people process disruptive information. At first people try to make sense of it, saying that the red spades look “purple” or “brown.” Then they get overwhelmed, saying that they don’t know any longer what a spade looks like. As human beings, we like things to fit into familiar categories, and our eyes play tricks on us when they do not. 
Eventually, the disruptive information is accepted, and someone is finally able to see that spades don’t have to be black — that they can actually be red. “Novelty emerges only with difficulty,” said Thomas Kuhn, the historian of science. After a time of confusion, the old framework gives way to a new one.

##

Check out Gil Rendle’s latest book Quietly Courageous: Leading the Church in a Changing World which outlines how we Christians are living in fear of the future of the church because of the change from an “aberrant” to a “post-aberrant” culture. The 1950s and early 1960s that moved people toward the church have morphed into a culture of individualism resulting in a shift away from institutions such as the church. Rendle says that Christians are concerned about the church’s future, and he offers quiet courage as we invite the mystery of God into our future.
—Dan L. Flanagan, First UMC, Richardson, Texas.

##

Affectionately known as the “Plant Doctor,” George Washington Carver’s faith was a key component in his inventions. As a science enthusiast, he once asked God to tell him the secrets of the universe, but instead, God pointed him to something much smaller — the peanut.
The secrets Carver discovered led to the invention of hundreds of new discoveries including — peanut butter, cosmetics, paint, oil, marble, plywood and even the dye used in Crayola Crayons. All of his inventions Carver humbly attributes to the Creator having often said, “The Lord has guided me,” and “without my Savior, I am nothing.”
—Jana Duckett, “5 inventions that were God inspired,” Beliefnet, beliefnet.com.

##

A dramatic spike in suicides between 2008 and 2010 can be linked with the economic crisis, according to a study published today in the British Journal of Psychiatry.
Researchers from the University of Oxford compared suicide data from before 2007 with the years of the crisis and found more than 10,000 “economic suicides” associated with the recession across the U.S., Canada and Europe.
“There has been a substantial rise in suicides during the recession, considerably more than we would have expected based on previous trends,” says lead author Aaron Reeves, a postdoctoral researcher in the sociology department at Oxford University.
The increase was four times higher in men than in women, which the researchers suggested was because men feel greater pressure and shame when faced with financial failure, and are also less likely to seek psychiatric care.
According to the researchers, primary risk factors for the increased suicide rate during the economic downturn were: job loss, home foreclosures, debt.
—Melanie Haiken, “More than 10,000 suicides tied to economic crisis, study says,” forbes.com, June 12, 2014. 

##

While America was not the worst hit (that honor goes to Greece), previous research … estimated that the U.S. suffered 4,750 “excess suicide deaths” after the recession hit in 2008.
Last year, in a New York Times Op-Ed provocatively titled “How austerity kills,” Senior researcher in sociology at Oxford, David Stuckler, and Stanford Professor Sanjay Basu point out that suicide rates were significantly greater in states where the most people lost their jobs. In 2009, the worst year of the crash, deaths from suicide topped those from car crashes.
In this study, researchers found marked differences from country to country, differences that appeared to be tied to the amount of social and economic support available to people affected by the downturn.
Suicide rates in Sweden and Austria, for example, remained stable, despite an equal amount of economic turmoil and distress, researchers said. They singled out Sweden as an example of a country in which people with financial troubles receive considerable government support.
The fact that suicide rates rose a great deal in some countries and not in others seems to indicate that tragedy isn’t inevitable and intervention is warranted, researchers said.
—Melanie Haiken, “More than 10,000 suicides tied to economic crisis, study says,” forbes.com, June 12, 2014. 

##

The story of Paul and Silas and the Roman jailer is a story about freedom. It’s illuminating to ask after hearing this story, “Whose freedom?” Which characters are free and which enslaved?
Quite simply, everyone in this story is imprisoned, in one way or another, except the ones who are actually in prison: the apostles themselves.
 The mad slave girl is imprisoned by the frightening symptoms of her illness.
 The slave girl’s owners are imprisoned by their fraudulent ways of earning a living, and by their lust for profits.
 The crowd is in bondage to their mob spirit that leads them to the brink of riot.
 The magistrates are imprisoned by a legal code that compels them to pronounce a harsh sentence on two people who are simply preaching love and kindness.
Finally, there is the tragic figure of the jailer. Although he wears at his waist a ring of keys that open any door in the place, the jailer is just as confined as the prisoners. He’s imprisoned by his fear — by a terror so great that he would sooner impale himself on his sword than face the wrath of his superior officers.
If these are all in bondage, then the only ones who are truly free are the prisoners: Paul and his companions. They are free because of the Spirit of Christ that dwells within them — the Spirit which gives them courage to sing and pray, even with their legs immobilized in the stocks.

##

William Willimon tells the story of Emilio de Carvalho, a Methodist bishop from Angola who came to visit America. The bishop was responding to questions from a group of American Christians.
“Is the new Marxist government supportive of the church?” the Americans asked.
“No,” said the bishop, “but we don’t ask it to be supportive.” He then went on to tell how his country’s government had banned many church meetings, but how the Christians stubbornly went on meeting all the same.
“What will you do,” the Americans asked, “when the government becomes stronger?”
“We shall keep meeting,” the bishop replied. “The government does what it needs to do. The church does what it needs to do. If we go to jail for being the church, we shall go to jail. Jail is a wonderful place for Christian evangelism. Our church made some of its most dramatic gains during the revolution when so many of us were in jail. In jail, you have everyone there, in one place. You have time to preach and teach. Sure, 20 of our pastors were killed during the revolution, but we came out of jail a much larger and stronger church.”
The bishop continued, “Don’t worry about the church in Angola; God is doing fine by us. Frankly, I would find it much more difficult to be a pastor in Evanston, Illinois. Here, there is so much. So many things. It must be hard to be the church here.”
—William H. Willimon, Preaching to Strangers (Westminster John Knox, 1992), 23.

##
	
I remember old Bishop Stephen Neill, who was winning classical scholarships around the time my father was born, telling me how we should translate verse 30. He was used to hearing people quote the panic-stricken question of the Philippian jailer to Paul and Silas in the words of the old Authorized (King James) Version.
“Sirs,” says the jailer in that translation, “what must I do to be saved?”
That was, of course, the question preachers wanted their congregations to ask, so that they could be ready with Paul’s answer about believing in Jesus. So they naturally tended to invest the jailer’s remarks with all the theological freight of a much later generation of conscience-stricken Westerners. ...
But of course the Philippian jailer knew none of this. In his pagan world there were all kinds of theories about the afterlife, but none of them was anything like so clear, or so precise, as the medieval heaven-and-hell scenario which dominated later Western thought. In any case, it was midnight; there had just been an earthquake; the prison he was in charge of had burst open; he was going to be held responsible for escaped prisoners, which would probably mean torture and death; he was on the point of committing suicide — and was he about to ask these strange visitors for a detailed exposition of justification by grace through faith?
No, of course not, said Bishop Neill. ... So the wise bishop recommended the form of words I have used here. It isn’t the strictest word-for-word translation, but it catches the sense of the jailer’s frantic question. “Gentlemen, will you please tell me how I can get out of this mess?”
—N.T. Wright, Acts for Everyone, Part 2: Chapters 13-28 (SPCK, 2008), 67.

##

At its core, Prometheus’ story is one of democratization: He took a powerful tool [fire] out of the hands of a central authority, the gods, and gave it to the people. The inherent wisdom is that the story accurately predicts two things will happen whenever a powerful tool becomes democratized: The central authority is unwilling to concede the tool in question to the people, and early adopters confirm the central authority’s belief that people should not have democratic access to such a powerful tool. History supports this model.
We as humans don’t have a Titan to hand us tools from on high to move our civilizations forward, so we have to rely on disruptive innovations to get us there. And the things these innovations tend to disrupt are the gods on high, or at least some entrenched status quo.
Information has long been one of the most powerful, and most coveted, tools. A monopoly over information allows a central authority to wield a great deal of power. ...
The internet has now penetrated a full third of humanity, allowing us to share ideas in real time with others around the world. ... It is hard to get a historical perspective on the internet because we are still living through its disruptive phase, strange as that may sound. 
—Armand Tanzarian, “A brief history of disruptive information technology,” cointelegraph.com, April 29, 2014. Retrieved November 21, 2018.

##

Charles Dickens’ novel A Tale of Two Cities contains a famous character known as Dr. Manette. Imprisoned for 20 years by the king, the doctor is finally freed by the revolution. Through his long imprisonment, the doctor has taken on a new trade, that of cobbler. In the gloom of his prison cell, he has lived out his days tapping shoes with a hammer.
Finally, the day comes when Dr. Manette is led out into the sunlight, but the light of day terrifies him. The good doctor has lived too long in the shadowy recesses of his cell. The only way he is happy, it turns out, is for a servant to lock him at night in a tiny attic room. There he spends his time tap, tap, tapping on the shoes, just as he did for so many years.
Dr. Manette’s story is pathetic, but it’s not so uncommon as you may think. How many have been led time and again to an open door through which can be glimpsed the bright sunlight of God’s freedom? Yet how many of us, when faced by such a vista, have shielded our eyes from the light, have turned back into the shadows of our cells, retreating into the same destructive habits time and time again?
Jesus Christ offers us freedom such as the world can never know. In him is healing and wholeness and strength for the living of these days.

##

In Vietnam, there was a prison — a POW camp — named Wah Loh. The name means “fiery forge.” The French had built the place originally, but the North Vietnamese used it to imprison and torture captured American pilots.
Wah Loh was a place of silence. The prisoners were strictly forbidden to communicate with one another, or even to see each other. That experience of utter aloneness and abandonment was among the most effective forms of torture.
“The most devastating experience,” one survivor admitted later, “was the silence which came after I had uttered a profound scream. It dawned on me that no one could hear me. I was alone.”
Still, the prisoners found a way to communicate with each other. It was called the Tap Code. Somehow, they agreed among them that the letters of the alphabet (minus “K,” for which “C” could just as well substitute) could be arranged in a grid of five rows and five columns. “Tap, pause, tap” — row one, column one — meant letter “A.” Five taps, then a pause, then five taps meant letter “Z.”
It took a very long time, but prisoners have no shortage of time. Over the years, they exchanged Bible verses, debated theology — even held mock presidential elections. Some of the prisoners used the Tap Code so often, they got callouses on their knuckles.
The guards knew what they were up to, but they never cracked the code. They would beat the men with the most calloused knuckles, but still, the prisoners kept on tapping.
The Tap Code was the prisoners’ lifeline. It told them they were not alone.
There are times in life when some of us may pass through “the fiery forge” — not a prisoner-of-war camp, but the fiery forge of suffering, pain or grief. For many people undergoing such painful experiences, the Tap Code that keeps them going is the music of the church — the great hymns of the faith and other spiritual songs.

##

“Do not harm yourself,” says Paul to the suicidal jailer, “for we are all here.”
What do we say to those sunk deep in depression, who may in fact be in danger of taking their own life? One thing that can make a huge difference is what Paul said: “We are still here.”
Depression is, by its very nature, an isolating disease. Often, those afflicted by it imagine they are profoundly alone — even though they may live their lives surrounded by people. Viewed through the gray film of their disease, all relationships seem superficial. Nobody, they believe, knows the trouble they’ve seen.
This is absolutely not true. Those around them care deeply for them. But the voice of depression says, “No, they don’t understand, they don’t really care.” The timely and regular reminder, “We are still here,” numbers among the most effective of treatments.

Commentary
Acts 16:16-34
Central to this text is the juxtaposing of captivity and liberation. First, a girl held captive, both as a slave and as one who is spiritually possessed (v. 16), is liberated by Paul (v. 18). Because of this, Paul, along with Silas, is seized by the slave-girl’s owners (v. 19) and brought before the magistrates (v. 20) who order the apostles to be flogged and thrown into prison (vv. 22b-24). Next, Paul and Silas are liberated from captivity through divine intervention signified by an earthquake (v. 26). In the midst of their escape, Paul and Silas save the jailer by stopping him from killing himself because he assumes prisoners have escaped on his watch (v. 28). Then the jailer helps Paul and Silas to freedom by leading them safely outside (v. 29). The jailer is further liberated by Paul and Silas when they teach him and his family about salvation (vv. 31-32) and baptize his entire household (v. 33). 
Accompanying all of this is a fast-paced shifting of roles. Paul the liberator, due precisely to his act of liberating the slave-girl, becomes Paul the captive. Paul and Silas are prisoners who physically and spiritually free their jailer. The jailer ends up being both a captor who is liberated by prisoners and a captor who becomes a liberator himself as he assists Paul and Silas in their escape. 
The constant in all of this movement is God’s presence operating in the liberation connected to the exorcism, earthquake and baptism. While we do not know what happens to the slave-girl after the spirit is exorcised from her in the name of Jesus Christ, we do witness the transforming power of God’s liberating activity in the lives of the jailer and his household. The incarceration of Paul and Silas is a crucial reminder that God’s liberating activity does not mean that the faithful will never face adversity. Even so, as they pray and sing hymns to God in the very midst of their imprisonment, Paul and Silas demonstrate how profoundly they are spiritually liberated by God before being physically freed by God through the earthquake. 
The interaction of the slave-girl with the apostles is worth closer inspection starting with her declaration, “These men are slaves of the Most High God, who proclaim to you a way of salvation” (v. 17). This presents the additional juxtaposing of two different kinds of servitude within the larger context of captivity and liberation. On the one hand, the slave-girl is held captive by both her earthly owners and a supernatural spirit of divination. On the other hand, the slavery experienced by Paul and his companions is, paradoxically, a source of freedom as they serve the liberating purposes of God — even, and perhaps especially, in the most difficult of circumstances.
At first blush, the slave-girl’s description of the apostles seems on target — after all, they are slaves of God and they are proclaiming a way of salvation. Here, the slave-girl’s spirit of divination does not seem to be all that grave beyond the understandable annoyance that she is stalking the apostles and incessantly repeating herself. The matter becomes more serious when we consider that the literal translation from the Greek depicts her as having “a spirit of python” (; v. 16), which refers to the mythical guardian of the Oracle at Delphi. Her spirit of divination does not correspond to the Spirit of Christ. The efficacy of her prophecy is compromised by coming from a suspect, if not false, source of power, which perhaps is underscored by her characterization that the apostles are proclaiming “a way” instead of “the way” of salvation (v. 17). 
At the same time, the slave-girl’s description of the apostles’ identity and purpose echoes numerous instances in the gospels where spiritual forces unaligned with the reign of God accurately portray who Jesus is and what he is up to. While earthly beings like the owners of the slave-girl, the magistrates and the angry crowd are all clueless about the importance of the apostles’ mission, already these spiritual forces unaligned with the reign of God recognize the activity of those committed to serving Christ. Moreover, the slave-girl’s prophecy about salvation actually does come to fruition when the jailer and his household believe in Christ and are baptized as the passage draws to a close.
But — not to get ahead of ourselves, the girl whom Paul has helped to free becomes the vehicle for his enslavement. Devoid of her spiritual powers, the slave is no longer useful to her masters and she is no longer mentioned in the story. Instead, the name-calling continues by her masters, but this time Paul and Silas are not dubbed “servants of the Most High God.” Now, they are “Jews” who are “throwing the city into confusion” and proclaiming not salvation, but customs that are unlawful for “Romans” (vv. 20-21). Paul and Silas were certainly Jews, but they were not proselytizing for Judaism. Ironically, the story will twist to reveal that Paul and Silas were indeed Romans (v. 37), but, with an accusation such as this, it was not at all difficult to stir up the crowd and to have Paul and Silas beaten, thrown into the innermost part of the prison, and fastened in the stocks (vv. 22-24). 
Again, the story shifts as Paul and Silas praise God in the midst of their circumstance and God acts. In the middle of the night, in the midst of darkness and in the midst of their chaos, God acts through the form of an earthquake that effectively removes the fetters of all the prisoners and opens all the doors while miraculously not harming a single person. (This deliverance of Paul and Silas is reminiscent of Peter’s escape from jail in chapter 12.) 
The sleeping jailer awoke to a seemingly grim reality. Since the jailer’s sole responsibility was to guard this prison, he faces great dishonor and likely death for losing prisoners (compare with the execution of Peter’s guards in 12:19). The jailer’s shock at the outcome is followed by the question, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” (v. 30). Just as the python spirit had predicted in verse 17, Paul and Silas do indeed proclaim the way of salvation, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household” (v. 31). Not only does the jailer believe, but, las with Lydia, his whole household is baptized. Furthermore, the jailer ministers to Paul and Silas by tending to their wounds and breaking bread with them. Then, they all rejoice greatly in their belief in God (v. 34). 
Although there are many shifts in the story, there is one character that runs implicitly throughout — God. God is proclaimed on the lips of the slave-girl. God is present in the prisoners’ praise. God acts through the earthquake. The word of the Lord is proclaimed to the jailer, and all rejoice at the household’s belief in God. Although the python spirit may have been linked with the perception of enough power to control the cosmos, it is only the one true God who can command an earthquake and release prisoners unscathed. The power of God is so great that merely the name of Jesus is enough to chase away the most powerful oracles of the Greek world. The way of salvation is indeed made clear in this story. The God with the real power to control the cosmos shines forth, and he has provided the only means of salvation.
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:	Acts 16:16-34
Hold up a box of cake mix along with other ingredients that are required for a cake: water, vegetable oil and eggs. Ask the children if it would be safe to eat raw eggs, or if it would taste good to eat dry cake mix or drink vegetable oil. No! Point out that these things must be mixed together, and then baked at 350 degrees, in order to make a cake that is good to eat. Say that something similar happened in a Bible story. Tell them that two followers of Jesus named Paul and Silas were put into jail, and they were chained up by a Roman jailer. Ask them if any of that sounds good. No! Then tell them that an earthquake occurred and their chains fell off, causing the Roman jailer to become a Christian. Have them raise their hands if that sounds good. Yes! Explain that sometimes we have to get in difficult situations so that God’s work can be done. Paul and Silas being put in jail was like a cake being put in a hot oven. Tell them that sometimes people get sick and then get closer to God. Suggest that some people lose their jobs, and then fellow Christians have an opportunity to help them. Ask the children to name things that are hard for them at home, in school or in the neighborhood. Encourage the children to ask God for help and to believe that there are some very good things that come out of difficult situations.

Worship Resources
Affirmations of Faith — General
Leader: We proclaim that Christ is coming again in glory to reign forever.
People: Come, Lord Jesus, come!
Leader: Christ says, “I am the Alpha and the Omega.”
People: “I am the first and the last, the beginning and the end.”
Leader: “I am the offspring of David.”
People: “I am the bright morning star.”
Leader: The Spirit and the Church say, “Come!”
People: Whoever hears Christ’s voice may come.
Leader: Whoever is thirsty may come.
People: Whoever longs for mercy may come.
Leader: Jesus Christ is coming again.
People: Christ is coming in glory to reign forever.
All: Come, Lord Jesus, come!
—Based on Revelation 22.

Litanies — General
Leader: God has called us to ministry amid suffering and death.
People: We are excited that the Lord would tap even us on the shoulder.
Leader: The exhilaration mounts as our minds and personalities intertwine with the lives of people who are hurting.
People: Our motivation deepens as we begin to see handles for proclaiming the good news of God’s presence and God’s healing power.
Leader: We need support; we need healing; we need to dip into the springs of eternal life to be refreshed.
All: Absorb, O Lord, our weariness and our own sorrow into your ever-present and graceful Spirit. Fill us with life anew. We are nothing without you, Lord. Come back into our lives in strength. Renew the Spirit within us. Give us bread for the wilderness. For you are our salvation. You are our Living God.
—Based on ideas in the “Summer” chapter of John Killinger, Christ in the Seasons of Ministry (Dallas: Word, 1981), as presented at the 1997 Pennsylvania State Pastors' Conference, November 11, 1997.

Hymns
Rejoice, Ye Pure in Heart!
God of Grace and God of Glory
Take My Life, and Let It Be

Praise 
Revelation Song (Gateway Worship)
All Who Are Thirsty (Kutless)
How Great Is Our God (Hillsong)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Seventh Sunday of Easter, Cycle C
Acts 16:16-34*
Psalm 97*
Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21*
John 17:20-26*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.
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