The traditional reading for the second Sunday of Christmas 

and our resumed journey through Acts 


line up quite nicely.  

Both have the main character in trouble 


from an oppressive Herod.  

Both have angelic intervention 


so that life 


and the rescue plan of God continues.  

Luke's version in Acts though,


 has a humorous 


and deeply ironic episode 



that Matthew does not have.  

The story of Rhoda breaks the tension 


of an otherwise unbearable situation.  

All of these pieces combine together 


to remind us that we are not doing this ourselves.  

This salvation is God's plan 


and we need to trust it to the end.  

It also reminds us that if we struggle to do so, 


we are not alone.

Our story in Acts tells of Agrippa I, 


a Herod, 


the grandson of Herod the Great.  

The fact that Luke refers to him as Herod 


and not Agrippa 



shows the connection that he wants people to make 




with the previous rulers 





who have tried to prevent Jesus' Kingdom from breaking in.  

Whether that be Herod the Great 


who ordered all the 2 year olds be killed, 

his son Herod Archaleus 


who ruled with such rage 



that Rome removed him after 2 years of ruling 



and Joseph took his family to Nazareth, 


Herod the Great's other son 



Herod Antipus 




that beheaded John the Baptist and crucified Jesus.  


Now we are onto the third generation of Herod's, 



12-13 years after Jesus' resurrection, 



and they are still trying to do what they could not do.  


Stop Jesus from being the King of the Jews.

We almost need to picture the coyote and roadrunner at this point.  


Old Wylie trying with the best laid out plans 



and the road runner somehow overcoming them.  


Painting the tunnel onto a solid wall, 



only to watch the roadrunner continue through 



and finding it solid for him when chasing after.  


Or the sudden realization there is no more ground 



and the “Uh-oh!” sign appears.  

But this plan is picking up speed.  


James, 



one of the sons of Thunder, 



the least of the top 3 of Jesus' disciples was captured 




and beheaded by the sword, 



to rave reviews from the Jews of Jerusalem.  

Like Hollywood, 


when you have success, 



make a sequel.  

The Beheaded 2 is set for release, 


with Peter in the starring role.  

It is a role that seemingly all have accepted.  


Peter seems to be ready to die, 


the people of the church praying for him assume he is already dead.  

God did do something great on Passover before, 


but that was 12 years ago 


and 1500 years ago.  

Why would he bring freedom again?  


More pointedly, 



how would he bring freedom again.  


This is the Roman Guard!  



He is chained to two of them, 



inside the a great fortress 




surrounded by more guards.  


There is no way for escape.

One of the hardest things to hear from someone 


is those words, 



“No way.”  

The followers of God had reason to think this.  


If God had really wanted Peter to escape, 



than James would have escaped as well, 




right?  



Fair is fair.  

We need to remember that there is no way possible 

and there is “Yaweh possible.”  


Remember, 



with God nothing is impossible.  


How God works at times may seem impossible.  



Peter assumes as much 




as he was solidly asleep.  

We hear the angel had to strike him violently 


to bring him back amongst the living.  

So deep in sleep, 


as the chains fell off 


and doors opened, 



he thought he was dreaming.  

How else would you explain what was happening?  

The incoherentness of Peter 


is demonstrated on being told to put on his clothes and sandals, 


as well as a cloak.  

Multiple sets of guards 


he walks right by 


and then finds a heavy iron gate opening by itself, 



well before motion detectors are in place.  


He walks a full city block, 



the angel disappears, 


and it is only then 



that he realizes that on this night of Passover, 


God has again set his people free. 

How quickly we forget what God can do, 


just because he doesn't always do it.  

He defeated Pharoah's whole army on this night, 


what is a legion of Caesar's army 



in a remote district?  

He defeated sin and death this night 


and established his church on this night.  

Why would God let that slip away?  

Why would the heavenly angels 


who were so excited for Jesus' coming 


and the reordering of Heaven and Earth 



let some chains and swords 




get in the way of God's great rescue plan?

If you don't know how to answer these huge questions, 


again take comfort 



that we have always struggled to wrap our minds around them.  

Enter the scene with Rhoda and Peter.  


Peter has just been unchained, 



walked past two sets of guards, 



and had a large iron gate open on its own.  


What is he finally stopped by?  



An excited gatekeeper, 




who forgets to open the gate 





and let Peter in.  

This comic exchange 


lets us see the sad reality of our faith.  

Instead of believing God did something wonderful, 


Rhoda is first “out of her mind.” 


Then she saw his angel.”  

When Peter persists in knocking 


and they finally open the door, 



they are astonished that it really is Peter.  

Remember, 


these were the people who were fervently praying.  

They may have been praying for 7 days straight 


during the course of Passover.  

Now, 


the answer to the prayer is here 


and they don't believe it.

In spite of our inability to believe, 


we hear grace extended.  

Peter comes into the room 


and asks for them all to be quiet, 



then tells of what God has done.  

He then goes off to another place to tell the story 


and also bring safety among his friends.  



For he knows for him to stay with them is not safe.  

Like the shepherds, 


Peter has the good news 



and spreads it as he goes.  

As would have happened to the wisemen 


if they would have returned, 

so happens to the guards 


as they tell what happened.  



They tell the story to Herod 



and are quickly executed.  

Peter goes out of the picture from here, 



except for a cameo in chapter 15.  

But we have been introduced quietly to John Mark and James.  


Two figures that will take center stage in the chapters to come.  

The reality of the Herodian dynasty comes to an end, 


with Herod trying to be God 


and instead becoming worm food.  

Things we had no power to change 


have changed.  

Just because we don't have the power to change them, 


doesn't mean that God can't.  

How do we live with such an attitude long term 


is the question that I leave this story with?  

These people, 


with in the last 12 years, 



saw Jesus come back from the grave 




and ascend to the right hand of God.  



They experienced the Holy Spirit come upon them 




and their little band expand from Jerusalem, 





to Samaria and Judea, 




with hints of going to the ends of the earth already in the air.  

But there have also been the valleys of Stephen's death, 


persecution, 


in fighting,


James' death, 


and Peter's last second escape.  

It is a wild and unpredictable ride.  


Is it sustainable?  


Is it endurable?  

My cardiologist would not recommend it to me, 


even if I were in better shape.  

But it is possible to be on such a ride with God 


if we trust that God is God 


and will do what God needs to do.  

Because with man alone, 


it is an impossible way to live.  

But with God, 


it is a possible, 


Yahweh to live.
