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Acts 16:16-34


Don't you find that it is easy to be a Christian?  I mean, what is involved, love, kindness, generosity, unselfishness, patience, hospitality.  Who among us is not an advocate of these wonderful qualities?  We all like to express these in our lives, into the lives of others and we all like to receive these as we make the journey through life.


It is easy to be a Christian.  Well, at least when things are going well.    But when we are stressed beyond belief, when disaster has hit, when there is turmoil going on in our life, well, sometimes we have to park our faith – 'on hold'– at least temporarily.  Or, sometimes we are so caught up in the anxiety of the moment that the thought of our faith and Christ -like living does not even make it onto our radar screen.  Sometimes it is all about survival, getting through the day or the trauma, or the upset of the moment, and our thoughts go anywhere, but to the Lamb of God.   


Let's look at what is going on with Paul in this passage today and how he copes with it.


He and Silas are out preaching, continuing the ministry of Jesus Christ.    A slave girl who had the gift of fortune telling was following them around, and all the while she was yelling out to anyone within earshot, “These men are slaves of the Most High God.  They are proclaiming to you the way of salvation.”  She was relentless with this.  Finally it all got to be too much for Paul.  What she was saying was true, but the annoyance factor of her continual exclamations had gone through the roof.  Paul knew that the source of her fortune telling was a demonic spirit and in Jesus' name, he called the Spirit to come out of her.  And it did.  She was healed.  She looked and acted differently.


But she was a slave girl and her owners witnessed this exorcism and they knew immediately that if she could not tell fortunes anymore, her value to them on the open market had just plummeted.  Paul, in Christ's service,  had just cost them a pretty penny.  


The owners of the slave girl reacted.  They dragged Paul and Silas off to the authorities.  They claimed that Paul and Silas were trouble makers.  They said that Paul and Silas were Jews who had come in and were trying to change their Roman way of living.  The arms of justice moved swiftly and it was not long before the crowd got on board.   The quality of mercy got very strained.   The judges had Paul and Silas stripped and beaten, thrown into jail and locked in stocks.  Sometimes it is not easy to be a Christian.  Sometimes bad things happen to Christians.  Can you even begin to imagine the fear and anxiety of Paul and Silas?  So how would Paul and Silas respond?


 They did what any good Christian wrongly accused, badly beaten and confined in horrible conditions would do, - they began to pray and sing!  Can you imagine the affect of this on the jailer and the other prisoners?  They knew how badly these two men had been beaten and how torturous these confinements were.  And yet here they were singing and praying!  But the stunned onlookers had little time to be impressed with the witness of Paul and Silas.  Suddenly there was a great earthquake.  The ground began to shake and the doors of the jail cells flew open.  Miraculously, the bonds of the prisoners became unfastened.  


When the jailer came to from the trauma he saw immediately that the doors to the cells were wide open.  He assumed that all the prisoners had escaped. He knew that as the one in charge, he would be severely dealt with by the cruel men in authority.  Rather than go through that, he decided to fall on his own sword and thereby escape torture at the hands of his superiors.  


But just at the crucial moment, Paul saw what the jailer was about to do and shouted “Stop!  Don't harm yourself.  We are all here.”  The jailer was beside himself.  He could not believe what he saw.  Immediately, he fell to his knees before Paul.  He knew that he had just witnessed a miracle, brought on by these two men of God.  He asked them, “What must I do to be saved?”    


Paul turned to the jailer, “You need to believe in Jesus Christ and then you and your entire household will be saved.   Paul and Silas ministered to him, teaching him, and praying for he and his household.  The jailer in turn, knew where there were some helpful supplies.  He took Paul and Silas there and cleaned their wounds and cared for them.  A relationship had been drastically changed.   Paul and Silas proceeded to set forth in a celebration of baptism of the jailer and his family.  The family reciprocated with a feast, and together they all rejoiced that they were now brothers and sisters in the living Christ.  The Christ of love!  The Christ of miracles!  The Christ that creates community!

Some days it is easy to be a Christian, and some days it is not.  Today's example of Paul and Silas and their steadfast faith, even through horribly tough times, reminds us that sometimes we, as Christians, are called to persevere.  Believing in Jesus Christ is not in insurance policy that no bad will come our way.  But even through the tough times, even through the horrible times, maintaining our faith, hanging tough with Christ, even when the going gets tough, leads, inevitably, eventually, to a better day, and the celebration of victory in Christ.


I know many of you have gone through some very tough times in your life and you have had good reason to wonder where God was in the midst of it.  At the hospital bed of a child, in the broken relationship of a loved one, in the midst of financial stress.....some days it is not so easy to be a Christian. In fact sometimes, some people turn away from their faith in the midst of difficult times, and they say goodbye to Christ because God didn't seem to show up.


Paul and Silas cared for this demon possessed girl and the torture she was enduring, all to put money in the pockets of greedy owners.  Paul and Silas took care of this jailer who was responsible for making sure they stayed locked behind bars and that the cruelty of the pain of the stocks was maintained.  The jailer in turn, cared for them, and took care of their wounds.  Eventually, together they all rejoiced in the fellowship of Christ.


The definition of a martyr is someone who is willing to die for their faith.  That is pretty extreme.  Paul and Silas were prepared to do that.  That is extreme, and I am not talking about that. But here are some things to consider from this passage.


It is not always easy being a Christian.  It is not always easy to be strong in our faith when we are faced with some horrific situations in our own lives or in the circumstances in the lives of friends, or simply what we hear or see on the news, of those we do not know.  If there is a God and if God is good and all powerful, than why this?   Where is God in the bad times?  We must continue to wrestle with a response to that throughout our lives.


The example of Paul and Silas challenges us with the question, “What are we prepared to do because of our faith?” heal a demon possessed girl?  Sing hymns and pray while incarcerated?  Not run away, but stay and show kindness and compassion to the one who is our enemy?  What are we prepared to do, by way of taking a stand for God?


A recent survey indicates that 14% of the Canadian population wants the word God taken out of the National Anthem, so it seems like that is what we are going to do.  Who cares about the 86% who want God left in?  And we Christians hear that news, and what are we going to do about it?  Probably nothing!

Paul and Silas take a strong stand against the owner of the slave girl and the Roman authorities.  They go to prison for it. 

Our kids' sports organizations tell us that games and practices will occur on Sunday mornings.  But that is the one time in the week when we worship together as a family and when we go to this place to learn about God's love for us, and to have a chance to praise God.  Oh well, nothing we can do.  I guess we have to keep our mouths shut, do what we are told and miss church.


Did you notice the difference it made in the jail keeper that Paul and Silas sang hymns and prayed out loud when they were arrested, and then when they could have escaped from confinement after the earthquake, they stayed put, not wanting the jailer to get into trouble. Not only the slave girl, because of her healing, but the jail keeper, because of the witness that Paul and Silas provided for him, they both gave their lives to Christ.  They saw in Paul and Silas, a genuine dedication to something wonderful, something more important than anything else.  And just seeing this faith in others changed their lives forever.


Who in this world, knows that you are a Christian?  How do they know that?  What do they see in your life that tells them that there is something different about you, something good, and kind, and generous, and unselfish?    What do others see in you that tells them that God is important in your life?  Do they know we Christians by what we say, or how they see us live our lives?  Is your faith a noun or a verb?  If we are perhaps not prepared to die for our faith just yet, what are we prepared to do?


At our Communication Committee meeting last week, Debbie opened our time together with this passage from Philippians 4:8-

“Finally, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is gracious, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, let me think about these things.  What I have learned and received let me do; and the God of peace be with us all.”


God's grace and peace to you, this day and all the days of our lives.

Amen
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