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      The Unplanned Church of Mutual Encouragement

      Acts 11:19–30

      As I drive around Philadelphia, I love to discover new and unusual church names. The churches with the best names often do not inhabit large edifices but small storefronts. Instead of predictable Presbyterian church names, like Grace, Trinity, or Tenth, these churches go by names like Mighty Miracle Temple Church of Deliverance or Worship with Wonders Church (byline: Where the Spirit of the Lord Is). Korean churches also often have more interesting church names than Anglo churches. In my presbytery, there is a Joyful Church as well as Holy Fire and Little Flock. Many of these names are, of course, inspired by famous Bible passages. But if I were ever to branch out and give a church an unusual name, I think it would be the name that would have fitted the first church planted in Antioch: The Unplanned Church of Mutual Encouragement. This was a church that very obviously came into existence not through any human strategy or wisdom but simply through the divine will: It too was definitely a place “where the Spirit of the Lord is.” But this “accidental” church was built up and strengthened through encouragement and, as a result, learned well how to encourage others in a way that provides a model for every church.

      I believe that encouragement is an underrated virtue in our circles. There are relatively few books and conferences on the subject, and it isn’t high on most people’s wish lists of ministry skills to attain. Some people are very confused about what encouragement actually looks like. But encouragement was a key part of the church in Antioch’s growth and health, and learning how to encourage would help us care for and support one another well in our challenging journeys through an often discouraging world.

      An Accidental Church

      To begin with, however, it is worth noticing how unplanned this church in Antioch really was. These days church planting organizations spend a great deal of time and money identifying potential movement leaders and then finding ideal locations for a church plant in order to get the most return on their investment. I understand that desire. It is certainly not wrong to try to identify gifted and called church planters and to think carefully about where they can be most effectively deployed. But if the early church had followed this approach, the church in Antioch would likely not have existed for several generations after Peter’s. No one sat in Jerusalem planning or strategizing outreach to the Gentiles in the days that followed Peter’s revolutionary vision in Acts 10. No gifted movement leader was selected, carefully trained, and then sent out to plant it. In the providence of God, the church just “happened” as ordinary Christians traveled to a new location, propelled by persecution, and then shared the gospel with their new neighbors (Acts 11:19–20).1

      Indeed, if you read carefully, you’ll notice that the church in Antioch likely began before Peter’s vision of the inclusion of the Gentiles since the passage starts with a flashback to the events that were recounted in chapter 8. In Acts 8:4–8, we are told that the persecution that followed the death of Stephen led some of the early Christians to bring the gospel to Samaria. Here Luke said that the very same persecution caused other Christians to be scattered still more widely, moving out much farther into the Gentile world. Those Christians also brought the gospel out with them wherever they went, but most, understandably enough, spoke about it only to Jews (11:19). Jews had the cultural and religious knowledge to make sense of the gospel, while the Gentiles saw the gospel as truly an alien concept. Like Peter before his vision, most in the early church still saw the gospel as essentially a Jewish renewal movement, not a worldwide transformation (1:6). Indeed, Jesus himself had described his earthly ministry as being sent “to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 10:6; 15:24), so their initial focus was not surprising.

      But some among them—not apostles, deacons, or necessarily even leaders in the early church but foreigners who were originally from the island of Cyprus and from Cyrene in North Africa—made the jump to sharing the gospel with Gentiles (Acts 11:20).2 Apparently, these believers did not need Peter’s vision to see the radical nature of Jesus’s coming and the way it transformed the mission. Perhaps they didn’t even think through the implications of what they were doing. They just knew that they had found life in the gospel and that their Gentile friends and neighbors were lost without it. The Gentiles around them were not Abraham’s children, but they were Adam’s children and therefore desperately needed the salvation that Jesus as the second Adam had come to bring (see 1 Cor. 15:22).

      The vision that Peter received in Acts 10 and then recounted to the apostolic leaders of the church in Jerusalem in chapter 11 validated this earlier evangelistic outreach to the Gentiles in Antioch—which is why Luke ordered the presentation of his material the way he did—but it did not cause it. The church in Jerusalem did not send Barnabas out to plant the church in Antioch; its leaders sent him out in response to hearing the news about Gentiles coming to faith in Antioch in large numbers (11:22). In other words, they sent Barnabas to Antioch to find out what on earth was happening there. Providentially, by the time the leaders in Jerusalem sent Barnabas out to Antioch, they had the categories to make sense of what God was doing there through Peter’s vision. In God’s providence, they sent exactly the right man, Barnabas, for the job. But God had been at work in Antioch long before the church in Jerusalem got involved—indeed, long before the church in Jerusalem even worked out that sharing the gospel with the Gentiles was an acceptable thing to do!

      Irregular and Regular Ministry

      That topsy-turvy process is, of course, a very challenging concept for Presbyterians like me to work through. We love process and proper procedure, with everything done decently and in order. In theory, we have the principial category of “irregular” to deal with unusual circumstances in our Books of Church Order, but we often have a hard time with the “irregular” in practice. Irregular means messy, risky, and unsafe—operating without the safety net of normal practice. But sometimes God is working in these messy corners of the church, far ahead of our proper structures and procedures, and in those situations, there are times when we need to follow what God is doing and let the proper procedures catch up later.

      Of course, we do not want to get so comfortable in the world of the irregular that we look down on or even despise proper procedures and order. God is not a God of chaos but a God of order, and his church needs to have its own order, just like any well-run family (1 Cor. 14:40; Col. 2:5). But a well-run family also knows when to let go of its rules and schedules for the sake of an exceptional situation. That is why it was so crucial that the church in Jerusalem sent Barnabas to Antioch. Some people might easily have shut down the new church on the grounds that it didn’t have proper authorization from the apostles or the appropriately recognized and ordained leadership. But Barnabas was willing to work with the situation in front of him, seeking to move it slowly toward regularity, to be sure, but at the same time celebrating what God had done in this irregular situation.

      Barnabas the Encourager

      This attitude showcases Barnabas’s gifts as an encourager. Indeed, the name Barnabas quite literally means “son of encouragement” (Acts 4:36). His parents did not name him Barnabas; that was just a nickname. When we first met him back in Acts 4, we were told that his real name was Joseph but that the apostles called him “Barnabas.” Back then, Barnabas was already demonstrating his gift of encouragement in practical ways—by selling a field and bringing the proceeds to the apostles to help with their ministry to the poor among the new community (4:37). We also learned there that Barnabas was from Cyprus (4:36), like some of the accidental church planters in Antioch (11:20). In other words, he understood the needs of the Gentile world as well as the Jewish world and could communicate the gospel effectively in their context. Barnabas had the spiritual gifting to encourage weak and immature faith, to see what God was doing in a situation, and to live with the messiness of life in an unplanned, newly planted church, predominantly made up of Gentiles.

      Of course, God was with this baby church long before Barnabas arrived on the scene. The Lord’s hand was with those who spoke the good news, and so “a great number who believed turned to the Lord” (11:21). That is what Barnabas was able to see when he arrived: Because Barnabas was “full of the Holy Spirit and of faith” (11:24), he was able to look past the messiness that must inevitably have been there in a new church, with so many brand new converts saved out of a pagan context, and to see “the grace of God” (11:23).

      Barnabas also “exhorted [or ‘encouraged’] them all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast purpose” (11:23). Do not rush too quickly past that sentence, which echoes the Great Commission in Matthew 28:18–20. There the apostles had been commissioned to go into all the world and make disciples of all nations, teaching them to obey everything Jesus had commanded. Here in Acts the new believers in Antioch turned to the Lord and accepted the gospel. But Christianity is not merely a momentary conversion experience, in which we “trust in the Lord Jesus Christ as our personal Savior” and then move on, otherwise unaffected. Christianity is also about discipleship: a total transformation of life and loyalties until our hearts are increasingly submitted to the Scriptures. Sometimes people have the misconception that encouragement is an end in itself, as if the goal of encouragement is simply for people to feel encouraged. Not at all. In the Scriptures, the goal of encouragement is growth in the knowledge and understanding of God, which is why the same Greek word (parakaleō) can be translated “encouraged” (CSB) or “exhorted” (ESV).

      Encouragement and Teaching

      This challenging situation was the reason why Barnabas went to Tarsus to get
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      God Reigns to Judge and to Save

      Acts 12

      Many years ago, there was a Christian music group named the 2nd Chapter of Acts. I think they called themselves that because they wanted to encourage the contemporary church to be more like the Jerusalem church in Acts 2, where the Spirit was poured out at Pentecost and the early believers showed the marks of that divine empowering. At that time, the church was devoted to the teaching of the apostles, to fellowship, to worship, to prayer, and so on (2:42–47). The name 2nd Chapter of Acts thus has a certain ring to it because, in a sense, everyone wants to live their life in that chapter of the Bible. We’d all like to experience the power of the Spirit dramatically poured out and lived out in our midst. To my knowledge, though, no one has ever named their band the 12th Chapter of Acts. This chapter shows a much more complex and messy picture of New Testament life that we wouldn’t be so quick to volunteer for. Here the church was once again experiencing persecution, a persecution that resulted in the death of a key leader.

      Even though few of us might volunteer for an Acts 12 life, I think that portrait may actually be closer to where you and I live in reality. Acts 2 depicts the perfect picture of a church as it should be: internally holy and outwardly respected. But that is often not our experience in whichever church we find ourselves. It is like the photographs on the holiday websites that depict a perfect family, endlessly smiling as they romp on the sand under cloudless skies. The reality of your family vacation and mine, however, is usually rather more mixed. A good vacation has some of these picture-perfect opportunities, to be sure. Many of our best family pictures were taken on vacation. But the whole vacation is a more complex story. It’s not just the photo op in Yosemite; it’s also the car breaking down in the middle of nowhere in the High Desert with five kids when the temperature outside is 120 degrees. Somehow they never show that on the advertisement. Nor do they show the parents getting grumpy with the kids and with one another at those particularly stressful moments or tired children throwing tantrums. Don’t get me wrong, our family vacations were wonderful times. They were, however, never quite the perfect picture shown in the brochure. Real life is complex and difficult, and it frequently feels out of control—in other words, more like Acts 12 than Acts 2.

      Deliverance

      Acts 12 opens on a very dark note. Herod the king—that is, Herod Agrippa—arrested a number of the Christians in Jerusalem and executed James, the first apostle to be martyred for the faith (12:1–2). Then he arrested Peter and planned to execute him too, as soon as the Passover festival was over (12:3–4). Staging a rescue was out of the question. Peter was guarded day and night by four squads of four soldiers. He was chained to one on his right and one on his left, with two guarding the door; each squad rotated every six hours (12:4). Humanly speaking, Peter seemed doomed, yet the church was praying to God for him.

      And God answered their prayers. An angel of the Lord appeared in Peter’s cell and struck him on the side (12:7). He woke Peter up and brought him out past the guards, out through the outer door, and then left him there on the street, dazed but free. Only once he was outside did Peter realize that this was not simply a vision but reality (12:10–11). God had delivered him from the hands of Herod.

      Peter saw in all this more than simply a random act of kindness on God’s part. He recognized a pattern here, a pattern that dated all the way back to the time of the exodus.1 Just as Israel had been in bondage in Egypt and God had sent his angel to deliver them, so also on this particular Passover night, God sent his angel once again to deliver his servant from the hand of God’s enemies. That was why Peter’s statement of his deliverance in Acts 12:11 contained a clear echo of the Septuagint of Exodus 18:4 and 10. When his people cried out to him, God once again answered and brought them—in this case, Peter—out of the house of bondage.

      We should not, however, miss the irony of Peter’s words here. God delivered him not only from Herod but also from “all that the Jewish people were expecting” (Acts 12:11). On the night of Passover, of all nights, the Jewish people should have been remembering their deliverance out of Egypt and anticipating the Messiah to come. Instead, having failed to recognize the Messiah when he came, they themselves took the place of the Egyptian oppressors, from whom God had delivered his people. What a tragic reversal!

      Once free, Peter went to the house of Mary, the mother of John Mark (12:12). This was also, probably not coincidentally, the place where many people had gathered to pray. The church in Jerusalem had an enviable commitment to prayer, yet their prayers, like the prayers of many of us, seem to have been offered more in hope than in faith. The evidence of that analysis is the comic picture of poor Rhoda, the servant girl, trying desperately to persuade the assembled prayer meeting that Peter was, in fact, at the door (12:14–15). No one would believe her news that God had answered their prayers, and all the while Peter was left standing in the street, knocking on the door, constantly in danger of discovery by the authorities. When they finally opened the door and saw that it was indeed Peter, they were amazed (12:16)—amazed that God could and would answer their prayers! After he recounted the story of his release, Peter left and went underground (12:17). There is a time for holy boldness and a time for common sense, and this was time for Peter to disappear for a while.

      Judgment

      That is not the end of the story, though. The Passover was not just about the deliverance of God’s people; it was also about the judgment of God’s enemies. If Herod was acting as the new Pharaoh, oppressing God’s new Israel, the church, then we would expect him to face prompt judgment. Our expectations are not disappointed. Herod finally resolved his long-standing quarrel with the coastal region of Tyre and Sidon. We are not told what the source of the quarrel was, but as is so often the case in politics, economics suggested that a resolution was required. Tyre and Sidon produced valuable timber and were major trading cities, but much of their food came from the orchards and fields of Judea (Acts 12:20). So it would have made sense for them to seek peace with Herod, however difficult he was as a ruler.

      On the appointed day, Herod appeared before the people of Tyre and Sidon in all his royal splendor and delivered an eloquent speech (12:21). The Jewish historian Josephus noted that he wore a robe of silver, designed to sparkle in the sun.2 Impressed by this display, the people of Tyre and Sidon credited him with being a god, not a man (12:22). Herod’s heart was happy to agree with that assessment, but the angel of the Lord struck him, which makes this the second time in this chapter that the angel struck someone (12:23). Earlier he had struck Peter graciously in order to free him from death (12:7); now he struck in wrath, delivering Herod over to death.

      Once again, there is some Old Testament background to this judgment. In Ezekiel 28, the king of Tyre (yes, the same place!) was charged with saying in his heart, “I am a god, / I sit in the seat of the gods” (Ezek. 28:2). The Lord’s response to such an arrogant claim to divinity was to expose its folly, saying in effect, “You claim to be a god, do you? Indeed, you will die and go down to the grave” (cf. 28:6–8). This is, of course, the ultimate proof of the king of Tyre’s nondivine status: his death and subsequent decay into the dust. So too here Herod’s claim to divinity was exposed as fatuous in the most graphic way. Whereas normally decay—being eaten by worms—follows death, in Herod’s case the whole process was horribly accelerated and combined. Now decay preceded death for Herod: He was eaten by worms even before he died (12:23). What kind of god was he now? His true nature under that superficially glorious exterior was exposed and made clear for all to see: a mere mortal under the judgment of God.

      What a difference a chapter makes! We started Acts 12 with the gospel under pressure. Herod was triumphing, James was dead, and Peter was in prison. By the end of Acts 12, through the double intervention of the Lord’s angel to deliver and to judge, Peter was free, Herod was dead, and the gospel was triumphing: “The word of God increased and multiplied” (12:24). Not only was Herod not a god, but he was also not even the sovereign ruler of his own kingdom. God in his sovereignty rules all things, including persecution and deliverance from persecution, and he works all things for the good of his people and of his gospel.

      Divine Power on Display

      We also find ourselves in an “Acts 12” world, and this passage reminds us that the fundamental issues we wrestle with over and over again are theological. Our difficulties arise out of our failure to believe in God’s power—that he really is who he says he is—and our tendency to substitute other things in his place, attributing divine status to objects or persons who lack it. The first of the Ten Commandments warned that this would be the case. God said,

      I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.

      You shall have no other gods before me. (Ex. 20:2–3)

      This commandment requires people to recognize the Lord’s power and care for them and forbids them to attribute divine status or power to anything other than the Lord. But both of these commandments were being broken in Acts 12.

      First, we see a widespread failure to believe in God’s divine power. Herod, of course, lacked belief in God’s power since he was motivated entirely by what would have pleased the Jews (12:3). He did not fear God, only man. The same was true of the citizens of Tyre and Sidon, who gave in to the temptation to attribute to Herod godlike powers (12:22). But the Christians also failed to believe in God’s divine power. Why was it so hard to persuade them that it was Peter knocking at the gate? The answer is because in their fear they had ascribed to Herod the power to control Peter’s destiny. In their hearts, even while they were praying, they were saying, “If Herod has him so closely guarded, even God can’t release him.” It is the same thing that we saw in Tyre and Sidon. They too were attributing to Herod godlike powers (cf. 12:22).

      We are just the same. How often do we pray for things without expecting God to really do anything? We pray for our friends and neighbors but never expect to see them come to church. We pray for our church to grow in the knowledge of God and love for one another but do not expect anything to change. We pray for victory in the struggle with some long-term sinful habit but do not anticipate growth. Or perhaps we don’t even pray for these things because in our hearts we don’t really think it worth the bother. Our prayerlessness and prayers with little faith stand as a condemnation of our failure to really believe in God’s divine power.

      Part of the problem, of course, is that God’s ways of working in this world do not always match our expectations. If God was really exercising his divine power in the world in Peter’s day, where was he in the opening part of Acts 12? He was clearly able to deliver Peter from prison, so why didn’t he deliver James also? He was able to strike Herod down in judgment, so why didn’t he do it at the outset of the chapter, before Herod started killing Christians? That would have been my strategy. It was not as if God didn’t know ahead of time what was going to happen or as if he had limits on his ability to intervene. This is the sovereign, omniscient God of the universe who created all things out of nothing and knows the end from the beginning. He does not take lunch breaks or afternoon naps. Why didn’t he act sooner to free the Christians from so much sorrow?

      What he was doing was bringing glory to himself and teaching his people an important lesson: The Lord shows his power and glory in his own way. God’s divine power was on display when James was being martyred for the faith as much as it was when Peter was being rescued from prison. His power is made perfect in our weakness not just in our strength. In particular, God brings glory to himself every time someone suffers or is martyred for the faith as well as whenever they are delivered from their trials. Every time someone stands up and declares that life itself is worth less than their profession of faith in Christ, God is glorified. When believers remain firm in their faith as their cancer ends with their death, as the church that they invested their lives in closes its doors, or as their hopes of marriage and a family are slipping away, God is glorified. Equally, God brings glory to himself not merely by judging sinners but also by letting them express the full heights of their pride and sin, right before he brings their outrageous claims crashing down.

      Temptation and Idolatry

      That is not typically how we think of God glorifying himself, though. We like to think of God being glorified through our sicknesses being healed, our besetting sins being transformed into victorious Christian lives, our churches prospering and growing, and the enemies of the gospel being removed. So much of our confusion about God’s divine power stems from precisely this fact: We think God’s wonderful plan in this world ought to be designed for our comfort and ease, while in reality his plan is for his glory and our good, expressed through our present suffering as well as through our ultimate glory in Christ.

      When we lose sight of how God’s divine power works, we inevitably end up assigning godlike status to people and things that lack it instead of bowing our hearts before the one true God. The most obvious example of this in the passage is when the citizens of Tyre and Sidon attributed divine status to Herod based on his outward impressiveness. We smile condescendingly at these impressionable first-century peasants, yet do we not do exactly the same in our lives? We too regularly bow down to the created order rather than keeping our worship for God alone.

      As the church father Tertullian pointed out centuries ago, behind and underneath every single sin is an act of idolatry, in which we assign greater value to something other than God.3 For example, behind the sin of online pornography is an idolatry of the sense of pleasure or escape that viewing sexually explicit images gives you. You are saying that, at this moment, a temporary feeling is more important to you than God is. Behind the sin of coveting your neighbor’s good looks, boyfriend, car, or clothes is an idolatry of the object of your covetousness. You are saying that possessing this object is more attractive to you than obeying the God who said, “You shall not covet” (Ex. 20:17). Behind the sin of worry is an idolatry of the thing that you fear you will lose or not get. You are saying to God, “Your promise to love me and be with me constantly is great, but it is not enough if I don’t have this as well.” Behind the sin of pride and self-centeredness is a deep idolatry of self. Like Herod, you are saying, “I am a god. I am the one who is worthy of the respect and adulation of others. They exist to orbit around my sun and reflect back to me my shining glory.”

      That is such a sick attitude—but that is who we are, left to ourselves. Every sin boils down at its root to idolatry, as we say of some sinful tendency or temptation, “This is the voice of a god and not of a man.” All sin flows ultimately from this fundamental confusion between the true and only God, whom we are to worship and adore, and everything else that lays claim to that position in our lives.

      The Power of Worship

      If our fundamental problem is confusion about God’s love and power, then the solution for that confusion is found when we come together to worship. The universal antidote for our diverse temptations is not just trying harder; rather, it is seeing Jesus afresh as the one in whom God’s incredible love and power are revealed to us. When you doubt God’s love, look to the Son of Man raised up on a cross for your salvation; doubt his love for you no more. When you struggle with how God’s power fits together with your continuing weakness and unglorious life, look to Jesus to see how God’s divine power is displayed in this world. God’s power in the life of Jesus was made manifest in his weakness, in his suffering, in his persecution, and ultimately in a cursed death. How ungodlike a fate, you might be tempted to think! In Jesus, God himself took on our flesh, identifying with us even to the point of death. Jesus had no outer glory to make us want to bow down and worship him (Isa. 53:2).

      Yet God’s power was still supremely on display in those events. As Psalm 16 promised, the Lord would not suffer his holy one to see decay; no worms were permitted to eat Jesus! After his suffering, God raised Jesus up and seated him on his right hand in heaven’s glory. How truly godlike after all! And there is a time coming when that divine glory will be put on full display for all to see, “so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow . . . and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil. 2:10–11).

      Christ’s kingdom follows the same pattern in this world. It comes through persecution, suffering, and weakness, following the way of the cross. Yet that very weakness of the cross leads to the spread of the word of God throughout the world and its wonderful triumph in the lives of men and women who are released by the gospel from their bondage to sin and death and hell. Like Jesus, we too are called to exist in this world in weakness and without any glory. We are weak people in weak bodies who make up weak churches. Yet God has prepared such a glorious future for us that words could not fully express its magnificence. Eye has not seen and ear has not heard the glories that are stored up for God’s saints (1 Cor. 2:9). If we could truly grasp the glory of God’s amazing grace for a moment, then it would put all our idols in the shade.

      Undeserved Grace

      What is more, it is a glory that you and I could never possibly deserve. By nature, we are all little Herods who repeatedly take for ourselves the glory that belongs to God alone. We too deserve to be struck down by an angel and sent to the world of death and decay along with our filthy idols. But God in his mercy and grace struck Jesus in our place and sent him to taste death on our behalf (Heb. 2:9). He took on himself our curse and by that means freed us from the prison chains of our sin. There is a deliverance that is far more remarkable than the freeing of Peter from prison in Jerusalem!

      This reality ought to challenge us profoundly. Do not underestimate God’s power to deliver you from sin’s power, just as he delivered you from its guilt and penalty. Pray fervently that, by his Spirit’s sanctifying work, God would release you from your idolatries. Meditate on the idolatries that drive your own particular personal sins and ask God to show you how the good news of the gospel frees you from your idol’s power over you. But also recognize that God’s divine grace is not only made manifest in delivering you from your sins; sometimes it is also demonstrated in enabling you to persevere through them. So ask God not merely to free you from your sin but also to use even those sins that remain to humble you and grow in you a greater appreciation for the gospel. Ask God in your brokenness to show you afresh the heights and depths of his mercy and grace and to make you more patient and kind to others around you in their struggles with sin.

      God’s grace and power are truly amazing. His ways are not our ways. His kingdom is extended not by size and power, nor by programs and people, yet he can use programs and people to build powerful churches when he chooses. His strength is divine and all-conquering, yet it is made perfect in our weakness. The message we have been given to preach is the wisdom of God, yet God in his wisdom chose a message that is foolishness to men (1 Cor. 1:21–31). No wonder we are often so confused!

      But as we consider the gospel, see again the mystery of God’s power revealed in weakness, his love triumphing over the profound hatred of wicked men, and his grace poured out on the ungracious and faithless. Bow your hearts before this mystery and pray that God and God alone will reign in your heart. Bury your idols at the foot of the cross. Lay down your trust in yourself, your longing for status, wealth, prestige, and relationships, and all the other idols you have been carrying for so long. Bow down and worship the Lord, the one true God. Ask him to help you reject the counterfeit gods so that his glory may be made perfect in you and so that all the world might see him truly and worship.
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