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Stunningly Successful

Acts 5:12-42

Earlier in Acts Peter and John were going up to the temple in Jerusalem for the 3 p.m. hour of prayer, and right there at the gateway into Solomon’s portico was a lame beggar.  His feet and ankles had been completely undeveloped from birth, so his family and friends carried him every day to this gate for over 40 years to beg.

When he held his hand out to Peter and John, Peter looked him in the eye and said, “I don’t have any silver or gold, but I will give you what I have.  In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, stand up and walk.”  And he took him by the hand and lifted him up, and immediately his feet and ankles were made strong.  So strong that he jumped up and down like a crazy man and ran around the portico praising God.

The crowds recognized him as that lame beggar they had seen for years, and they ran over to Peter amazed.  But Peter was quick to tell them, “Hey, don’t look at me.  This is about God’s servant Jesus, whom you rejected and killed but God raised him up.  It is by faith in his name that this man is standing before you completely healed.”

It wasn’t long before the religious leaders interrupted Peter’s little sermon, and they put Peter and John in jail overnight so they could question them the next day.  They called together the high court of the Jews, the Sanhedrin, and grilled them about what had happened, which just gave Peter another chance to give his little sermon all over again: “this man is standing before you in good health today because of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead.”

There wasn’t a whole lot the Sanhedrin could say since the man was standing there healed and everybody was praising God because of it.  So they threatened Peter and John, ordered them not to teach at all in the name of Jesus, and they let them go.

The story continues:  Acts 5:12-42
“Stop teaching in this name,” was the court order, and yet what happened?  Jerusalem was filled with the apostles’ teaching, and even the towns around Jerusalem were getting the message.  The gospel message was moving out with such power that even Peter’s shadow was able to heal.  So now, instead of one healing miracle, hundreds of people were being cured.

Which only made the religious leaders more determined than ever to do something about it.  So they arrested all the apostles this time and threw them in prison.  But while they were mustering up an emergency meeting of the Sanhedrin to order them once again to stop teaching in this name, an angel of God got them all out of prison and ordered them back to the temple to keep on teaching in this name.  

You can tell that Luke is having fun telling this story.

When the Sanhedrin finally gets the apostles in front of them, they want to know why they disobeyed their orders to stop this teaching.  The answer that the apostles give is the ultimate irony.  “We must obey God rather than any human authority.”  

Here they are, saying this to the very ones whose lives were supposed to epitomize complete obedience to the will of God instead of human authorities!  But the religious leaders had compromised their sacred calling and it was the apostles who were the faithful ones.

That really made the religious leaders furious, and they would have killed them right there on the spot if it weren’t for Gamaliel.  The wisdom of Gamaliel prevails and, without intending to, he pronounces what is becoming increasingly obvious:  this gospel movement is not of human origin; it is of God.

Because in spite of every obstacle, the gospel message goes forward with power.  Even when the frustrated Sanhedrin has the apostles flogged – 40 lashes minus one, what they did to Jesus – they stumble out of there bloodied and beaten to a pulp, and yet rejoicing that they were considered worthy to suffer for the name of Jesus.  And they kept on teaching; they “did not cease to teach and proclaim Jesus as the Messiah.”

Nothing can stop the gospel of Jesus Christ; it overcomes every impediment placed in its way and it fills his followers with confidence and joy.

During the making of an old Hollywood movie depicting the life of the early Christians under persecution, there was a scene where an actress was tied to a stake in the Roman Coliseum and had lions coming after her.  After the filming a reporter asked the actress, “Weren’t you afraid when those lions came lunging at you?”  She replied, “No, I had read to the end of the script and I knew Robert Taylor would come and save me!”

If we go the end of the script in Acts (28:31), we find Paul in prison in Rome and yet he is “proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance.”  Nothing can stop this good news, no prisons, no powers!  

Even though Paul has encountered all kinds of obstacles along the way, which he lists in 2 Corinthians 11:23-33.

…imprisonments, countless floggings, often near death, beaten with rods, shipwrecked, once I received a stoning, in danger from rivers, in danger in the city and in the wilderness, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked, in toil and hardship…

But none of this has diminished the power of the message or his confidence and joy in proclaiming it!

We have read to the end of the script, and what do you know?

David Shipler wrote a book titled Russia, and he describes what Russia was like before the fall of communism when the Soviet Union was an officially atheistic country.  He tells the story of the Church of Christ the Savior, which was one of the most ornate buildings in Moscow and all of Russia.  But in 1931 Stalin had the church dynamited and torn down in order to make way for the towering Palace of the Congresses, which would have a colossal statue of Lenin on top that would be twice the size of the Statue of Liberty.

However, during the construction a funny thing began to happen, the earth started turning wet and mushy and the foundation for the new building kept sinking.  Eventually the government authorities had to abandon the project, and they finally decided to put a huge municipal swimming pool in its place.

Unbeknownst to most Russians at the time, guess what was happening in this heated swimming pool?  Many clandestine baptisms!  The gospel of Jesus Christ was on the move through an extensive underground network of followers of Christ, in spite of the government’s efforts to stop it.

The gospel message lives on:  “Jesus is God’s Messiah.  Even though we rejected him and put him to death, God raised him up and offers us repentance and forgiveness of our sins so that we might be healed.”  This good news is on the move, overcoming every obstacle that gets in the way, even those that are less obvious to us.

Do you remember the baseball strike in 1994 when the players walked out in September and as a result there was no World Series that year?  Do you know why it happened?  A squabble over higher pay?  

It has been suggested that the real secret to the strike is tucked inside a four page fund-raising letter that the evangelist, Billy Graham, sent to his supporters that fall.  In that letter Graham wrote: “My greatest burden at the moment is for prayer for the Atlanta Crusade, which is to take place October 26-30… The Crusade is to take place at the same time as the World Series.  This situation could cut deeply into the attendance at the Georgia Dome, where our Crusade is being held.  Thus we need your prayer on a scale that we have rarely needed in recent Crusades.”

So people prayed.  And in the meantime the baseball strike began and continued, which led one sports fan to joke in response: “OK, OK, Graham, your prayers were answered.  Now get out of the way and let us pray for a 1995 season!”

“Get out of the way – we’ve got more important things going on here!”  The obstacles to proclaiming God’s good news in Jesus Christ continue for us.  What do they look like today?  We are not struggling with the forced atheism of communist rule or the violent persecution of the 1st century Roman Emperors like Nero and Domitian, who killed Christians for sport.  

Perhaps the most insidious obstacle to the good news message of Jesus Christ for us today is the compromising of God’s people, like the Sanhedrin, believers who became less concerned about obeying God than protecting the status quo.  It can happen to any of us, when the radical movement of God becomes institutionalized.

For years I was taught in church history what a wonderful thing it was when the 4th century Roman Emperor, Constantine, became a Christian and decided that the whole Roman Empire would become Christian too.  It was good news in that Christians were no longer being killed for sport.  But the bad news was that the cross of Jesus was placed on their military shields and used to support their military causes.  The bad news was that the church was living in service to the state instead of living lives that looked more and more like Jesus.  

Many would say that since Constantine the church in the west, without even knowing it, has had a hard time obeying God rather than human authorities – like the members of the Sanhedrin who told the radical followers of Jesus, “For the love of God, stop this teaching!”  They had no clue that they were actually fighting against God.  

Can that happen to us today?  Can we be so wrapped up in the institution, in the culture, in the state, that we are less concerned about following Jesus than hanging on to what we’ve got?  Without realizing it, have evangelicals in this country put Jesus’ cross on America and military might?  Has Joel Osteen and his mega-church in Houston put Jesus’ cross on materialism and wealth?  Has the Presbyterian Church put Jesus’ cross on our tradition?  Where are we in danger of compromising who we are as God’s people today?

In Acts the religious leaders compromised their sacred calling completely and tried everything in their power to stop what God was doing in Jesus Christ.  But they couldn’t.  The gospel message was like a beach ball being held under water that kept popping to the surface:  “Jesus is God’s deliverer.  You rejected him and put him to death, but God raised him up.  And now you are offered repentance and forgiveness of sins in him, new life and times of refreshing in the Lord.”  

No obstacle can get in its way, not even our compromising.  Gamaliel’s eyes were opened, and he was an establishment man.  Paul’s eyes were opened.  The gospel of Jesus Christ is going forward unhindered today, whether through the institutional church or not.  It is going forward and will overcome every obstacle placed in its way, which should give us much confidence and joy.

When Charlton Heston was being trained to drive the chariot in the movie Ben Hur, he said to Cecil B. DeMille, “I can barely stay on this thing.  I can’t win the race.”  DeMille replied, “Your job is to stay on it.  It’s my job to make sure you win.”

That’s what God says to us.  “Your job is to stay with my means of deliverance: what I have done for you and will do for you in Jesus Christ.  It’s my job to make sure you win.”

What will throw us off?  What has thrown us off?  Hear the good news proclaimed to the Sanhedrin:

Jesus is God’s deliverer.  You rejected him and put him to death, but God raised him up.  He offers you repentance and forgiveness of sins, a new life, times of refreshing from the Lord.

� Told by Heidi A. Husted in a sermon on April 7, 1996 at Columbia Presbyterian Church, Vancouver, WA.


� As told by Heidi A. Husted in a sermon at Columbia Presbyterian Church, Vancouver, WA, April 21. 1996.





