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We’re on our journey with the early Church this summer. What was it like in the early
weeks, months and years after the crucifixion, the Resurrection, the Ascension and Pentecost
occurred in a fifty-third day whirlwind. Luke, in his writing of Acts, gives us that window to look
into.

Last week we saw the Sadducees were greatly disturbed because the apostles were
teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus, the resurrection of the dead—the Sadducees being
the very ones who condemned Jesus to death and the very ones who did not believe in the
resurrection. They were sure, if the apostles were allowed to go on unchecked, civil disorder
might follow, so this movement needed to be nipped in the bud, leading to the prompt arrest of
Peter and John. And, influential as they were, and Peter and John, ‘only’ Galilean fisherman,
nevertheless spoke truth to power—more as their judge than victim. Peter took his life in his own
hands.

The Sanhedrin walked right into this: “By what power or by what name did you do this?”
“If we are being called to account today for an act of kindness shown to a cripple and are asked
how he was healed, then know this, you and all the people of Israel: it is by the name of Jesus
Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, but whom God raised from the dead, that this man
stands before you healed...Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”

There is the Gospel in a nut shell! All healing, all life that is truly life is found only in
Jesus, and we, while we were yet sinners and therefore His enemy have been completely saved—
from sin, from death, from Satan, from hell—always and only by Jesus.

The Sanhedrin saw this remarkable courage and Peter and John and noted that these men
had been with Jesus. “But since they could see the man who had been healed standing there with
them, there was nothing they could say.” How about, “Wow! Praise God! Tell us more!” Nope.
“What are we going to do with these men? Everybody living in Jerusalem knows that they have
done an outstanding miracle, and we cannot deny it. But to stop this thing from spreading any
further...we must warn these men to speak no longer to anyone in this name.

Peter and John’s reply: “Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God’s sight to obey
you rather than God. We can’t help speaking about what we have seen and heard.” (Acts
4:19-20)

Peter and John’s defence was an unanswerable fact. It was impossible to deny the healing
of the crippled man. It was living proof that could not be ignored or imagined away. Their
message wasn’t fiction. They knew first-hand it was true...willing to stake their life on it. They



didn’t anguish or cave over what might happen if they continued declaring the name of Jesus.
They were convicted of the power of God. They had with them the creator and sustainer of all
things.

To what end? There was a sudden change, indicative of what can/should happen to
Christians. They had an intense sense of responsibility for each other and it awoke in them a real
desire to share all they had. This wasn’t commanded; it was utterly spontaneous. When the heart
is moved to share, the society (we) become truly Christian.

And that sets the stage for today’s message. Chapter 5 opens with the shocking account of
Ananias and Sapphira. Nothing could depict more clearly the atmosphere which prevailed in the
early Church. What’s revealed here is the extraordinary respect in which the apostles were held
and the holiness (in this case, honesty) which God expects. Don’t be deceived; God will not be
mocked. It also brings to question who should be in the church. Some people suggest that the
church shouldn’t be for unbelievers or those whose lives are/may be shady. Hmm...that’s not
how I read it. We are all sinners. Church is messy. Jesus never said wait ‘til you’ve got your act
together. He said, “Come to me, any and every one of you...” But in the early Church purity
needed to be unmistakably confirmed. And it was. The Bible gives us stubborn honesty. It might
have been easier to leave this out; instead, its inclusion reveals that the early Church also had
imperfect Christians—just like me. That said, it confirms that sin, any sin, is sin against God.
Everything however humble, that contributes to the health, happiness and welfare of others, is
work for God. Conversely, failure to use our talents is sin against God, who gave us talent, such
as we have. We are responsible to God for the use we make of them. The other lesson here is that
failure to be truthful is sin against God, against the guidance of the Spirit in our hearts.

You can imagine, after the word spread about Ananias and Sapphira, “no one dared join
them”, but many miraculous signs and wonders were done by the apostles and they were highly
among the people. So more and more people believed in the Lord. People brought the sick into
the streets and laid them on beds and mats so that at least Peter’s shadow might fall on them as
he passed by. People even came from away, bringing their sick or suffering with evil spirits. All
were healed. It must have been something to see!

They gathered constantly at Solomon’s colonnade that surrounded the Temple. They were
constant in their attendance at the House of God, eager to know God better and draw upon His
strength for living. You may otherwise miss this, but to point out that they met where everyone
could see them. They were determined to show all people whose they were and where they
stood. And things happened. The Church exists to make bad people good. People will throng to a
church where lives are changed.

And then, here we go again. Back to jail. You haven’t amended your ways from our first
warning, so back you go to the principal’s office, or on the more serious side of life, back to
more bombing or more sanctions...until you get it right...until you see the world like we do. The
second arrest of the apostles was inevitable. The Sanhedrin had strictly ordered them to abstain



from teaching in the name of Jesus, which they publicly disregarded. The Sanhedrin not only
regarded the apostles as heretics, but they were also potential disturbers of the peace. We know
enough from our study of the Bible that Palestine was always ripe for uprising, the great concern
being Rome’s harsh intervention.

Nothing is impossible for God. You’ve got to love this. The apostles are jailed because
the Sadducees were filled with jealousy. Next line: but during the night an angel of the Lord
opened the doors of the jail and brought them out. “Go, stand in the temple courts and tell the
people the full message of this new life”(verse 20.) Well, that’s pretty clear. Get back in the ring,
get back on the horse you just fell off and double down. Don’t sweat it; don’t give a thought to
the danger; don’t falter. Here’s the real meaning of “I’ve got you covered/I’ve got your back”™—
lines that are said today with no ability to make them true. But God has you covered completely.

And, you’ve got to love the complete befuddlement of the of the high priest and his
associates, calling together the Sanhedrin—the full assembly of the elders of Israel when they
sent to the jail for the apostles and the officers reported back to them. “We found the jail securely
locked, with the guards (still) standing at the doors (apparently unaware of anything amiss); but
when we opened them, we found no one inside.” Hmmm...

Then the bell dropped. “The men you put in jail are standing in the temple courts,
teaching the people.” They brought the apostles, who came peacefully, back before the
Sanhedrin.

“We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name. Yet you have filled Jerusalem with your
teaching and are determined to make us guilty of this man’s blood” (verse 28.)

Yup, it was true. They were filling Jerusalem, and the Sanhedrin and all of us are guilty
of this man’s blood; they were telling the people the full message of this new life, just as the
angel had instructed them. Well, what was the full message of new life? I’'m thinking it was,
“Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by
which we must be saved,” or some variation that included repentance of our sins as a starting
point and the forgiveness of sins made possible and sealed by the death and resurrection of Jesus
—the name, the only name. Peter and the other apostles’ reply to them:

“We must obey God rather than men!” And they went on to attest that the God of our
fathers raised Jesus from the dead—whom they killed--and God exalted Him to His own right
hand as Prince and Saviour so He could/would give repentance and forgiveness of sins. And if
you don’t like it, tough, because we are witnesses of these things and so is the Holy Spirit whom
god has given to those who obey Him. The full message of new life.

The apostles had a clear idea of their function. They knew that they were witnesses for
Christ—speaking from first hand knowledge/experience. It’s impossible to stop a person like that
because it’s impossible to stop the truth. Does that describe you? It should, it can, as you give
your life completely over to Jesus. Don’t wrestle it back into your own hands as we often do.



Of course, the Sanhedrin was furious and wanted to put them to death. But enter a hero—
Gamaliel—a Pharisee and teacher of the law, interestingly, who was honoured by all the people.
He was loved; a kindly man with a far wider tolerance than the others. After dismissing the
apostles out of earshot, he warned the assembly to consider carefully what they intended to do.
Were they intent on exercising their own free will—which, yes, we all have—or, were they intent
on doing the will of God? And here’s as good advice as you will ever hear: if this matter was not
of God, not of His will, it would come to nothing, but, if what the apostles were saying was, in
fact from God, the assembly would find themselves fighting against God. Now who do you think
would win that battle? Do you ever pour yourself into something, only to figure it out some time
later, that you’re really working against what God wants. It’s worth repeating what I’ve said
before. Everyone loves WWJD—what would Jesus do? It sounds perfect, and, in some cases the
answer is very easy. But in other cases, it’s really difficult to know. Two courses of action may
have benefits and possible drawbacks; 1 may seem clearly preferable, yet, stay locked on the
compassion of Christ. Sometimes we just have to wait for Him to make things clearer. To go
back to my earlier analogy, you don’t win wars by bombing the other side into oblivion.

Gamaliel convinced the assembly. The apostles were flogged. They were ordered again
not to speak in the name of Jesus—how do you think that went—and let them go. And they went
rejoicing—rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering for the Name. It had
been an opportunity to demonstrate their loyalty to Christ. It was an opportunity to share the
experience of Christ. If you share in the cross-bearing, you share in the crown-wearing.

What happened? Day after day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they never
stopped teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Christ. How about you...can
that be said of you or me? John Ferris story.

John Ferris, a family friend on my wife’s side. Every other word was about God. John Ferris new
all their children. He was a car washer in a car lot, ultimately released because he would not stop
sharing about God.
May it be so for us.



