“Facts in Acts”  ( 18 part sermon series on Book of Acts )
05/31/09  Sermon # 4:   “ Nothing Can Stop God! ”  

( Text:  Acts 5:12-42 )

************************************************************************

     Today’s sermon is #4 is my 18 part sermon series on the Book of Acts entitled:  “Facts in Acts.”  We’ve learned that these facts in Acts are by no means irrelevant bits of information that have no meaning for our lives today.  Far from it!  Instead, these facts in Acts were recorded for us by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit so that we could know about our history of salvation and how God will continue His saving mission today through us.
     Today’s sermon title is:  “Nothing Can Stop God!”  At first that sermon title seems blatantly obvious.  “Why, of course, pastor.  Who would think that anyone would keep God from doing what He wants?”  But when we examine our actions and attitudes it becomes obvious that we don’t really always believe that God is in control.

     For example, on various occasions that first generation of Christians became discouraged because it appeared that evil was in control.  Jesus had told them to be His witnesses and proclaim repentance and forgiveness of sins in His Name.  Sometimes many would repent and believe, and then it was easy to think that God was in control.  But other times people would reject God’s Word and persecute the Christians who witnessed to them.  When that happened, Christians were tempted to doubt that God was in control.

     Maybe we feel the same way, sometimes.  We see all the evil in the world today and we wonder if God is really in control.  More and more we find that the faithful Christian message is ignored by many in our culture and sometimes there are some who openly despise the Word of God that we proclaim.  In other parts of the world today there are Christians who are being persecuted and even killed simply because they are witnesses for Jesus.  When this happens we begin to doubt if God is in control.
     My friends, as we examine today’s text from Acts chapter 5 we will learn that God is most certainly in control and that nothing can stop Him from accomplishing His mission – and this is true even when evil seems to have the upper hand.  With that said, let’s continue by looking at Acts 5:12-16.

     Now, at this point not much time has passed since the Pentecost miracle recorded in Acts chapter 2.  In fact, we heard about Pentecost 2 Sundays ago.  Well, as we read Acts chapter 5 we see that the apostles and all those who believed their message are still in Jerusalem – and the Apostles continue to perform miracles in Jesus’ Name.
     However, as we learned last Sunday from Acts chapter 3, the miracles that the Apostles performed are not the most important thing.  The reason the Apostles performed miracles was that this was the evidence that they were the official representatives of Jesus.  In other words, the Apostles performed miracles so that the people would take them seriously and listen to their teaching about Jesus.

     Sadly, some people only wanted the miracles – nothing more.  They didn’t want to hear the Apostles’ teaching about repentance and forgiveness of sins in Jesus’ Name.  We find the same problem today.  People are willing to hear about God as long as God will tell us what we want to hear and give us earthly blessings.  But many people today do not want to hear about their sin and their need to trust in Jesus for forgiveness and new life with God.

     We must pray that God will deliver us from this sinful self-deception.  As we read about these facts in Acts the Holy Spirit will help us to see that the Apostles’ preaching and teaching is also for our ears today – and God will move us to believe it.

     With that said, Luke goes on to tell us that even though many people were brought to faith in Jesus through the Apostles’ preaching, not many of them were willing to meet with them in public at this point.  Why not?  Simply put, the Apostles’ were being horribly persecuted by the unbelieving Jews.
     For example, listen to these words from the beginning of Acts chapter 4:  “The priests and the captain of the temple guard and the Sadducees came up to Peter and John while they were speaking to the people.  They were greatly disturbed because the apostles were teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection of the dead.  They seized Peter and John, and because it was evening, they put them in jail until the next day.  But many who heard the message believed,…”
     Now, on the one hand, this persecution actually strengthened the faith of many believers.  They trusted in Jesus all the more.  They also supported one another all the more.  At the end of Acts chapter 4 we’re told that the believers gave generous offerings to the work of the Church to support the ministry of the Apostles and to help the poor in their midst.

     On the other hand, as the persecution against Christians continued to increase, many believers were less willing to go public about their faith in Jesus.  I can understand their concern.  We might be tempted to avoid coming to public services at Concordia if we knew we might be thrown into prison and tortured on top of it.  We might choose to worship in the privacy of our own homes instead – just like some fellow Christians around the world today are forced to do.

     Now we’re ready to look at the next section of our reading – Acts 5:17-32.  Luke tells us that the unbelieving Jewish leaders arrested the Apostles and put them in jail once again.  But that’s not a problem.  You see, nothing can stop God!  Luke says that an angel came during the night and opened the doors of the jail and set them free.  The angel said to the Apostles:  “Go stand in the temple courts and tell the people the full message of this new life.”   Did you hear that?  God will make sure that His mission in this world continues – one way or another!

     So, now the apostles are back in the temple courts teaching the people God’s Word – just as they were before.  However, the Jewish leaders assume the apostles are still in jail.  But they soon find out that they are not there and they have no explanation of how they could have escaped.  Obviously, yet another miracle has taken place!  Sadly, their hatred of Jesus and His Word keeps them from believing what God has made plain to them.

     Well, eventually someone tells the Jewish leaders that the apostles are back in the temple courts – and they’re teaching the people about Jesus!  So, they send some guards to bring the apostles to them – but Luke says that they don’t use force because they’re beginning to fear how the people might react.

     The apostles willingly go with the guards and meet with the Jewish leaders.  The apostles see this as another opportunity to witness to them.  However, the Jewish leaders once again order them to stop teaching about Jesus.  Now, hear again how the apostles respond to this:  “We must obey God rather than men!  The God of our fathers raised Jesus from the dead – whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree.  God exalted him to his own right hand as Prince and Savior that he might give repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel.  We are witnesses of these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him.”

     First of all, did you notice that they trust God more than they fear the threats of unbelievers?  This is a wonderful example for us!  We must pray that God will help us to trust Him more than we fear the mockery or threats we might receive from unbelievers in our world.

     Next, the Apostles clearly teach that even though our sins sent Jesus to the cross, the fact is that God raised Jesus from the dead.  Jesus now lives as our God and Savior – and He longs to give us repentance and forgiveness of sins.

     Just think about that!  Even though we’re all guilty of sinning against God; even though we’re the reason Jesus was nailed to the cross, the risen Jesus longs to give us repentant hearts that will receive His forgiveness purchased for us on the cross.  

     Think about it.  The risen Jesus would have every right to use His almighty power to take vengeance upon us the moment we sin against Him.  But instead, the risen Jesus gives us the opportunity to hear about repentance and forgiveness of sins.  
     The Holy Spirit works through the preaching of God’s Word to convict us of our sin against God and then also give us faith in Jesus who died for us and conquered death for us that we might be forgiven and live now and forever as God’s dearly loved children. 

     Now, just as God has given repentance and forgiveness of sins to us through the preaching of His Word, God also wanted to give repentance and forgiveness of sins to those Jewish leaders back then.  But sadly, like many today, they hardened their hearts.  Luke writes:  “When they heard this, they were furious and wanted to put them to death.”
     At this point something interesting happens.  A famous Pharisee known as Gamaliel stands up and wants to speak.  This Gamaliel was a well known Jewish teacher.  In fact, the man who would later become the Apostle Paul was a student of Gamaliel.  So, what advice does Gamaliel give?

     Simply put, he suggests that the Jewish leaders should not openly oppose the apostles and those who follow them.  Instead, they should trust that God is in control.  If the Apostles’ preaching is NOT of God, their work will come to nothing in the end.  If their preaching IS of God, then nothing the Jewish leaders can do will stop it.
     Now, let me tell you what this DOESN’T mean.  This does NOT mean that we decide if someone’s teaching is true based on whether it appears to be popular or successful.  Remember, Jesus Himself said that the road to hell is wide and many go that way whereas the road to heaven is narrow and few go that way.  Instead, the point of Gamaliel’s speech is that we should trust God to work things out as He sees best – even when it appears that God is not in control.

     You see, the Jewish leaders were convinced that they were right and the Apostles were wrong.  Yet they were very concerned that the Apostles’ were gaining popularity among the people.  Gamaliel’s point is that we they should trust God and not worry when circumstances appear to be out of control.

     Now, even though Gamaliel was not a Christian, the Holy Spirit saw fit to have his speech recorded in the book of Acts to that we could benefit from His advice.  Simply put, we should trust that God is in control and that He will give us the victory in the end – and this is a fact even when our circumstances seem to suggest the opposite.

     Imagine how those first Christians must have felt sometimes.  Many of them were rejected by their own families when they came to faith in Jesus.  Many of them lost their jobs, their homes and even feared for their lives.  Even though some believed their witness about Jesus, many others mocked them and despised their preaching and teaching.  They may have been tempted to doubt if God were really in control.
     But God is using our text from Acts chapter 5 today to encourage us!  The words of our text teach us that nothing Can stop God!  Think about it!  Jesus began His mission in this evil world by sending out a few frightened people who had the same weaknesses and fears that we have.  Yet look what God has done these past 2000 years!  The Good News about Jesus has saved people from all over the world.  We are here today, rejoicing in the hope we have in Jesus, and this is a fact because nothing can stop God!

     Sadly, Gamaliel’s speech didn’t keep the Jewish leaders from trying to intimidate Jesus’ Apostles.  They whipped them and then ordered them, once again, to stop preaching about Jesus.

     And how did the Apostles’ react?  Did they say:  “God has let us down!  Let’s stop witnessing about Jesus, because it’s obvious that God won’t protect us.”  No!  Listen to what Luke writes:  “The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name.  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.”  Now, what can we learn from this?
     First, the Apostles considered it an honor to suffer because of their witness for Jesus.  This reminds me of what Peter says about this in 1st Peter chapter 4:  “…if you suffer as a Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name.”

     My friends, the devil wants us to be ashamed of the fact that we trust in Jesus.  The devil wants us to stop witnessing and keep quiet about our faith.  But we won’t!  

     Just like the Apostles continued being witnesses for Jesus in spite of evil opposition, God will also give us the desire and the strength to be witnesses for Jesus in our world today.

     God has forgiven our many sins through Jesus’ death and He has given us the hope of eternal life in His love through Jesus’ resurrection.  Therefore, we will continue to be faithful to Jesus’ even when it seems that evil has the upper hand.  We will consider it an honor if we are mocked and persecuted because we trust in Jesus.  We will continue to be His witnesses in this world because we know that nothing can stop God!
Amen!
