February 5, 2006
Isaiah 59:1
Acts 5:33-42
Looking In the Mirror of Acts:  Building On the 

Proper Foundation

If you have followed the news this week you are well aware of the controversy over the editorial cartoons printed about the prophet Mohammed, and which have enraged millions of Muslims around the world.


This morning, I’m not interested in commenting on whether or not such material should be printed; my point in mentioning that controversy is to express my great concern that a large and growing group of Muslim extremists are now beginning to control what people are allowed to say and they are beginning to win their war on free expression.  I believe that one of the goals of this group is to control the thoughts, beliefs and expression of other people, and I find that tremendously disturbing.


But it’s not a new dynamic.  From the beginning of time people have sought to control others and have sought to enforce a monolithic identicalness upon people.  This kind of oppression has been done in the name of politics and it’s been done in the name of religion.  

I threw out my other version of this sermon Friday night, because all week as I read this passage from Acts I kept assuming it was the governing authorities threatening the disciples; finally, I realized I had completely missed it was something more troubling – it was the religious authorities threatening the disciples.  I say that is more threatening because when you legitimize oppression by attaching God’s name to it that kind of oppression becomes even more dangerous and more violent.  We have witnessed the terrible results of that mindset in our country with the attacks of 9/11.  


If you trace history, and Biblical history, we find this has been around for a long time.  We see the disciples being oppressed by this kind of thinking; the greatest opponents of Jesus were not the Romans, but the religious establishment; Paul was dogged throughout his ministry by a group of religious leaders who sought to destroy him and his ministry because they didn’t like what he believed and taught.  Tragically, Christian history is littered with more examples.  Charlemagne had 4,500 people killed in one day because they refused to convert; the Inquisition led to terrible abuses; John Calvin’s quest to build a utopian society in Geneva, Switzerland deteriorated to a religious war on freedom that ended with people being burned at the stake.  Today, there are many who would seek to take away our freedom of thought and belief. 

The disciples reaction teach us some incredibly important truths that provide us with a foundation for how we should live out our faith.

1. They stayed focused on Jesus.


Last week you heard this thought expressed in the words Chris and Barry shared about our trip to Waveland, Mississippi.  I know there were people there with very different theologies and thoughts about how to worship and all those matters – and I’m not saying those things don’t matter at all – but they don’t matter about everything else.  The only discussions I heard on that trip were discussions about how to better minister to and love those people whose lives had experienced so much turmoil. 


Listen to verse 42, which comes after the disciples were threatened and flogged – and every day, in the temple and from house to house, they kept right on teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ.

I wonder what my reaction would be after being threatened and flogged because of my faith; what would your reaction be?  Would we organize a protest, would we complain and strike back, would we allow ourselves to be intimidated into silence?  The disciples did this; listen to verse 41 – they went on their way from the presence of the Council, rejoicing that they had been considered worthy to suffer shame for His name.

That’s quite a reaction, isn’t it?  Instead of complaining or being intimidated they said we are so lucky; we get to suffer for the name of Jesus; we are living our lives in such a manner as to be considered worth persecuting.

2.  They were free in an oppressive environment.


It’s amazing to me how many people, in a free country, are living under oppression.  Much of that oppression is self-imposed, because it comes from lives that are based on fear.


For years, and to some extent still, I have allowed myself to live under fear, and fear is a terrible master.  Fear will steal away the freedom, the joy and the love from life, and there are millions of people who are allowing fear to do that to their lives.  You know some of those people; some of those people may be you.

The disciples were such incredibly brave people, because they were going to be free in an oppressive environment.  No threats were enough to steal away their freedom; no persecution was great enough to take away their courage that sprung from this deep well of joy that was rooted in their spiritual freedom.

We must resist the urge to create an environment that will steal away people’s freedom.  The fear that is so rampant in churches today is in some corners creating a stifling atmosphere that wants to impose an oppressive control upon people.  Too often, throughout Christian history, God’s people have fallen victim to this urge and the results have always been tragic and damaging to the cause of Jesus.
3.  They gave their hearts, not just their minds, to Jesus.


You may remember that I mentioned last week that the real meaning of the word believe is to give your heart to.  We think of belief as being nothing more than agreeing that certain statements are true, but belief is really more about the heart than it is the head.  When we make our belief solely or primarily about head knowledge of Jesus rather than heart knowledge we have taken the first step down the road that leads to fear and oppression.


I enjoy discovering the meanings of words.  Another word with an interesting meaning is the word passion.  We talk about our passion for our hobbies or something we own, but the real meaning of the word passion is suffering, which fits beautifully into this passage because of the disciples willingness to suffer for what they believed.


For what would we suffer?  It’s a question worth asking because in our world that question may one day become a real life choice for all of us.  In a few minutes we gather around the Lord’s Table, the visible witness of his willingness to suffer on our behalf, because he gave his heart to us.


May we pray.
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