ACTS – Chapters 5 & 6

Turn to Acts 5.  Our theme in 2010 is Come, Follow Me.   We have been studying the Book of Acts to see how the early Church followed Jesus so that it will inspire us to follow Him in the same way.  In Acts 1:8 we saw Jesus appointed the apostles to be his witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and to the ends of the earth.  In Acts 2 we saw the Holy Spirit poured out and Peter and the other apostles began to powerfully witness about Jesus and the Resurrection.  Last week, in Acts 3 & 4, we saw Peter and John boldly witness about Jesus again to the crowds and to the Sanhedrin.  We saw the church pray for boldness.  In both lessons we saw what the early Church was like, devoted to teaching, prayer, the Lord’s Supper and fellowship; united and taking care of each other.
This week we will continue to see God working powerfully through the disciples to spread the message of Jesus.


:1-11  You know sometimes people read a scripture and tell you this is one of their favorite passages in the Bible.  I’m here to tell you this is NOT one of my favorites.  This is a very sobering passage of scripture.  Following Barnabas example, A&S sell a field and give some of the money to the church, but they lie and claim they have given the entire amount.  Were they free to give whatever they wanted?  Yes, Peter says so.  So why did they lie?  Maybe they wanted the praise Barnabas received - they wanted to be called the Couple of Encouragement.  Maybe they didn’t want people to think they were selfish by keeping back part of the money.  I don’t know.  What I do know is they lied and God struck them dead.   God takes sin in His Church very seriously.  He wants His people to be holy.  This is what Richard has been preaching about the past several weeks.  Holiness is not optional; very important to God.  It says here great fear came over the Church.  Well, yeah!  As Richard preached last Sunday, that’s what we need.  Fear of God.  Respect.  Awe.  Reverence.  A deep desire to be holy and get rid of sin.  Men and Women of integrity and character.  Amen?


:12-16.  Note that miracles were done through the hands of the apostles.  It said this same thing back in Acts 2:43.  Miracles were done by the hands of apostles.   Miracles are not something just anyone could do.  We will discuss more in Chapter 6.   The Lord continues to add disciples in increasing numbers – crowds of men and women.   Even Peter’s shadow did miracles – that’s pretty cool.  The miracles caused multitudes to come together from the surrounding towns.  The word is spreading beyond Jerusalem.  Can we talk about Pentecostalism for a moment?  What is the purpose of miraculous gifts?  What do they accomplish?  As we saw with speaking in tongues in Chapter 2 and healing the lame man in Chapter 4, miracles draw crowds so the message can be proclaimed.  That is what happens here.  The message spreads.  The miracles demonstrate that God’s power is present.  It causes people to listen to the message.  It confirms the message is from God.  That’s what Peter said in Acts 2:22 about Jesus miracles; they confirmed he was the Messiah.  Miracles do the same for the apostles; confirm the message is from God.  Heb 2:4.  The purpose of miracles is not to meet the emotional needs of disciples.  The purpose of miracles is not to create emotional escstacy.  Miracles are for the benefit of the lost.  They draw people to Jesus.  Point to God.   Inspire awe not emotionalism.

:17-28.  The high priest took action.  For the authorities, this was too much. Things were getting out of hand.  The leadership was jealous that the apostles had such a following.  Similar motives had caused them to arrest Jesus (Mark 15:10).  The apostles are arrested, an angel releases them and they continue preaching.  The Sanhedrin assembles for the trial but the prisoners are not there!  The captain of the temple guard arrests them politely so they can stand trial.  By this point the apostles have filled the city with the teaching of Jesus.  That’s what we need to do.  Fill Gwinnett County with the teaching of Jesus.  Have great crowds coming to hear about Jesus.

:29-33.  Peter and the apostles reply boldly again.  A brief summary of his previous sermons.  They will not be intimidated.   This enrages the Sanhedrin.  They are ready to kill the apostles.  Exactly what we talked about last week.  Boldness = death.

:34-39.  Gamaliel – a teacher and Pharisee who was Paul’s teacher – talks them out of killing the apostles.  He gives examples of other movements which failed once the leader died.   This happened later too.  We all know about the Jewish revolt that ended with the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD.  This happened again in the 2nd Century with the Bar Korba revolt.  Bar Korba claimed to be the Messiah and led a second Jewish rebellion against Rome.  But once the alleged Messiah is killed, these movements would collapse.  Only one of the ancient Jewish Messianic movements continued after its leader was killed.  Do you know which one that was?  I wonder why it survived?


 :40-42.  The apostles were flogged.  Also happened to Jesus and to Paul.  Flogging is no fun at all, but they rejoice at the suffering.  What a great example for us!  We think it is so hard to be a disciple sometimes and complain about the sacrifices we are called to make.   They were flogged for their faith and it caused them to rejoice.  And look what did they did.  Every day, publicly and privately, they continued teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Messiah.  Brothers and sisters, this is what we need to do.  Every day pray for opportunities to tell people about Jesus.  Get people into Bible studies like Richard talked about on Thursday.  That should be our lifestyle; should be what we are about as people.  Always proclaiming the good news.  Amen!


6:1-7   The Church is growing/multiplying!  That’s good.  But there is a problem.  The issue is racial.  The Jews who spoke Hebrew/Aramaic – the hometown Jews from Jerusalem were being favored in the daily distribution over the Greek speaking Jews – the ones from out of town – the foreigners.  This is always our natural tendency – to see the needs of the people like us and to miss the needs of people who are different from us.  Bill Francis was telling me this is an issue in social work – to be sensitive to the needs of people who are culturally different from ourselves.   This is something we have to work on.  Most churches don’t even try; people simply worship with their own kind.  It’s easier and more comfortable to do that.  We have to fight against that tendancy.  When I joined this ministry over 10 years ago, it was diverse but majority white; since that time it has drifted toward becoming majority black.  If this trend continues, we will lose our diversity.  We have to be aware and prevent this from happening.  As a white person, can I share my perspective about this?  We can’t become more & more culturally black.  If everything about our church (singing and worship style and so on) becomes more like churches in the black community, that means whites will tend to feel alien here; it means our white friends and neighbors and relatives will feel alien coming to church with us.  I know my black & Hispanic brothers and sisters understand what it means to feel alien in a majority environment, but most white folks aren’t used to that.  We need to be sensitive to this to preserve our diversity.  Just one white man’s opinion. 

How did the apostles solve the problem?  First, they kept their priorities straight.  Which was more important?   Helping the poor widows or prayer and the ministry of the word?  Obviously the latter; the apostles wouldn’t be distracted from their primary responsibility.  We must do the same; let our leaders focus on the primary responsibilities of prayer and spreading the message about Jesus.  We can’t drown our leaders with other needs.  Second, they appointed godly men to handle it.  That’s always a good solution.  Delegate and let others take on new responsibilities.  What we need are more godly men who will step up and take on jobs like this.  I think we are reluctant sometimes to serve; we are too busy with our own families and problems and don’t have time to step up and serve.  More people willing to serve would solve many problems in the church. Amen!

:8-15   We close out with Stephen.  Great guy with a great name.  It says he did miracles.  But I thought we read back in 5:12 only the apostles could do miracles?  This is the first clear example of miracles being done by someone other than an apostle.  Look back at v. 6 – the apostles laid their hands on Stephen and the others.  As we will see later in Chapter 8, only the apostles laying on hands gives other people the ability to do miracles.   Everyone receives the Holy Spirit when baptized – this is the promise of Acts 2:38-9 – a promise for everyone.  However, the miraculous gifts of the Holy Spirit were given only to the apostles and to those on whom the apostles laid hands.  Paul refers to this in 2 Tim 1:6 where he mentions giving a spiritual gift Timothy by laying on hands.  If someone claims to do miracles today, one question to ask them is which apostle laid hands on them?  As we have seen, apostles are eyewitnesses to the Resurrection.  The last such eyewitness died around 100 AD.  So who laid hands on you?

Stephen boldly proclaimed the message just we saw Peter do.  He was opposed like Peter too.  Like Peter, his opponents were unable to stand up against him.  He had the truth and he had the Holy Spirit.  It is the same for us.  We can be bold.  We have the truth and we have the Holy Spirit guiding us.  We shouldn’t be intimidated by people who oppose us.  When people dispute what you are saying, don’t let it unsettle you; don’t lose your confidence.  You might need help if they ask a hard question, but don’t back down.  Stand up for the truth.  Stephen’s opponents couldn’t win in a fair fight, so they resorted to an unfair fight.  They brought charges against Stephen and got him into trouble.  That happens sometimes.  We get in trouble because of our faith.  Don’t let it bother you.  Don’t be troubled by it.  When we boldly proclaim the message, some people will respond this way.  They responded this way to Jesus, to the apostles, to Stephen.  They will to you too.  It’s ok.  


There you have it.  Acts 1-6.  Next week, Joseph Washington will take over the class and continue the story of Stephen and the spread of the message to Samaria, Ethiopia and beyond.
  
