IN WHOSE NAME?

Psalm 118   Acts 4:1-22 (text)

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, friends and visitors here with us this morning, we never get very far away from the first sin – the sin that is underneath all other sin; the desire for autonomy, self determination, self-rule, to determine our own destiny. The latest way in which it is spoken about is to 'create your own reality.' That is exactly what satan tempted Adam and Eve with in the garden of Eden. “In the day you eat this fruit, Eve, your eyes will be opened and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” Now that has to mean more than just knowing what good and evil were. They knew what good and evil were – good was to obey God and evil was to disobey. And it seems to me it also has to mean more than getting to know good and evil experientially, by personal experience. No, the temptation was that they would "be like God." They themselves would determine what good and evil were. They would create that reality. It was a temptation to self-determination – self-rule, autonomy. "Let us cast away God’s cords from us. Let us tear away his fetters." Let us be free of God, Psalm 2. 

And that, essentially, is what is the Sadducees’ problem was. And it was the Sadducees who took the lead in persecuting the early church.
 The Sadducees were a party within Judaism at the time, a bit like theological liberals in the church today. The Pharisees were another party, very roughly equivalent to Bible-believers today. The Sadducees came from the old established families in Jerusalem from the days of the Maccabeean Revolt 200 years earlier. In the time of Jesus the Sadduceean party owned the priesthood – almost literally; it was pretty much bargained for whenever it became vacant. They were also the dominant party in the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council. They did their best to co-operate with the Romans for the most important thing to them was "our place and our nation."
 So they were very sensitive to nationalist movements. They were very sensitive to the idea of a Messiah. They hated the Zealots, who were at the other end of the political spectrum. Annas, who is mentioned in our text this morning, had been appointed high priest in 6 AD and he, five sons, one son-in-law, and one grandson had the high priesthood pretty much sewn up for the next sixty years – through till 66, the beginning of the war which ended in the destruction of Jerusalem in 70. 

As I said, they were the theological liberals. They didn’t believe in the supernatural. They didn’t believe, therefore, in the resurrection; and that in itself is connected with this business of power, of autonomy. For a God who can send his Son into the world to be born of a woman and then raise him from the dead means a world, a universe, that is not and cannot be under our power and our control. And with a God like that, who can and will intervene in this world, any self-determination is only make-believe, or at best very limited. 

Well, recently, they had dealt with Jesus. They thought they had got rid of this one who at one point was even adored by the people as the son of David. That most definitely could not be allowed. So he was crucified as King of the Jews. But then there was this confounded claim that he had risen from the dead and they couldn’t disprove it. And now, you would think Jesus had been resurrected in his disciples, so bold were they, so able in their speech, so convincing in their reasoning and their sermons. Well, if they had thought that, they were closer to the truth than they realized, for he has been resurrected in his disciples in a certain sense. 

At any rate, they haul in Peter and John before the Sanhedrin and demand to know, “By what power, in what name have you done this” miracle?
 And as we read the story, we see that that is what this chapter is about – the name, the power, the authority. That’s the question. It’s mentioned explicitly in verses 7, 10, 12 and 17 and I think it’s intended in verse 2 as well: “Being greatly disturbed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus – in the name of Jesus, in the power of Jesus – the resurrection from the dead.” 

#
Remember, Luke wrote his Gospel to tell what Jesus “began to do and teach” – in his own power, on his own authority. The catchphrase of Jesus’ ministry, the thing that struck people, if you like, was his, “Truly, truly I say unto you.” Jesus quoted no one. He spoke on his own authority. 

#
Luke wrote this book, the book of Acts, to tell us what Jesus continued to do and teach through his apostles – what they did in his name, by his power, on his authority. “In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, man, get up and walk!” 

Congregation, this is essentially what everything in life is about – by whose authority, in whose power, by whose name is this or that or the other thing done? Whom do we serve? – the living God? – or something or someone of our own making? And this is what the whole Bible is about. This comes through time and again. 

#
There is Joshua on the plains of Moab before the children of Israel enter Canaan:  "Choose you this day whom you will serve. But as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord." 

#
Or Elijah on Mt Carmel in that contest with the prophets of Baal: "How long, Israel, will you waver between two opinions? If Baal is God, well then, go and serve him. But if Yahweh is God, then serve him." 

#
"Who do people say that I am?" Jesus asks his disciples; and then, "What about you? Who do you say I am?" Or later, of the Jews in general, “What do you think about the Christ? Whose Son is he?”

And this, congregation, is what is underneath all the conflicts of this world, all the decisions that have to be made in all the parliaments of the world, all the quandaries and hard decisions in your life, all the difficulties in your family, all the troubles in the Church. 

#
Will we live by the Word of God, “which is the power of God and therefore always achieves what he sends it out to do” (Isaiah 55)? And so it’s plain stupid to resist it, not to live by it, to disobey it! – because obedience to God’s Word always brings blessing and disobedience always brings trouble. 

#
Will we live by the abiding Word of God – the Word of Life, the Word of Light, the Word of Mercy, the Word of all goodness? 

And we all know this. Just read Deuteronomy 27 and 28, for example, and see the blessings of covenant obedience spelled out and, on the other hand, the curses of covenant disobedience. We see it in everyday life. This is what the Book of Proverbs is about. In Proverbs 3, we are told to look in the streets and see what goes on in people's lives when they sin and see why it goes on. Look at our own lives. When we’ve obeyed God we’ve been blessed. When we’ve disobeyed God things have gone awry – or they will in time. 

This, then, is the question the Sanhedrin put to Peter, “In whose name, by whose power, on whose authority are you doing these things?” And Peter and John are very happy to answer the question. Let’s look at their answer. It comes to us in three stages, all connected with the name of Jesus. First of all: 

1.
IT IS IN THE NAME OF JESUS THAT THIS MAN WAS HEALED 

Verse 8: "Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit said to them, Rulers and elders of the people, if we are on trial today for a benefit done to a sick man as to how this man has been made well, let it be made known to all of you and to all the people of Israel that by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead – by this name this man stands here before you in good health." Magnificent, isn’t it? There are some particular occasions in church history when I would love to have been present. 

#
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego standing before Nebuchadnezzar: "Our God is able to deliver us. But even if he does not, oh king, we will not bow down to your god."

#
Martin Luther, before Charles the fifth at the Diet of Worms: "Unless I am convinced by the Word of God or sound reasoning therefrom, I cannot and will not recant. For it is neither safe nor right to go against one’s conscience." 

#
Andrew Melville before Queen Mary of Scotland: “Your majesty, you must understand that there are two kingdoms in Scotland: the Kingdom of Scotland of which you are the rightful sovereign and I your humble subject; and the Kingdom of our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, in which I am ordained a minister and you, your majesty, are a subject.” 

It must have been something to have been there in the Sanhedrin that day and see Peter and John. And don't forget, this is the Peter who only a few weeks before quivered at the question of a servant girl! And quivering, he denied this same Jesus with oaths and curses.
 What had made the difference? For it was certainly not natural courage. 

#
Well, the resurrection, for a start, had changed these men; and as a result of the resurrection Pentecost had occurred and the Holy Spirit had been given to the church and to Peter and the other apostles of the church. 

#
No doubt also, Peter and John had prayed “before the throne of grace for help in this time of need”
 last night, which they spent in prison. 

#
But congregation, the Lord has promised us courage and the very words to say in this sort of situation. Luke chapter 21, verse 10; “Then Jesus continued by saying to them, Nation will rise against nation and kingdom against kingdom and there will be great earthquakes and in various places plagues and famines; and there will be terrors and great signs from Heaven.” That’s the pattern of life in this world. “But before all these things they will lay their hands on you and will persecute you, delivering you to the synagogues and prisons, bringing you before kings and governors for my name's sake. It will lead to an opportunity for your testimony. Make up your minds about this – be determined about this – not to prepare beforehand to defend yourselves for I will give you utterance and wisdom which none of your opponents will be able to resist or refute.” So Peter and John, as Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego before them, and Martin Luther and Andrew Melville after them, along with any number of others – "filled with the Holy Spirit spoke." 

And at this point Peter did not just answer their question. For Peter, the healing was not really what his calling was about. The healing was only a sign that he was called to be an Apostle and to preach this message of salvation. So when he answers their question he takes the opportunity to state formally and clearly the issue between God and Israel and he brings the charge now for the third time in the book. Only, this time he is bringing it before the Sanhedrin, the highest court in the land, “Let it be known to you and to all the people of Israel, that by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead, by this name this man stands here before you in good health.”

“Oh Israel,” he is saying, “do you see what you have done? Do you see how you have set yourself in absolute opposition to the purposes of your own God? He whom you crucified God raised from the dead! And this, brothers, David prophesied and you fell right into it!” And he quotes Psalm 118; "Jesus of Nazareth is the stone which was rejected by you, the builders, but which has become the chief cornerstone” 

Congregation, God is building a kingdom in this world and like any other stone building there is a chief cornerstone on which the whole building rests and which sets the square and the template for the whole structure. And if the cornerstone ain’t plumb, you’re going to have the leaning Tower of Pisa without the excuse of sinking ground underneath! "You have rejected God’s cornerstone," Peter and John say. And this wasn’t new theology to these men. They were Bible scholars – the scribes were here, the lawyers. They knew this stuff.
Psalm 118 might originally have applied to the nation of Israel. We get a hint of that in the Psalm, about verse 10. Israel was a little nation, rejected by all the other nations, yet God would make it the cornerstone of his work in the world. And that would be a true interpretation. But it was likely also understood to apply to David and it’s easy to see why. David was rejected by his own brothers; he was rejected by King Saul; he was rejected by two of his own sons; and yet God made David the first king of Israel after his own heart, the king against whom all the succeeding kings were measured. And that no doubt is a true interpretation as well. But if it applies to David, then of course it applies to David’s greater son, Jesus Christ. 

And indeed, Jesus applied it to himself. Do you remember the parable of the vineyard in which the owner first of all sends his servants to collect the rent but the tenants beat them or kill them? The servants picture all the Old Testament prophets whom Israel mistreated and whose message Israel rejected. So the owner then said, “Well, I’ll send my son. Surely they will honour him?” But instead they say, "Hey, here is the heir. Come, let’s kill him and the vineyard will be ours."
 Genesis three all over again, isn’t it? It will be ours. We’ll set the terms of the game of life. 

And that’s exactly the situation with Israel and Christ. Remember, these are the men who are concerned only about losing their "place and nation," their present worldly situation and status. "The vineyard is ours." And Peter picks up on Jesus’ interpretation of this Psalm and says, "You, builders, leaders and rulers, and therefore responsible to build up Israel and especially build up Israel in God, you rejected the stone, as it were, that God had chosen. You crucified him but God has raised him and made him the very cornerstone. It is in the name of this one, Jesus of Nazareth, that we healed this man." 
Furthermore, Peter goes on immediately, 

2.
IT IS IN THE NAME OF JESUS THAT ALONE WE MAY BE SAVED
Much greater issues are at stake when we ask in whose name, by whose power, on whose authority, an apostle heals a cripple. For we either accept the rule of God and the rule of him whom he has sent and made Lord and Christ; or we reject him. And another way of speaking about rejecting him is to speak of it as stumbling over the idea of submitting to him. A Saviour who is humble and who died was offensive to Jewish people by and large. Well, pity for you if you likewise stumble, for God has made him the very cornerstone of his kingdom. He is the king of his kingdom and his kingdom shall have no end – no end either in time or in geographical boundaries. It is a universal kingdom and it is forever. And Jesus said, and these men would have heard this or they would have had it reported to them, that whoever rejects him, he will become like a huge stone that will fall upon them and crush them.
 For to refuse to submit to the authority of Jesus the Messiah is to refuse to submit to the authority of God. And God will eventually judge all who rebel against him. That was prescribed in Genesis three. 

Not only had these men rebelled against God in a particularly horrendous manner, they’d done so in a manner that was to cut off their nose to spite their face. For look at verse 12: "And there is salvation in no one else for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men by which we must be saved." The only one who could ever have saved you, you have rejected and put to death! What is more, Peter had said just yesterday (3:26), “For you first God raised up his servant and sent him to bless you by turning every one of you from your wicked ways.” 

But was that truth still true for these men? Peter is warning them that if they persist in this path, they could hope for deliverance from nowhere else. And congregation, it is still true; and it’s true for us all. It fits exactly with what Jesus himself said, “I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father but by me.” This world is wrapped up in such folly and self-deception, however we put it. 

#
In Victorian England, the great nineteenth century, the century of progress, the century when the sun never set on the British Empire, W.E. Henley wrote a poem entitled Invictus:


It matters not how straight the gate, how charged with punishments the scroll, 


  I am the master of my fate. I am the captain of my soul. 

Autonomy, to rule our own lives, to determine our own destiny. 

#
Today we speak of self-determination, independence; – not always wrongly; I don’t mean that. For biblically, we should seek to be as free of the rule of other men as possible. But the basic principle of rebellion underneath is wrong; not only wrong but plain silly when one goes on to speak about creating one’s own reality, finding god within, creating one’s own god. 

We can no more create our own world than fly without wings! And if you would read the earlier part of Henley’s poem you would wonder how much of all this is merely whistle-in-the-dark bravado. But it’s worse than mere foolish bravado. To speak like this and to act and to live like it is wilful and foolish defiance of the obvious evidence. When we rebel against reality like that we should understand what it really is – rebellion against God, our maker. It’s a moral problem. 

And you see that so clearly with these men in our text. The evidence for the truth of what Peter and John were saying was incontrovertible. "Now as they observed the confidence of Peter and John," verse 13, "and understood that they were uneducated and untrained men, they were amazed and began to recognize them as having been with Jesus. And seeing the man who had been healed standing with them they had nothing to say in reply. But when they had ordered them to leave the council they began to confer with one another, saying, What shall we do with these men? For the fact that a noteworthy miracle has taken place through them is apparent to all who live in Jerusalem and we cannot deny it. But so that it will not spread any further – so that this good news that brings healing to a poor man, crippled for forty years, would not spread any further! would not do further good! – let us warn them to speak no longer to any man in this name." 

It’s an admission of defeat, pure and simple! They could not deny it but they would not acknowledge it and they would not let anybody else have the benefit of it. What, believe a message from untrained and uneducated men?! 

#
And people say the same today when they demand to know what sort of a degree somebody’s got – and it’s got to be precisely within a very narrow specialty before they listen to that person. 

#
It comes up constantly in the debates over origins and evolution. 

#
It comes up in the sociological debates over homosexuality, the legalisation of prostitution and so on. Arrogance. 

Congregation, there is no salvation anywhere else. This is the only name, Jesus is the only person, the power of his resurrection is the only power that God has given upon this earth whereby we may be saved, if we will be saved! 

And brothers and sisters, this is not only true with respect, as we may put it, to first coming to Jesus Christ. It is true also in the detail of our lives. They are to be lives of obedience to Christ all along for “there is no other name under heaven given among men whereby we must be saved” – from sin; – from sin day by day. And saved from the effects of sin, the disintegration of our lives, troubles in our family or business or the church and so on. They will continue if we live lives under another power, under another authority – maybe the unbelieving psychologist or the unbelieving life-coach or the unbelieving expert on bringing up children or whatever. 

#
I’m not saying that if we do have troubles like these, that necessarily means that we are not following Christ. For it could be for other reasons. But when we do have such troubles it would be a good thing to ask the hard questions of ourselves. 

#
And neither am I saying that sometimes unbelieving people can’t teach us things. Jesus himself said they could. 

#
But I am saying this: if we quickly go to people like this before or without going to the Lord’s Word, or if we follow people like this in contradiction to the Lord’s Word; then I want to ask a question: under whose power, in whose name do we live? Just whose authority do we accept? Under whose authority do we live? Have we really put our faith in Jesus Christ or are we just looking to him for an insurance policy, a backup for eternity? But not as a saviour from sin and the effects of sin in this life. His name is given to us "under heaven … among men," on this earth, to save us in this life. 

And people of God, if it isn’t his name for whom we live and if it isn’t the authority of his Word we live under and the power of his Word we live in, then we have not bowed to him and we are not saved. And there is no other saviour. We are, therefore, still lost in our sins. So I call on you again: repent of your sins; turn to the Lord; convert yourself from a servant of yourself to a servant of the Lord;
 and put your faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.

Thirdly:

3.
IT IS NAME OF JESUS THAT ALONE WE MUST PROCLAIM

Verse 18, “And when they had summoned them they commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. But Peter and John answered them and said to them, Whether it is right in the sight of God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge; for we cannot stop speaking of what we have seen and heard." 

And that, congregation, is what the Lord’s people have always done when they’ve had the courage. It is certainly what the Lord’s people always ought to do. Jesus said, "We must render to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s."
 The general principle of Scripture, out of which Peter is working here, is that when the governing authorities of this world, established by God for our good
 but not always doing it – when Caesar overreaches his authority and forbids us from doing what God has commanded us to do, or when Caesar commands us to do what God has forbidden us to do, we not only may, we must disobey Caesar; for we must obey God. 

And in the western world gradually the Sadduceean noose – Caesar’s noose, is being tightened. Our governments are becoming increasingly totalitarian. That is what, at bottom, is wrong with the bill to repeal Section 59 of the Crimes Act. The motivation may possibly be laudable. The intentions may possibly be laudable. The effect will be the destruction of parental authority, the destruction, therefore, of the home and the family. 

The day cannot be very far away when to proclaim and to live the Gospel in fulness "under heaven … among men," in this life, will become outlawed in some respects in New Zealand. It has already in Norway and Canada and Australia. Will we have the courage of Peter? Will we have the courage of the millions of our Chinese and Korean and Sudanese and Indonesian brothers and sisters, to name just a few? That will depend, and our eternal salvation depends, on whether we live in the name of, under the power of, under the authority of Jesus of Nazareth whom God has made Lord and Christ. And that name and that power and that authority of Jesus Christ must reach to every aspect of our lives. John says in his first letter, "Don’t make out you love God whom you have not seen if you don’t love your brother whom you have seen."
 Anybody can say they’re sorry for their sins and believe in Jesus Christ for eternal salvation. But Jesus came to give us not eternal salvation merely but salvation now, "by turning you from your wicked ways," by turning you from your sin now. 

The secret to it all we see in that amazement of these learned Sadducees and other members of the Sanhedrin as they observe the confidence of Peter and John. Of course, Peter and John received a special filling of the Spirit in fulfilment of that promise of Jesus that when we are called before the courts of men, God will give us the words. But from the human side of the question, thinking about our responsibility, the Sanhedrin understood that "uneducated and untrained" according to their customs though they were, Peter and John "had been with Jesus." That is the secret of their power. That is the secret of their courage. 

People of God, do we live with Jesus? Do we acknowledge him first of all as our only Saviour and the only Saviour? Do we put our faith and our trust in him? Do we "let the Word of Christ dwell in us richly"? Do we have our daily devotions – time alone with the Lord, in prayer and in his Word? Do we meet from time to time during the week? Nobody wants to prescribe how often or which Bible Studies or whatever but do we meet from time to time and have fellowship with one another on a spiritual basis by which we are also helped to abide in the Lord? 

This is what church is all about. This is why we have two Services on the Lord’s Day – to help us abide in him. I know the preaching might not always be what we would all like it to be. I know that but that’s not the whole point. We come here, we spend an hour, a little bit more than an hour – look, you know how it is when you’re praying; how often does your mind wander when you’re praying or reading your Bible? You get distracted by all the other things around you that have to be done. But here we come and we sit and we think and the whole atmosphere, the whole framework of what we are doing, concentrates our minds, helps us to keep our thoughts and meditations on the Lord. And so we are helped to abide in him. 

Do we abide in him? Do we let the Word of Christ dwell in us richly? Because that, congregation, is the secret to being filled with the Spirit. And that alone is how God will "bless us, by turning every one of us from our wicked ways," and so "we will obey God rather than men" and proclaim alone the name of Jesus in which name alone we may be saved if we would be.

Amen.
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�   See Acts 4:1; 5:17, for example.


�   John 11:49.


�   Reminiscent of Jesus being asked on whose authority he cleansed the Temple; Mark 11:27f., Luke 20:1f. Stott notes on v.7 that positioning you ((at the end of the sentence (in the Greek) denotes scorn: "fellows like you"; or maybe condescension.


�   Joshua 24:15; 1 Kings 18:21; Matthew 16:13-15; 22:42.


�   Calvin thinks this incident must have been about four years after Pentecost because Annas was not High Priest at this time. Bruce answers this difficulty well. See the comment earlier in the sermon noting that Annas was appointed high priest in 6AD and following him, five sons, one son-in-law (Caiaphas) and a grandson all served as high priest. The family had the position sewn up for 60 years. But further, Annas remained the 'power behind throne', which is exemplified in the fact that Jesus is taken to Annas before he is taken to Caiaphas in John 18:13-24 (even though Caiaphas is High Priest at the time); further, in the same passage Annas is called both the father-in-law of Caiaphas (who is named as High Priest) and High Priest himself.


�   Hebrews 4:16.


�   Mark 12:10f., Matthew 21:23, from which latter it is clear it was mainly Sadducees present at that point; cf. Mark 11:27 and 12:13.


�   Matthew 21:42. Cf. Daniel's stone cut without hands which crushed Nebuchadnezzar's image (Daniel 2:45).


�   Note, as we did so in the previous sermon, the active voice of this verb in Acts 3:19 and the passive (that is, we are converted by God) in 3:26.


�   Matthew 22:21.


�   Romans 13:1-7.


�   1 John 4:20.
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