THE SPIRIT-FILLED CHURCH: PART III

Acts 5:12-42
This incident is another of those occasions in church history when I would like to have been present – like Martin Luther at Worms in Germany, 1500 years later. Here is Peter, hauled up before the Sanhedrin again, the full council this time. Earlier, it had just been the party that controlled the priesthood, the Sadducees, who had arrested Peter and John and imprisoned them. But the apostles had openly defied the Sanhedrin and that was serious, so in the presence of the full council the high priest calls them to explain themselves for, despite their strict orders not to continue teaching in this name, “You have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and you intend to bring this man’s blood upon us.”  
Peter’s only answer and his only defence is: “We must obey God, rather than men.” But that simple statement carried certain implications. It was as if Peter were saying to them, “Your strict orders to us contradict God’s orders to us,” which is as much as to say to them, “You, Sanhedrin, Jewish ruling council, are out of fellowship with God.” And he then preached to them another sermon in which again he did indeed hang the guilt of Christ’s blood upon them. And one has to ask about Peter and the apostles in regard to this sermon what Paul once asked the Corinthians about his preaching, “Am I seeking approval of men when I speak this way?” He certainly was not. 
Peter was speaking as he prayed a few days earlier. You remember that prayer from Acts chapter four from which this whole story springs.
 There they prayed first of all about God. They praised God and barely mentioned the threats against them and when they did mention the threats against their lives they only prayed that these threats would not prevent them preaching the gospel. They were concerned in that prayer about the kingdom of God and his righteousness first. And the result was, as we saw in chapter four, verse 31, that “they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and they began to speak the Word of God with boldness.” As they prayed, so they spoke – about God and for the honour of God and also for the salvation of their hearers, the Sanhedrin; because when they talked about God Peter said, “The God of our fathers raised up Jesus;” “our fathers,” the fathers of us apostles but also the God of your fathers, you members of the Sanhedrin. You can see what Peter is doing here. He is identifying himself with the Sanhedrin, his fellow-Israelites, he is trying to win them over. 
But even as he does so, he doesn’t pull any punches. “The God of our fathers raised up Jesus whom you put to death on a cross. And the one you put to death on a cross, the God of our fathers not only raised but also exalted to his right hand as a prince and a saviour.” What you did God undid. Whom you dishonoured God honoured. And he did it “to grant, to give the gift of, repentance to Israel, and forgiveness of sins.” That also, of course, is another gentle call to the Sanhedrin to repent. “And we are witnesses of these things,” Peter goes on to say. All the apostles had seen the resurrected Lord. “And so is the Holy Spirit a witness to these things.” The Holy Spirit was witnessing to these great events – the death and resurrection of Christ – by the miracles and the healings that he was enabling the apostles to do, which miracles and healings attested to the apostles that they were from God, that they were sent from God, and that their preaching was the truth of God. Peter went on to say, “And God has given the Holy Spirit to those who obey him.” There’s another little jab at the Sanhedrin because if the disciples were obeying God as they claimed and the Sanhedrin were not obeying God as they claimed, then the Sanhedrin did not have the Holy Spirit. The Sanhedrin was out of fellowship with God. Instead, the apostles had the Holy Spirit. 
But what does it mean when Peter says, “God gives the Holy Spirit to those who obey him”? It seems to me there are two alternatives.

#
Possibly he means this extra filling of the Holy Spirit that the church receives when she puts the honour of God first and wants to obey God rather than being concerned about her own affairs. 
#
But maybe it refers to the new birth by which we first become Christians. For a verse in John chapter seven, verse 17 comes to mind in which Jesus says to the Jews, “If anyone is willing to do God’s will” – which is the same as saying, if anyone is willing to obey God – “he shall know of my teaching whether it is of God.” In other words, Peter was saying to the Sanhedrin, “You’re not interested in obeying God.” As Pilate realised that it was for jealousy that the Jews had delivered Jesus to him for judgment, so it was for jealousy that the Sanhedrin had hauled in Peter and the other apostles. Verse 17 tells us that. 
But the apostles stuck to their brief and they stuck to their commitment and that is how, people of God, from our side, we may expect to be filled with the Holy Spirit. That is what it means for a church to be filled with the Holy Spirit. This is what a church filled with the Holy Spirit will do. 
So things happened in that church because they put God first. We began looking at the things that God does with a church filled with the Holy Spirit last week and there were five of them. 
1.
In a church filled with the Holy Spirit, God works – many people were being added to the church at that time. 
2.
In a church filled with the Holy Spirit, God divides – because some people love the gospel and some people hate it! Thirdly, and I want to take the final three points this morning, in a church filled with the Holy Spirit, 
3. GOD TESTS

That springs out of the previous idea that God divides. The Word of God creates fear in people’s hearts. It will create fear either in the form of awe in those who believe, or simple fear in those who do not. And it’s true, that fear might be covered up by nonchalance or maybe even arrogance; but it is fear nevertheless. Verse 13 tells us that these other people would not associate with the Christians. And we have seen that down through history. Fear will often manifest itself in hatred and in persecution.

We see that in our chapter this morning – twice. 
On the first occasion the Sanhedrin feared for their position as leaders of Israel. They were jealous of the following that the apostles were getting and so they imprisoned them – all of them this time, not just Peter and John. They put them in prison overnight until they could bring them before the whole Sanhedrin in the morning to decide what to do with them. But as we read, God rescued them and promptly told them to get back to work. So we find them speaking to the people in the Temple, the very citadel of the enemy, “the whole message of this life” (v.20). And when they were brought before the Sanhedrin they gave this beautiful answer that we have just looked at. 
The second occasion in which we see the Sanhedrin, the Jews, persecuting them was in response to that beautiful sermon. You see it in verse 33. It’s true, the Holy Spirit was speaking through the apostles and he convicted the members of the Sanhedrin of sin. That’s what Jesus said the Holy Spirit’s work would be.
 “They were sawed through,” is the literal meaning of the wording there. They were convicted about their sin but it wasn’t a conviction that produced a godly sorrow over sin that works repentance. These men were so hardened that it actually worked further rebellion and we read that “they intended to kill the apostles” (v.33). Well, wise old Gamaliel managed to get the apostles off the hook – somewhat; they were only flogged, 39 times, that’s all! 
But maybe you ask, why should the church be persecuted when they were doing everything of substance right? This church was filled with the Holy Spirit. It was being faithful to its calling. It was putting God first. 
When you read the Psalms, you quickly notice that there are a lot of Psalms of complaint. But when you read those complaints about how hard God is dealing with Israel or whatever, there is always also an acknowledgement that God’s hard dealings with the Psalmist or with Israel are chastisement because of their sin. But there is one Psalm that is different, Psalm 44, a Psalm of complaint about how hard God is treating Israel, like all the others. But then we read this; “And yet all this has come upon us O God but we have not forgotten you and we have not dealt falsely with your covenant, our heart has not turned back, our steps have not deviated from your way and yet you have crushed us in a place of jackals. You have covered us with the shadow of death” (vv.17-19). We don’t know the setting of that Psalm but God was testing Israel. 
God always tests his people. Jesus told us in Matthew chapter 10 to expect it. In verse 17 he said, “Beware of men because the day is coming when they will deliver you up to the courts. They will scourge you in their synagogues. You will be brought before governors and kings for my sake.” 
The testing may not necessarily be persecution as it was with the church in Acts chapter five and has so often been throughout history and is still today. But Jesus did tell us that it would be through tribulation we would enter the kingdom.
 And the testing may not come to us as a church necessarily. It might come to us individually. It could be through the loss of a loved one. It could be through business reversal. It could be through an accident. Or maybe you might be disappointed in some marriage prospect or job prospect. It might be struggles in the church. It can be any kind of disappointment at all. 
And it may even come to us when we are truly striving to be obedient to the Lord and to live in fellowship with him. In that wonderful chapter, John chapter 15, which exhorts us to abide in Christ, to be faithful, to live in fellowship with Christ, Jesus says, “Every branch in me that does not bear fruit for me, the gardener takes away.” But on the other hand, “every branch in me, abiding in me, faithful to me, that bears fruit,” he still prunes, “that it may bear more fruit.” That’s exactly how you make many plants more productive. And it turns us more and more to God, doesn’t it? It makes us cry out to God, just like the Psalmist did. It brings us back into fellowship with God as we ask our questions; and so it strengthens our faith. And James tells us that “the testing of your faith produces endurance. Let endurance have its perfect result that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing.”
 It helps us sort out in our minds, doesn’t it, what is really important in life? It is through difficulties and struggles and disappointments that God often weans us off the world and our love for the things of merely this life. 
The church filled with the Holy Spirit God tests. The Christian filled with the Holy Spirit God tests. We live under no promise of ease or prosperity or steady improvement of our lot in this life. Are you perhaps going through difficult, trying times at the moment – in any way? Don’t rebel against it. God wants to lead you to obedience or greater obedience perhaps. He wants to strengthen your faith; or maybe somebody else’s faith, through your example. “Let your faith produce endurance and let endurance have its perfect work.”
The church filled with the Holy Spirit God tests. Fourthly, the church filled with the Holy Spirit, 
4. GOD PRESERVES

And for this God has many strings in his bow. We see two of them here. 
First of all, we see that the apostles are miraculously saved from prison by an angel. God does that sometimes. He may still do it today. Last week I made reference to the way in which, in the late 1800’s in this country, God greatly used preachers among the Open Brethren Movement to call many people to himself and to salvation. I remember reading a story of one of them who was once walking through the bush into one of the milling camps to preach to the men again. Some of the blokes in the bush camp had got a bit sick of this fellow coming and preaching the gospel to them every weekend, so they lay in wait behind a couple of big trees ready to pounce on him and beat him up before he got to the camp. But as he came walking along they saw they he had a couple of big, burly fellows walking along with him and they thought better of it. Well, the chap got into the camp and set about his preaching and they never saw these two big, burly fellows and wondered where they were. Curiosity got the better of them in the end and they asked him, “Where are your two big mates who came to camp with you?” And he said, “Nobody came with me. I just came here on my own.” But these guys were adamant and, as he thought about it, he figured that perhaps the Lord had sent him a couple of angels and these men had seen them even though he was unaware of their presence. 
The Lord can still do that sort of thing today. Mind you, this deliverance from the prison by an angel was accompanied with the command to go and place themselves in danger again: “Go preach in the temple again.” But because they had favour with the people the authorities had to be very careful what they did. And sometimes that is how God delivers his people. One of the Proverbs says, “When a man’s ways please the Lord he makes even his enemies to be at peace with him.” That happened to Israel after the Babylonian captivity. At the end of the seventy years, Cyrus, the great pagan king of Medo-Persia, let the Jews go back to Jerusalem. He even commanded his people to give them all the goods they needed to do it and to rebuild the Temple and re-establish its worship. Artaxerxes did the same thing for Nehemiah years later. 
The second deliverance we see in our story this morning is different. The apostles appear before the Sanhedrin and Gamaliel speaks. Gamaliel was a Pharisee. He was a rival of the Sadducees and it was the Sadducees who had control of the Sanhedrin at the time. Perhaps even because of that but also, Gamaliel, being a Pharisee, would have been theologically more likely to favour the Christians; for the Pharisees believed in the supernatural as the Christians did while the Sadducees did not. So he gave this moderating advice. It’s not advice we should follow. He is quite right, of course, when he says that if the apostles’ preaching was merely a human activity, it would be overthrown. But when? We have no idea. We believe Roman Catholic teaching to be unfaithful to Scripture and to be false to the gospel at significant points and yet the Roman Catholic Church still goes on, 500 years after the Reformation. Islam has lasted in this world for 1300 years. It hasn’t been overthrown yet. Nevertheless, God used that advice and the apostles were saved. 
Perhaps we too, brothers and sisters, need to be a little bit more relaxed about what we see going on in our country and in the Western world in general – the moral degeneration, the anti-Christian sentiment. I don’t mean that in a wrong way. We should be shocked by blasphemy every time we hear it. But we must not allow ourselves to get distracted by it either – either by fretting about it or by thinking that if we don’t throw ourselves into the political processes of the nation everything will go down the gurgler;  and perhaps almost begin to think that it will only be by political processes that we will save the situation. Political processes won’t save anything at all. God will save us, as and when he wishes. For sure we must do our duty in whatever way and through whatever processes we can but we must not and we need not fret, even though we may be rightly concerned. And we must pray. 
God preserves his people, always, even thought they may have to go through the fire. And then we remember all Jesus’ promises about being with us “always even unto the end of the age.” And we remember, too, what Yonson Dethan said about that verse when he preached on it a little while ago – that that person who is troubling us, that person who is persecuting the Church is also in Jesus’ hand and cannot do what God will not allow him to do. The Proverb says, “God turns the king’s heart wheresoever he wishes,” and so we confess in the Catechism that “All creatures are so completely in his hand that without his will they can neither move nor be moved.”
 And if the Lord calls us to go through the fire, then we shall remember Isaiah 43, “Thus says the Lord your Creator oh Jacob, and he who formed you oh Israel, do not fear for I have redeemed you. I have called you by name. You are mine! So when you pass through the waters I will be with you, and through the rivers, they will not overflow you. When you walk through the fire you will not be scorched, nor will the flame burn you for I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Saviour” (vv.1-3). 
It’s true, we won’t necessarily be protected from all harm but we will be protected in harm. So John, in his Revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ, speaks about the prayers of those who are beheaded for the testimony of Jesus. Those prayers rise up to God day and night and they are heard and they will be answered.
 The day of judgement and the day of retribution will come. 
Finally congregation: in a Church filled with the Holy Spirit, 
5. THE PEOPLE REJOICE AND OVERCOME THE WORLD

It is wonderful to see the boldness and joy of these apostles. Everything is uncertain for them. Their lives are threatened and they are threatened by the Sanhedrin which just two months ago killed their Lord. And if that happened to them, what then would happen to their wives and their children? Who would look after their old parents? But to the apostles those things too are some of all those “other things” that Jesus said “will be added unto us” when we “seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness.” 
For the apostles just open their mouths and speak boldly. They’re not afraid of the Sanhedrin. All worldly power is in the hands of the Sanhedrin and the Roman Empire at their backs. The apostles have no worldly power and authority at all, looked at from a human point of view. But the apostles don’t look at things from a human point of view. They had a charge from God and they were going to fulfil it. 
So Gamaliel gets them off the hook. But he didn’t get them off the hook completely. It was a very busy day for the Sanhedrin. They had to get someone to come in and administer a flogging of 39 stripes to twelve men. That’s 468 strokes. That bloke must have had a tired right arm at the end of the day. You could almost feel sorry for him. Well, you can feel sorry for him because you don’t need to feel sorry for those on the receiving end. They didn’t. All these threats and this beating – what did it do to them? “They went on their way from the presence of the council rejoicing that they had been considered worthy to suffer shame for his name and every day in the Temple and from house to house they kept right on teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ” (5:41-42).

“Consider it all joy,” says James, “when you encounter various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. Let endurance have its perfect result that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.” The Apostle Paul says exactly the same thing in Romans chapter 5, verse 3, “We exult in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings about perseverance (endurance); and perseverance, proven character; and proven character, hope; and hope does not disappoint because the love of God has been poured out within our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.” 
People of God, can we say we do this? We do experience testing. We do experience trials and difficulties. But do we experience what the apostles experienced in this chapter? Do we rejoice in it? Are we joyful Christians? Do we overcome the world by our faith as these disciples did? For if we do not, then we need to ask ourselves: are we filled with the Holy Spirit? Because a church filled with the Holy Spirit will be a rejoicing church and Christians filled with the Holy Spirit will be rejoicing Christians. 
And if we’re not filled with the Holy Spirit then we have to ask another question: have we got our focus wrong? For it will be because we are not focussing on the Lord but in some way on ourselves – maybe even on our problems, our trials, our difficulties, rather than on the Lord who lifts us up above them and enables us to overcome them by faith in him. He is well aware of the difficulties, our problems, our testings, our disappointments. That is why, through the apostle Paul, he tells us to “rejoice in the Lord,”
 Because it is only in the Lord, ultimately, that we can rejoice. Everything in this world and this life is passing away. It’s only in the Lord that we have a lasting city – that we have anything eternal, the book of Hebrews tells us. 
People of God, “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness,” and strive to rejoice in the Lord.  A life centred on the Lord in every way is the only way to be filled with the Holy Spirit; and a life filled with the Holy Spirit will be a joyful life come what may. The apostles have showed us that in our story this morning. And so we will overcome; and so the joy of the Lord will be our strength. 
 Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 22nd May, 2006
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