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“Tension Rising”      Text – Acts 5:17-42       OT Reading – Exodus 1:1-21

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
I am sure each of you can remember a time when you have seen those comedies on T.V. that we describe as ‘slapstick.’  
They involve a characters who behave so foolishly that we can’t help but laugh at the disaster that unfolds before our eyes.  
And often times, one of the ‘techniques’ of the comedy writer is to present a situation where we as the audience knows what is happening but one of the comedy’s characters does not.  
And so, when children watch situations like this develop, they will cry out to the character on television that “he is over there!’ or ‘watch out for the bucket of water that will fall on your head!’  I am sure you know the type of scenario I speak of.
Well, that is pretty much the type of story that begins the passage before us today.  It may not be a comedy, and it might be about things that are eternally important, but we are given a story that makes the Jewish rulers look laughably foolish.  
We know about the miraculous escape from jail of the apostles but the Jewish rulers go about their schemes thinking that the Apostles are still safely under lock and key.  
And while we might think that surely these events will force them to see that what the Apostles are preaching and teaching is the truth, in fact, the opposite will occur; they will become even more hardened against the gospel.

This story is the next part, then, in the rising tension that develops in ch’s 4-7.  

As those of you who have been here since we began, or those of you familiar with Acts will remember, we are in the first of three parts of the Book of Acts; the Jerusalem section.  
From here though, in accord with Jesus’ command to the Apostles, the gospel needs to spread out into Judea and Samaria, and then into the rest of the world.  
So ch’s 4-7 are all about how this next phase of gospel progress is set into action; how the gospel will be forced out of Jerusalem and into Judea and Samaria.  
So we have witnessed the beginnings of trouble from outside the church, in ch. 4, and trouble inside the church, in ch. 5.  
And in this we have seen the devil at work trying to hinder the progress of the gospel.  
But behind him, we have seen the hand of our sovereign God is at work, even in what He permits the devil to do, always accomplishing His sovereign purposes for gospel expansion.    
And here in vv17-42, we see the tensions in Jerusalem rise up another 50 degrees!  
The situation in which the church goes about its business is going to become more and more uncomfortable.  An inevitable collision is coming that will force the gospel out of Jerusalem in a way and at a time that would not have occurred if it were just up to the believers.  
And this should be a great encouragement to us today.  We too serve a sovereign God who is busy accomplishing His salvation purposes.  What we will celebrate at this Supper is a bold declaration of Christ’s inevitable and complete triumph!   

In these verses, then, gospel progress repeatedly defeats opposition efforts.  
And we will see this in the four sections of this story:  
Firstly, in vv17-24, we see persecution renewed and a prison break.  
Secondly, in vv25-32, we see a perverted trial and a passionate defense.  
Thirdly, in vv33-40, we see political advice and a painful warning.  
And lastly, in vv41-42, we see personal thanks and a public witness.  Lots of ‘p’s!
So firstly then, in vv17-24, we see persecution renewed and a prison break.
1) A few weeks back now, in ch. 4, we looked at the arrest of Peter and John.  And there are many similarities between that arrest and this one.  
a) You will recall that Jewish politics was divided along two party lines – the Sadducees, who were very much in charge at this present time, and the Pharisees.  
b) And as Luke explains, what we have here is a simple case of jealousy.  
i) Vast crowds are flocking to the Apostles and joining the church.  And the Jewish rulers’ desire to be the chief object of the people’s attention.  
ii) And so, not only are Peter and John arrested, as happened in ch. 4, but all the apostles are arrested.  
(1) And v18 tells us that they were put into the public jail, which is a nastier jail than Peter and John were put in last time, or that they were put in jail, publicly.  
(a) Whatever the case, more people will witness these events than did with Peter and John in ch. 4.  
2) But then we read about the apostles’ miraculous prison break.  
a) The Lord sends one of His angels to release the apostles.  
i) And the same will happen, later, with Peter and Paul.  But while Luke provides more details about Peter and Paul’s escape, here his focus is not on the miracle itself; it is simply a means to an end. 
ii) For upon their release, the angel delivers a message to them.  They are to “go, stand in the temple courts … and tell the people the full message of this new life.”  
(1) And the “full message of this new life” is simply a description of the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ.  
(a) In John 6:67-68, we read about a large number of disciples leaving Jesus.  And Jesus then said to the twelve, “You do not want to leave now too, do you?”  To which Peter replied, “Lord, to whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal life.”  
b) Well, we know that soon the Apostles will be back in front of the Jewish council.  Perhaps the Apostles are hoping that what has happened to them will make a deep impression on the Jewish rulers.  Or perhaps they suspect that this will only make the rulers madder than they were before.  
i) Whatever the case, after their first ‘trial’ before the Jewish Council they had prayed to the Lord for boldness to speak of His name.  So we can be sure that this miraculous deliverance would have been a wonderful encouragement to the Apostles.  Nothing will stand in the way of God’s plans for gospel progress.  
(1) Now, as you continue to read Acts and the rest of the NT, beginning in chapter 7 and the account of Stephen’s martyrdom, we see that God does not always miraculously deliver.  
(2) Sometimes His gospel purposes are served better through the apparent ‘victory’ of persecutors. 
(a)  Indeed, the saying is true that says, “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the gospel.”  
(b) So when persecution comes, we may pray for deliverance from out of that persecution knowing that God can rescue us if He so wills.  
(c) But our greater prayer should be for the advance of the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ.
c) Well, vv21-24 provide the remaining details of this section. 
i) Immediately, the Apostles do as the angel instructed.  
ii) At the same time, however, thinking the Apostles are still in the jail where they left them (after all, who wouldn’t!), the Jewish rulers gather “the full assembly of the elders of Israel.”  
(1) And the suggestion here seems to be that while it was the city council in ch. 4, now it is the national government!  
iii) Officers are sent to collect the Apostles from jail but they are not there.  
(1) The guards are there, the doors are locked, but the Apostles are gone!  
iv) So picture the scene!  All the rulers are there in their best outfits.  The cameras are rolling to record their historic performance.  But the Apostles sent to the public jail or sent publicly to jail, are not there!  This is egg on your face stuff!  Now what, they think!
And next, in vv25-33, we see a perverted trial and a passionate defense.

1) Now, imagine you are one of these Jewish rulers.  You are scratching your head over this mystery when someone comes in and announces that the Apostles are right back where they were arrested and continuing to teach!  What possible explanation could there be for what has happened?  
a) Well, you reach for the only rational conclusion anyone could come to in this circumstance.  This must be an inside job.  A Sadducee sympathizer, or a Pharisee sympathizer, or a temple guard with political sympathies of one sort or another has let these guys out.  We can only guess then that the temperature in the council room has gone up several notches as each group eyes the other with suspicion.  The only thing, it seems, that cannot be possible, is that the Lord has somehow arranged for their escape!

2) Well, hearing this, the captain and his officers act quickly to retrieve the apostles.  
a) But note the end of v28: “They did not use force because they feared that the people would stone them.”  
i) And here we have a hint at the precarious political and religious situation in Jerusalem at this time.  
(1) Public opinion is with the Apostles.  The rulers fear being stoned by the people.  The world has a friendly view of the church.  This is a ‘sympathetic’ environment for evangelism.  
(2) But what will happen in chapter 7?  Stephen will be arrested by these same Jewish rulers.  He will be falsely accused of blasphemy.  And following his defense, the rulers and the people will drag him out of the city and stone him to death.  
(a) Fickle public opinion will have changed.  
(b) The friendly view of the church will have vanished.  It will be an unsympathetic environment for the gospel.  
(c) But both now and then, the gospel will triumph.  

(i) Now, it triumphs as the gospel is heard in this public situation and people continue to join the Jerusalem church.

(ii) And then, it will triumph as the fleeing believers take the gospel to Judea and Samaria.  

(iii) But Luke wants us to that tensions are rising.
3) Well, first, the high priest speaks to the apostles.  He reminds them of their previous command not to teach in the name of Jesus.  
a) Now, we must note that here in ch. 5, the Jewish rulers refuse to mention Jesus’ name.  They simply talk of “this name.”  
b) And then, very interestingly, the high priest seems to put the focus of the trial on the Jewish rulers rather than on the apostles.  His accusation is that the Apostles are falsely accusing the rulers of murdering Jesus.  But this only begs the question: Are they right?  Is what the Apostles say true?  That is the question that hangs in the air.  

c) And whether Peter speaks on behalf of the Apostles with them all adding their “Amens!’ of agreement after each sentence, or whether they take turns to contribute, they offer their defense.
i) And they begin by categorically stating what Peter posed as a question at the trial in ch. 4.  “We must obey God rather than men!”  
(1) And in these words, the Apostles are forcing the Jewish rulers to remember Bible history, and two stories particularly.  
(a) The first we read earlier about the Hebrew Mid-wives in Exodus 1.  

(i) Pharaoh had ordered the two Hebrew midwives to kill all of the Jewish baby boys that were born.  Did they obey?  No, they did not.  But doesn’t the Bible command us to obey those in authority?  Yes, it does.  But we may not break others of God’s commands to keep that command.  Our first obedience belongs to God.  And so, the Hebrew midwives let the boys live, and God blessed their disobedience to man because it was obedience to God.  
(ii) And the second story comes from the time of Daniel.  And I suspect that you boys and girls will know which one I am going to mention?  Nebuchadnezzar made a gold statue and ordered everyone to bow to it or else be thrown into the fiery furnace.  But three men chose not to obey.  And their names were?  Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.  And God delivered them from the flames.  
(b) And it is these two ‘heroic’ and ‘famous’ Jewish stories, stories which you can be sure were favourite bedtime stories even in the houses of these Jewish rulers, that the Apostles call to mind with this statement about obeying God rather than men.  
(i) You can be sure that these Jewish rulers and any members of the public who were present could only agree with what Peter said, whether or notthey felt it applied in this particular case.
d) Well, the apostles continue with the gospel.  Again, in another appeal to Jewishness, they name “the God of our fathers” – the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses – our God, they are saying, “raised Jesus from the dead.”  
i) And that word “raised” would no doubt have caused a strong reaction among their listeners.  
(1) The Sadducees, you see, did not believe in the resurrection, but the Pharisees did.  So you can imagine the political thoughts and accusations that are now rising in the minds of the audience.  
ii) But the Apostles’ interest is not in politics.  They have a gospel to proclaim.  They are declaring the truth, as witnessed by themselves and many others.  Jesus died and was raised to life by God.  
iii) And before they continue, they must expose the serious guilt of the Jewish rulers.  And so, of Jesus, they say, “Whom you had killed by hanging on a tree.” 
(1) In their pure hatred of Jesus, the Jewish rulers, very deliberately, wanted Jesus crucified.  
(a) And they wanted this because the law of God said anyone who was hung on a tree was an excommunicated one cursed by God.  As one commentator explains, “They tried to use God for their own wicked purposes by denying Jesus every vestige of divine grace and favour … according to them, [Jesus] was not fit for to be on this earth, and, because of God’s curse, heaven would not have him.”  
(b) And the Apostles want them to see their guilt.  
iv) But they continue: “God raised Jesus and exalted Him to His own right hand as Prince and Saviour 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.”
(1) Brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls, can you see the startling grace in these words?  
(a) These Jewish rulers, who are guilty of the horrible crime of murdering the Son of God, are being told that there is the possibility of forgiveness for Israel, even for them and their sin, if they confess their sins and obey God.  
(b) And it may be that there are some here today who need to hear the same message.  You might be thinking that your sins are too terrible for God to forgive.  That is not the case.  Yes, these Jewish rulers were guilty of Jesus’ death on the cross.  But ultimately the death of Jesus was by the design of God so that the curse of sin could fall on Jesus instead of on you and me who deserve it.  
(c) This is the message of Galatians 3:13.  And because Jesus died that cursed death and has been raised to heaven, if you will confess your sins and obey God, you too may have your sins forgiven.  
Well, thirdly, in vv33-40, we see political advice and a painful warning.  

1) Sadly, the effect of the gospel on the Jewish rulers is not that of softening but of hardening.  And that is, indeed, the way that the gospel works.  It is a two-edged sword.  The gospel either brings people closer to Jesus or forces them further away.  And these rulers were moving about as far away as it is possible to get.  
2) But then Gamaliel, a Pharisee, rises to speak.  And probably the best way to describe Gamaliel is as a wise fool.  
a) There is some wisdom in what he says.  He is right in acknowledging that no one can stand in God’s way.  “If this thing is of God, you will not be able to stop these men.”  
b) But what he says also reveals his own foolishness and that of the rulers.  You see, if what the Apostles are preaching is “of human origin,” as Gamaliel calls it, then it is blasphemous and as the spiritual leaders of God’s people, the rulers cannot just let it go and see what happens.  The Apostles must be persecuted and punished if the rulers truly are shepherds of God’s flock.  
c) And so, overall, in this mixture of wisdom and foolishness, it is likely to be politics that wins out.  
i) Peter has spoken of the resurrection and the “God of our fathers.”  And this puts him the camp of the Pharisees.  
ii) Most likely, Gamaliel and the Pharisees probably still see Christians as allies of a sort against the Sadducees.  They probably just see them as rather zealous Jews who have a liking for one Rabbi in particular, Jesus.  For now though, Christians still keep the Law of Moses.  And so, perhaps in the hope of Christian votes at the next election, Gamaliel urges patience. 
(1) Look, he says, we have seen this type of thing before and we will see it again.  If it is false, it will soon blow over.  
iii) Later though, when Paul comes on the scene, we will see that even the sympathy of the Pharisees is long gone as they too are to the forefront of the persecution of believers.  And this is foreshadowed as the apostles are flogged by way of warning that worse will follow if they continue to speak in Jesus’ name.
d) And in all of this we see that the ‘third way’ of indifference towards the gospel cannot exist.  
i) You are either for Christ or against Christ.  You are either in His camp or outside His camp.  
ii) And the table set before us today is a reminder of this.  
(1) Jesus calls us to publicly confess His name before men. 
(2)  Jesus calls us to come to His table and eat this meal, in part, as a public testimony of what we believe.  
(a) And it is He that urges any who have not publicly professed their faith in Him to do so; to declare that you are for Christ and inside His camp.  
(b) And it is He that urges any who have made this public declaration but are not living according to that declaration to repent and recommit themselves to righteousness.
Well, lastly and briefly, in vv41-42, we see personal thanks and a public witness.  
1. And the personal thanks we see in v41: “The apostles left the Sanhedrin rejoicing because they had been worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name.”  Despite being bruised and bloodied, they have been given the privilege of testifying to their Saviour, who suffered far more for them.  
a. And so, it will be from personal experience that Peter will later say in his epistle, “If you suffer as a Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name.”  
i. Have harsh words been directed towards you because you took a stand against blasphemy?  
ii. Have you been mocked because you were unwilling to participate in sinful behaviour with some schoolmates?  
(1) Well, says Peter also in his epistle, “to this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps …  when they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats.  Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.”
b. And so, despite being flogged, despite being warned not to do so, despite the very real threat against them that has been issued, the warnings of the Jewish rulers are ignored in favour of the command of God given by the angel: “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.”  
i. As a congregation, we have made some deliberate efforts in recent months to become better at evangelism.  And I must confess of myself, that a story like this fills me with a deep sense of shame.  
(1) I can preach pretty much anywhere at anytime.  At the worst, my neighbour might ask me to change the subject or aim a few mocking remarks at my beliefs.  But still I manufacture one excuse after another to justify keeping my mouth closed.  Is it the same with you?  
(A) May the Lord help us to see in these verses the joy that belongs to those who participate in the unstoppable progress of the gospel.  
(B) And, if it is His will for us to suffer for the gospel, may He help us to rejoice as we share in the sufferings of our Prince and Saviour.  Amen.
