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“Sermon Evaluation – Part 3”      Text – Acts 4:1-22       T Reading – 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Around the time of the American Civil War, Peter Cartwright was a Methodist preacher in Illinois.  
And Cartwright had something of a reputation for being wholly uncompromising and direct in his preaching.  He said whatever he felt God was leading him to say, regardless of how those listening might react.  Well, one Sunday, as he was preparing to preach, his elders informed him that President Andrew Jackson was in the congregation and they warned him not to say anything offensive in relation to the President.  Eventually, Cartwright was called up to preach and said, “I understand President Andrew Jackson is here.  I have been requested to be guarded in my remarks.  Andrew Jackson will go to hell if he does not repent.”  Well, the congregation was stunned and shocked.  But after the service, the President told Cartwright, “Sir, if I had a regiment of men like you, I could whip the world.”
Well, it is unlikely that you or I will have to stand before a court or a President and defend our faith in Christ.  But many times a day we find ourselves in situations where what we believe is challenged in one way or another.  
· The challenge may come from within ourselves in terms of will we or will we not live as Christ calls us to live?  
· Are we prepared to pay the cost of being a disciple of Jesus?  
· But the challenge may also come when people misuse the name of Jesus in our presence.  
· Is the name of Jesus so important to us that we will not let others incur the guilt of blasphemy?  
· Or it may come when people ask us about what we believe or why we behave as we do.  
· Are we, as Paul said in Romans 1:16, “not ashamed of the gospel”?  
· Are we truly convinced that “it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes”?
Well, in 1 Peter 3:15 Peter says, “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.”  
And today we see an occasion of Peter practicing what he preaches.  

For here in Acts 4, as we come to the third sermon in the book of Acts,                                                        A once Spineless Apostle Fearlessly Preaches the Gospel to the Jewish Rulers.  
And today we want to look at the Circumstances of the Trial, to make that sure we understand what is happening in these verses, and then at the Conviction in the Testimony, so that we too may be encouraged in terms of our response to this account.
1. Well, as we consider the circumstances of the trial, the chapter begins by connecting what happens in ch4 with what occurred in ch3.  And there, as you will recall, a man born lame was healed.  
a. And as Luke tells us at the end of chapter 4, the man who was healed was over 40 years old.  And this means he has lived longer than a whole generation.  Both parents and their children will know this man.  We are not told his name, but for the sake of this exercise, let’s just call him Joseph.  
i. For as long as anyone can remember, every day, crippled Joseph has been there in his spot by the Beautiful gate, begging for alms.  
(1) Just this week I read in the paper that the blind man who used to play his piccolo next to the Cathedral in the Square has found a new spot.  How many here remember him playing the piccolo just to the left of the Cathedral?  
(2) Well, Joseph was a permanent fixture at the temple.  
(A) As you walked through the gate, you expected to see him there and to hear him calling out for money.  
(B) And on those days when he was just too ill to even sit there and beg, people would have noted that he was not in his spot.  It would have felt odd not seeing him there.  And perhaps they wondered if he was OK?  
(3) Well, Joseph was no longer at his spot.  Amazingly, Joseph was not in any one spot for long at the moment.  
(A) We are told he was walking and jumping and praising God.  This was truly something astounding.  Joseph, for 40 years a crippled beggar, was healed!
2. Well, his healing is the culmination of an astonishing time of joy and growth and harmony in the life of this very new church.  
a. Just 7 or so weeks after Jesus’ death, and a matter of days since the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, the church has grown from 120 to 3120, to now including 5000 men, as we are told in v4.  
i. And the total permanent population of Jerusalem at that time is estimated to have been between 30-50,000.  
ii. The response to the gospel of salvation in Christ, particularly as a result of the healing of this beggar, has been incredible.  
iii. And brothers and sisters, there is no reason why this could not happen again if God so wills it to be.  
(1) At different times in the history of the church, God has seen fit to explode the gospel and convert entire towns and cities where previously there was just a small group of believers.  
(A) Do you desire to see this again?  Do you pray for this?  
(B) Do you ask God to capture Christchurch for the church of Christ?
3. The truth is, however, that the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ is not always received as good news by everyone.  
a. Indeed, Jesus said to His disciples in John 15-16 that there would always be two reactions to the gospel.  He said, “If they obeyed my teaching, they will obey yours also.  If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also … They will put you out of the synagogue; in fact, a time is coming when anyone who kills you will think he is offering a service to God.”
b. And in chapter 4, we see the first of three waves of opposition to the gospel.  
i. Here it is opposition from outside the church.  Here we see the town authorities respond to the gospel with unbelief and persecution.  
ii. But then in chapter 5 we will see opposition to the gospel in the form of hypocrisy in the sin of Ananias and Sapphira.  
iii. And in chapter 6 we will see opposition to the gospel come about through division in the church.  
c. And what we must realize in these varying forms of opposition to the gospel is that it is the devil who is at work.  Satan is always busy trying to frustrate the kingdom of God.  
i. And it is important that we see this and learn from it because his tactics are always the same.  
(1) Persecution from outside the church will come, theological error inside the church will arise, gifted believers will fall into terrible sins, and divisions and arguing will arise inside the church.  
ii. And yet, Jesus Christ is in control of His church.  
(1) In Matthew 16, when Peter said to Jesus, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God,” Jesus said that the church would be built on this confession of faith and that “the gates of Hades will not overcome it.”  
(A) Regardless of Satan’s schemes, Jesus has equipped us to stand against them if we use the armour of God and look to Him.  

(B) Our confidence rests in the fact that victory belongs to Jesus!
4. Well, as Peter and John are talking with the crowd of people at the temple, the religious police of the day arrive.  
a. The captain of the temple guard was a priest who was second in rank only to the high priest.  
i. The Sadducees were a kind of religious/political party who were in power at that time.  
(1) They held only the first five books of the OT to be authoritative, and they rejected the notion of an actual Messiah, they did not believe in angels or demons or in the resurrection of the dead.  
(A) In today’s terms we might call them materialistic rationalists.  
(B) Unless they could put it in a Bunsen Burner and test it, they did not believe in it.  
b. And these rulers are not happy with what is going on.  Oh, they have no problem with people being healed.  That’s all well and good.  But as v2 spells out, they strongly object to three specific aspects of the teaching of the apostles.  
i. Just 7 or so weeks ago the Jewish rulers had had Jesus put to death by crucifixion.  And they had done this to rid the world of His teaching and the trouble it was causing.  
ii. But now, here are His disciples teaching that He has risen from the dead, that it was His power at work in this healing, and that all those who look in faith to Jesus will rise from the dead.  

iii. And from their perspective, very simply, this must be stopped.

c. So, picture the scene.  
i. The temple closes after the evening sacrifice.  
ii. And some time around then, while hundreds and hundreds are responding in faith to the teaching of Peter and John, and probably being baptized on the spot, here come the city councilors and their police to take Peter and John away.  
(1) What a picture of contrasting reactions to the gospel!

iii. But it’s too late in the day to deal with this properly so Peter and John are kept overnight.  
(1) What do you think the church did knowing that Peter and John were being held for questioning?  I think we can be certain that that night much prayer rose to heaven!  
5. So, the next day, Peter and John are brought out to stand in front of the council who it appears sit in a kind of semi-circle.  
a. From other historical sources, we know that the Annas mentioned in v6 was not currently serving as High Priest.  He had served from AD 6-14.  But just as all US presidents continue to be called Mr President even after they have left office, so Annas kept the title of High Priest.  His son in law, Caiaphas, was serving as High Priest at this time.  And eventually, five of Annas’ sons would hold this office.  And these likely include the John and Alexander mentioned here.  Annas was the head of a high-priestly dynasty.
(1) This is a powerful priestly family that has the High Priest spot sewn up.
b. And their question to Peter is interesting: “By what power or what name did you do this?”  
i. They know they cannot afford to ask about resurrection because the Pharisees, the other political party of the Sanhedrin, believe in the resurrection and will side with Peter.  So they stick to the name or power behind the healing.  
(1) Very clearly, Luke wants us to see that this was a trial about power and authority.  Who is in control here?  
6. Now, at this point, it will be helpful for us to remember that Luke wrote his account, originally, for his Greek friend, Theophilus.  And Theophilus, like any self-respecting Greek, would have known about the trial of Socrates.  
a. Perhaps some of you young people have talked about this in a classics class?  
i. For political reasons, Socrates was charged by the council of Athens with corrupting the young people of the city with his teachings.  
(1) And having been found guilty, he was asked to suggest his own punishment to which he responded, A wage paid by the government and free dinners for the rest of my life as payment for my services to Athens!  
(2) Well, the court had different ideas and sentenced him to death by drinking poison.  
(3) Socrates was then given opportunities to escape and urged to do so by his friends.  But being an old man already, being one who had always upheld the rule of law, and wanting to be an example of integrity, Socrates drank the poison and died.
(4) And for this principled stand against political corruption, Socrates was forever a hero of heroes to the Greeks.  
(A) It is possible, then, that in the shape and content of this trial, Luke’s message to Theophilus is something like, If you think Socrates was good, just listen to Peter!  Just look at what confidence in Jesus can do!
7. But Peter’s confidence in Jesus is not something he produces himself.  For just note from v8, before we go on to consider the words he speaks, that Peter was “filled by the Holy Spirit.”  
a. And you might be thinking, “Hold on a minute, in this sermon series a big point has been made about Pentecost meaning that unlike in the OT when the Holy Spirit came and went to do specific acts in certain people, in the NT He comes permanently to live in the hearts of believers.  So, if Peter received the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, who do we read here that He was filled with the Holy Spirit?”  
i. Well, the answer to this question is twofold:

(1) First, Jesus said to His disciples, very specifically, “But when they arrest you, do not worry about what to say or how to say it.  At that time you will be given what to say, for it will not be you speaking, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you.”  
(A) So Luke wants us to know that that is exactly what is going on here.  
(i) Peter’s ability and confidence comes from the Holy Spirit.

(ii) It is the Holy Spirit who is speaking through Peter.  
(2) And secondly, what Peter said there was to become part of the Bible.  Each of his words, because they were to be recorded as Scripture, were inspired by the Holy Spirit.
ii. Now, this will never be the case for us.  Our words will never become part of the Bible because the Bible is complete.  
(1) Nevertheless, in Ephesians 5:18, Paul’s command to believers is “be filled with the Spirit.”  
(A) Particularly as opportunities to present the gospel come along, it will be so helpful if, at that moment, we ask the Spirit of God to give us the words that need to be said.  
(i) With maybe a very few words, we should fire off a quick prayer to the Spirit of God asking for Him to use our tongues for God’s glory.
b. Now, remember that around 7 weeks ago, Peter was a spineless Jesus denier.  But now look!  
i. Now, because of faith in Jesus Christ and in reliance on the Holy Spirit, he fearlessly responds to his questioners in a way that leaves them speechless.  
And here we turn our attention from the circumstances of the trial to the 

Conviction in the Testimony as we look at how Peter responds.

1. And he first, very artfully, turns the focus of this trial to a healing.  
a. There is a sense of irony in his voice as effectively asks, Excuse me, are we on trial for healing someone?  Is that what is going on here?  Since when do people get arrested for healing others?  

i. And his question is designed to make these rulers squirm in their seats a little.

2. And he then turns the trial into an opportunity to preach Jesus Christ.  
a. Once again, in a nutshell, his message is, You crucified Jesus, and God raised Him from the dead.  
i. He uses Jesus’ full title – Jesus – which means Saviour, Christ – which means God’s anointed Messiah, of Nazareth, which means the one prophesied and which reminds them about the sign that Pilate hung on top of the cross.  
(1) This man, says Peter, is risen and is working salvation among His people.  
(2) And I use the word salvation because that is the word Peter uses in reference to the healing in v9.  
(A) Therapeuo, you see, which in English is the root of the word therapy, is a normal Greek word used to describe healing.  
(B) But Peter uses the Greek word Sodzo, which is usually translated as saved or salvation.  
(C) And through the choice of this word Peter deliberately ties what has happened to this man’s feet and ankles with the cosmic healing of sin in creation that Jesus is and will accomplish.  

(i) We saw this in ch. 3 as Peter referred to ‘times of refreshing’ and the time when Jesus would come and ‘restore everything.’   
ii. And then, in v11, Peter quotes the words of Psalm 118 in reference to Jesus.  

(1) And again, Jesus quoted these very words to these same men just 8 weeks earlier in the week leading up to His death.
(A) Using a metaphor from the building world, Jesus spoke of Himself as a stone that builders looked at and decided was no good to be used in the building but which was later discovered to have been used as the most important stone in the whole building.

(B) And in Matthew 21 where Jesus’ conversation with the Sanhedrin is recorded, this is what we read, “When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard Jesus’ parables, they knew He was talking about them.  They looked for a way to arrest Him, but they were afraid of the crowd because the people held that He was a prophet.”
(2) Well, what Jesus was speaking of there in terms of their unbelief had now manifested itself in their murder of Him.  
(A) They had rejected and murdered Him as a trouble-making nobody, but today, through the healing of this man by the power of Jesus’ name, Jesus is shown to be the one that God has glorified as the King of kings and Lord of lords.  
(3) And Peter is ramming this home to them.  
(A) And let us not be mistaken, Peter’s words, humanly speaking, were risky words.  
(i) The same hatred for Jesus that had led the council to crucify Him had not disappeared in these few short weeks.  
(ii) In fact, having gone to the lengths that they did to crucify Jesus, there was every likelihood that the smallest hint of allegiance to Jesus would be crushed by these men.  
(B) But Peter’s focus is not on men.  
(i) Peter now knows and believes the truth of Proverbs 29:25, “Fear of man will prove to be a snare, but whoever trusts in the LORD is kept safe.”  
1. And even if his bold words were to mean death for Peter, he would be with Jesus in the safest place there is, heaven.  
iii. And so, Peter speaks those words that have come so vital in terms of summarizing the heart of the Christian gospel: “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”

(1) And I have preached on just this verse before. 


(A) It is the verse in the Bible that speaks most clearly against the idea that Christians are no different from those who believe in Allah, Buddha, Mother earth, or any other god because whatever we call him we all believe in the same god and will be in the same heaven.

(i) Unless you believe that you have been saved from your sins only by the death and resurrection of the Jesus Christ of the Bible, you will burn in hell for eternity.
(B) This was Peter Cartwright’s sermon to President Andrew Jackson, and this is Peter’s sermon to these Jewish rulers who rejected Jesus and believed in salvation by works.

b. And in vv13-17 we see that the Sanhedrin were completely floored by what Peter said and how Peter said it.  I think the term ‘stunned mullets’ probably best describes the look on their faces at this moment.  
i. The influence of Jesus on Peter and John is obvious.  
ii. Everyone in Jerusalem knows that Jesus’ tomb is empty.  
iii. The fact of this healing is undeniable as Joseph stands there for everyone to see.  
iv. And so, the members of the Sanhedrin, one by one, fell to their knees and asked Peter and John how they could be forgiven for their wicked sins and were then baptized and joined the church in Jerusalem…  No, revealing the power of unbelief, rather than respond in faith to the gospel of salvation in Jesus that is staring them in the face, again, they tell Peter and John not to speak or teach in the name of Jesus.  
c. And then we witness the Spirit inspired courage of Peter and John who boldly refuse to disobey God.  Having steeled themselves through the study of God’s Word, taking confidence in God’s promises, and relying on the power of the Holy Spirit, and regardless of the consequences, they refuse to disobey God; they will not stop preaching about Jesus, the Saviour of the world.
i. I have told you before about Polycarp, the Bishop of Smyrna, who was once a disciple of John.  Aged 86 years he was tied at the stake and the Proconsul out of respect for his age said to him that he didn’t need to renounce Christ but to just say that Caesar was Lord.  But Polycarp said, “Eighty and six years I have served Christ and he did me no wrong.  How then can I blaspheme my King and Saviour?”
ii. Helen Roseveare worked as a medical missionary to the Belgian Congo in 1964.  In June of that year there was a rebel uprising and the rebels came to the town she was working in and captured her.  As part of her five month ordeal she was tied to a post and repeatedly raped for three days.  It is a horrendous story.  But during those three days the truths of what she knew that the Bible demanded of believers in such a situation kept replaying themselves in her mind, over and over again.  She said it was as if the Lord was saying to her, “Can you thank me for this, even if I don’t tell you why?”  And her answer, tied to that post, was “Yes, if this fulfills your purpose.”
iii. Helen Roseveare, 86 year old Polycarp, and Peter and John responded with courage in situations of hardship because they trusted in Jesus.  
(1) They knew that only by looking to Jesus could they endure hardship and even thank Him for it.  
(2) They knew that Jesus Christ would either bring their persecutors to repentance now or judgment later.  
(3) They knew that Jesus Christ would either rescue them from the situation they were in or bring them to Himself in heaven if that served His purposes better.  
(4) But more than this, they knew that Jesus Christ has and always will defeat the devil and his schemes.  
(A) As Luther put in the hymn of the Reformation, “And though this world, with devils filled, should threaten to undo us, we will not fear, for God has willed His truth to triumph through us.  The prince of darkness grim, we tremble not for him; his rage we can endure, for lo! His doom is sure, one little word shall fell him.
And that word, brothers and sisters, is the name of Jesus.  

Are you prepared to pay the cost of being a disciple of Jesus?  

Do you know that the name of Jesus is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes”?

Are you “always … prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have”?  

May Jesus, by the power of the Holy Spirit and for the glory of God, give each of us this grace.  Amen.
