July 11 we will study Acts 4:1-22.  Discussion questions are:

 

1.      Why do you think it was important for Jesus to choose “ordinary” people to be with him and then go out and be witnesses to others of the difference that he made in their lives?  (4:13)

a.       How “common” was the person who brought you to Christ?

2.      Vs. 13 comments on the Sanhedrin noticing Peter and John had been with Jesus.  

Judas had also been with Jesus.  What was the difference?

a.       How does this help you understand the role of the Holy Spirit in our lives  

      today?

3.      What are some of the things the devil places in your head and heart to try to keep you from believing you have anything to share with others about Jesus?

a.       How could Peter have used the same excuse in his life?

4.      How does it make you feel to know that you are Jesus’ plan to touch the world with his grace?

a.       How do you think that early group of Jesus’ followers felt when they realized that they were his only plan?

5.      How can we know how bold to be in our witness to family members?  

a.       Is it better to err on the side of caution or boldness?

6.      Can we discern a pattern in Jesus’ ministry as to when He was gentle and when 

He was more confrontational?  If so what is the pattern?

7.      Will a shy person become bold when he is filled with the Sprit?

a.       Does the Spirit change our basic personality?

8.      How do you answer the challenge:  “Won’t a sincere, good person who has never heard of Jesus go to heaven?”

a.       Why must we insist on Jesus as the only way of salvation?

      9.   How will today’s message help you in your efforts to bring someone to Christ?

 

Sermon:  On Being Confident Witnesses

 

God has a long history of using common people to accomplish uncommon things.  Common people with flaws in their lives.  Noah got drunk, Abraham was too old to be of use, Jacob repeatedly lied under pressure, Gideon was so full of fear he hid, Rahab was a prostitute, David was an adulterer, Moses murdered a man, Elijah had suicidal thoughts, Jonah ran away from God, Peter denied Christ, the apostles fell asleep while Jesus prayed, the Samaritan woman had multiple divorces, and Lazarus was dead but God used them all mightily.  The Bible says, “The LORD is constantly watching everyone, and he gives strength to those who faithfully obey him.” – II Chronicles 16:9  I like the words of the poem found in St. Peter’s Basilica in 1601, “Isn’t it strange, that princes and kings and clowns that caper in sawdust rings and common people like you and me are builders for eternity?”  When God wanted his people led out of slavery he chose a shepherd who had been in hiding for 40 years.  When Israel needed a good king God rejected all the obvious sons of Jesse and chose the unlikely boy, David.  When God wanted to save his people from extinction he looked past all the mighty men and chose a woman named Esther who had no political clout whatsoever.  When God chose the social group for his Son to be born into he picked the unlikely group of people who lived in a village with a reputation for being no-good.  So we should not be surprised to read in Acts 4 that God is again using unlikely people to accomplish his will.  “The leaders saw that Peter and John were not afraid to speak, and they understood that these men had no special training or education. So they were amazed. Then they realized that Peter and John had been with Jesus.” – Acts 4:13

God had just used Peter and John to heal a beggar in his forties who had been lame from birth. The spectacle of this man walking, leaping, and praising God drew a crowd, and Peter proclaimed the gospel to them.  Suddenly they are interrupted by the priests, the captain of the temple guard, and the Sadducees who are upset that they were proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection from the dead.  

Peter and John are put on trial before this intimidating council, the Sanhedrin.  Peter points out that it was not a crime to do a good deed to a cripple. Then he indicts the Sanhedrin because they had crucified Jesus, whom God had raised from the dead and in whose name this lame man had been healed. Furthermore, Peter declares that “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” – Acts 4:12.  

The members of the council were amazed at the confidence of Peter and John, who had not been educated in the rabbinical schools.  They commanded Peter and John not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. Peter and John replied that they had to obey God. 

While Peter and John had to be commanded to stop speaking, most of us need to be reminded of the command to speak to others about Jesus Christ. Many modern Christians think that Jesus’ Great Commission was really the Great Suggestion.  Every believer should be able to say with Peter and John, even under threat of persecution, “I cannot stop speaking about what I have seen and heard.”  If you are prone to be timid witnesses for Christ, you should pray that the Lord will give you the boldness that you need to speak out for Christ.

We all should seek to be confident witnesses for the Lord Jesus Christ.  The text reveals four characteristics of a confident witness as seen in Peter and John:

Confident witnesses are filled with the Holy Spirit.

 

It’s important to understand how threatening the situation was for Peter and John. The Sanhedrin was like their Supreme Court and Congress all rolled into one. They had religious and, to a great degree, civil authority in Jerusalem. The high priest was the most powerful Jew in the city and the captain of the temple guard was second behind him. Furthermore, they had just been the main force behind the crucifixion of Jesus Christ.  They were powerful men. The fact that they arrested Peter and John, kept them overnight in jail, and then threatened them with dire consequences if they continued speaking in Jesus’ name shows their use of power to intimidate.

We also need to remember that just a few weeks before Peter, in order to avoid possible arrest, had denied that he knew Jesus Christ to a lowly servant girl. But here he is before this powerful body of men, boldly reminding them that they had crucified Jesus, that God had raised Him from the dead, and that He is God’s only way of salvation. What made the difference? Peter was filled with the Holy Spirit.  “Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them: "Rulers and elders of the people!” – Acts 4:8.  

The text says, “they took note that these men had been with Jesus.”  Don’t misunderstand that.  Judas had also been with Jesus.  The difference is Peter and John had not only been with Jesus but they are now indwelled and empowered by the Holy Spirit.  We’re not talking here about natural inclination, but Holy Spirit infused influence. If we want to be like Peter and John we must be filled with the Holy Spirit.  There is lots of confusion today about what it means to be filled with the Holy Spirit.  My belief is that in our day it has nothing to do with praying so intently that you finally break down God’s resistance and suddenly you can heal or speak in tongues.  In this text being filled with the Holy Spirit means a couple of things.

First, to be filled with the Spirit means you are controlled by God’s Spirit.  We find a clue in Acts 5:17, where we read that the high priest and his Sadducee associates were filled with jealousy. That means that jealousy so overwhelmed them that it controlled their actions. In Ephesians 5:18, Paul commands us not to be drunk with wine, but to be filled with the Spirit. Just as a drunk is under the influence or control of alcohol, so a Spirit-filled man is under the control of the Holy Spirit.  That is the meaning of being filled with the Holy Spirit.  Assuming that you are a believer, the main requirement for being filled with the Holy Spirit is to be cleansed from all sin and to be yielded to the Spirit. A Spirit-filled person is not self-willed, but rather is submissive to God’s will. Also, being filled with the Spirit implies a moment-by-moment dependence on the Spirit, pictured in the metaphor, “walk by the Spirit” (Gal. 5:16). Since the Holy Spirit’s main ministry is to glorify Jesus Christ (John 16:14), a person who is filled with the Spirit will seek to glorify Jesus.

 

Second, to be filled with the Spirit means you intentionally choose to obey God rather than men, even under the threat of persecution or death.  Most of us don’t know much firsthand about persecution for the sake of Christ. The threat of someone rejecting us or thinking that we’re weird is enough to make cowards of us when it comes to witnessing. We don’t know what the council said by way of threats, but 4:21 indicates that they were not vague about the fact that if Peter and John continued to proclaim the resurrection of Jesus Christ, they would pay a severe price. But rather than saying, “Yes sir, we’ll be more restrained in the future,” they said, “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 about what we have seen and heard” - Acts 4:19.  Then they went back to their friends and prayed for greater boldness than they already had (4:29)!

 

The second characteristic of a confident witness for Christ is…

 

Confident witnesses have spent much time with Jesus and learned from Him.

 

Something about the boldness of Peter and John reminded the council of the boldness of Jesus Christ.  Sometimes people have misconceptions about the boldness of Jesus.  In Matthew 23, Jesus confronted the scribes and Pharisees, calling them hypocrites, whitewashed walls, and a brood of vipers. In Luke 11 Jesus was invited to lunch at a Pharisee’s house. He deliberately avoided the pharisaical ceremonial washing before the meal, and when His host said something, Jesus pronounced woes upon the Pharisees for their hypocrisy! Another guest, a religious lawyer, pointed out that Jesus’ words insulted them, too. So Jesus pronounced woes on the lawyers for their hypocrisy! He was not a polite dinner guest! On many other occasions, Jesus deliberately did something to provoke controversy (see Luke 6:1-11; 13:10-17; 14:1-24; etc.).

 

The third characteristic of a confident witness for Christ is…

 

Confident witnesses testify of what they know for certain.

 

According to vs. 20, The disciples could not stop speaking of what they had seen and heard. They had seen the risen Lord Jesus.   They saw Him ascend into heaven. They had heard Him explain from the Scriptures the many passages about Himself. They had seen His power at work in the healing of the lame man. And so they spoke confidently about these matters. 

 

Much like those early Christians there are things we, too know for certain.  We know for certain…

 

Jesus is risen from the dead.

 

Even though the Sadducees were known for not believing in the resurrection, and Peter knew that this would be a sore spot for them, he didn’t hesitate to confront them with the truth. He tells them boldly, “Let it be known to all of you and to all the people of Israel, that by the name of Jesus Christ the Nazarene, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead—by this name this man stands here before you in good health” (4:10-11).  The resurrection of Jesus is the foundation of the Christian faith.  F. F. Bruce states, “It is particularly striking that neither on this nor on any subsequent occasion (so far as our information goes) did the Sanhedrin take any serious action to disprove the apostles’ central affirmation—the resurrection of Jesus. Had it seemed possible to refute them on this point, how readily would the Sanhedrin have seized the opportunity! Had they succeeded, how quickly and completely the new movement would have collapsed!”  

 

We know for certain that Jesus is risen from the dead and we know for certain that…

 

Jesus fulfilled many Old Testament prophecies.

 

Peter here mentions one, that Jesus was the chief cornerstone that the builders had rejected (Ps. 118:22). In all, there are some 300 Old Testament prophecies fulfilled in Jesus Christ.

 

We know for certain that Jesus is risen from the dead.  We know for certain that Jesus fulfilled many Old Testament prophecies and we know for certain that…

 

Jesus performed many attested miracles through the apostles.

 

Hebrews 2:3-4 says concerning our salvation, “After it was at the first spoken through the Lord, it was confirmed to us by those who heard, God also testifying with them, both by signs and wonders and by various miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit according to His own will.”   The Sanhedrin could not refute the fact that this man had been crippled from birth, but now he was standing in their presence (Acts 4:14). Irrationally, they acknowledged the miracle, but they rejected the implications of it.  "What are we going to do with these men?" they asked. "Everybody living in Jerusalem knows they have done an outstanding miracle, and we cannot deny it. But to stop this thing from spreading any further among the people, we must warn these men to speak no longer to anyone in this name." – Acts 4:16-17  

 

We know for certain that Jesus is risen from the dead.  We know for certain that Jesus fulfilled many Old Testament prophecies.  We know for certain that Jesus performed many attested miracles through the apostles. 

 

Confident witnesses are filled with the Holy Spirit.  Confident witnesses are people who have spent a lot of time with Jesus and learned from him.  Confident witnesses testify of what they know for certain and...  

 

Confident witnesses insist on Jesus as the only way of salvation.

 

The Sanhedrin asked Peter, “By what power, or in what name, have you done this?”  Peter told them: We did it “by the name of Jesus Christ the Nazarene, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead” (4:10).  Then he added, “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” (4:12).

 

We live in an age where tolerance has become the primary virtue.  The increasing emphasis on multi-culturalism tempts many to compromise their faith in Jesus as the only name under heaven that has been given among men by which we must be saved.  You hear people say things like, “All that matters is that you’re a good person and believe in something. All roads lead to God.”  But Jesus Christ cuts across the “tolerance” of every culture and intolerantly proclaims, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me” (John 14:6). Peter uncompromisingly declares, “There is salvation in no one else …” (Acts 4:12). But what about sincere Buddhists or Muslims or Hindus, who are kind and loving people?  Hear again what the Bible says, “… 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”  Acts 4:12.

 

In Ephesians 6, Paul shares a startling prayer request: “Pray also for me, that whenever I open my mouth, words may be given me so that I will fearlessly make known the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains. Pray that I may declare it fearlessly, as I should.” – Ephesians 6:19-20  Twice he repeats his request, that he might speak boldly.  If Paul had on his prayer list the need for boldness as a witness, then perhaps you and I should add it to our lists! We all have the same mandate - to proclaim with confident boldness the good news that there is salvation in no one else except in Jesus Christ, whom God raised from the dead.

 

