July 25 we will study Acts 5:12-42.  Discussion questions are:

1. “Christianity grew rapidly in the first century because Christians died better than anyone.”

a. How does that statement make you feel?

b. Have you ever experienced the death of a Christian in a way that increased your faith and/or inspired you?

2. Tertullian said, “The blood of Christians is seed.”  What does that mean?

3. What is the contrast between “hanging him on a tree” (vs.30) and “exalted him to his own right hand as Prince” (vs. 31)?

4. What was so infuriating to the Sanhedrin about about Peter’s words? (vs. 33)

5. What examples can you think of where Jesus met the 3-fold definition of hero:

a. “Someone who followed character over appearance.”

b. “Someone who had fidelity to something greater than their own heart.”

c. “Someone who is a substitute.”

6.   What can parents do to teach their children about Jesus being a real hero?

7. Agree/disagree:  “In America we have for the most part exchanged heroes for 

stars.”

a. What examples of this truism can you find in the worlds of politics, sports, 

or entertainment?

8. What long term effect did the heroism of Jesus have on the early church (vs. 41-

42)?

Sermon:  Jesus, The Hero Prince
The reason Christianity grew so rapidly was because Christians died better than anyone.  You don’t read about that much in today’s books on church growth.  Today’s church growth books say the secret of church growth is things like ample parking, ministries that meet people’s felt needs, music that appeals to those under 30, casual worship atmospheres, etc.  Where is the church growth seminar that focuses on how to die well?  After all isn’t that the bottom line reason we are all here?  Aren’t we all here in worship today and part of the church because we have no other solution to the nagging problem of death?  If that’s why we are all here maybe we need to put it on the front burner.  Maybe that’s what we need to be telling our lost friends.  Maybe we need to not only emphasize living as a Christian but dying as a Christian.  So let me ask you this morning, have you ever seen anyone die well because of their faith in Christ?  I know you have stories of people who in your opinion lived like Christians but do you have any stories of people who died like Christians?

Tertullian noticed how significant the deaths of Christians was.  He said, “The blood of Christians is seed.”  He was saying, “The more you kill us the faster we grow.”  Where did those early Christians get the kind of heroic faith demonstrated by the apostles who stand before the Sanhedrin, the group who actually sent Jesus to the cross, and say, “We must obey God rather than men!”?  Where do they get that heroism?  The answer is in vs. 31, “God has exalted him to his own right hand as Prince…”  That word “Prince” is in the original language, “archegos”.  It is translated 4 different ways in the New Testament.  In Acts 3:15 it’s the same word and the translators have Peter calling Jesus the “author of life”.  In Hebrews 2 its translated “captain of our salvation” and in Hebrews 9 its translated “pioneer of our faith”.  Its such a rich word there is no one word in English that fully translates it.  What the word really means is Jesus is our hero.  He is our champion.  If you read much Greek literature when you were in school you won’t be surprised to learn that this word was more often used to describe Hercules than anyone else.  It was the word used to describe all those ancient heroes of Greek mythology.  The word speaks of someone who explores new territory, opens a trail, and leads others to it. There he builds a city or fortress for those who follow and leads them in defense against attackers. When the peace has been won, he remains as their ruler, and the community or city bears his name. He is their hero.  And Peter says the real hero is Jesus.  He is the Prince, the author of life, the captain of our salvation, the pioneer of our faith, the real hero!    

When Peter calls Jesus our hero people in the first century understood the concept.  We don’t get it because we’ve lost all sense of the heroic.  When Tom Brokaw referred to the WWII generation as “the greatest generation” he hit a nerve.  It’s not that the people who lived in the 1940’s were superior to us.  It’s that they were the last generation in America who recognized heroes.  We tried to make heroes out of space explorers and sports figures but somehow that didn’t work.  Peter is saying to first century folks, “You know about heroes but let me tell you about the ultimate hero.”  

So if what Peter is saying about Jesus being our hero is to mean anything to us we have to go back and try to regain some sense of this lost concept of heroes in America.  So what is a hero?  

First a hero was someone who followed character over appearance.  A hero said, “I’m going to do what’s right no matter who sees it.”   In Nicole Kidman’s movie “To Die For” she says, “You’re not anything if you’re not on television.”  Then she says, “What does it matter to do anything worthwhile if nobody’s watching?”  In a review of the book, “Churchill” the reviewer said, “There is a huge difference between a star and a hero.  In fact modern leaders today are stars not heroes.  Stars are surrounded by crowds.  Heroes walk alone.  Stars consult their focus groups before they speak.  Heroes consult their conscience.”  You are probably wondering what in the world all this has to do with us.  Let me bring it home to your living room.  Guess who your children idolize – stars or heroes?     

Secondly, heroes had fidelity to something greater than their own hearts.  The mark of a hero was saying, “This is right and I will stand by it even if it hurts me, even if it’s fatal to me.  This is right.”  Walter Truett Anderson is a fairly influential philosopher in some American circles today.  Recently in an article on why we’ve lost heroes he says it’s good that we’ve lost heroes.  Here’s what he says, “It’s good that we are moving away from the old idea of leadership which had to do with heroism.  The new idea of leadership does not.  We don’t look now for salvation in unblemished, omnipotent heroes.  We look for heroes who are complex and dependent and changeable.  The idea of a fixed truth is incapacitating.  We do not need one dominant authority structure to tell all of our inner voices to shut up.”  What he’s saying is, “Back in the old days we believed in truth and because we believed in truth there were certain things that were right and wrong and if our inner voices told us to go another way we’d say ‘shut up’.”  He’s saying, “We don’t believe in that anymore.  Truth is now what you find in your heart.”  He’s saying we haven’t just lost our heroes, we’ve killed the concept of heroism.  

Thirdly, heroes were substitutes.  How many stories are there where the hero says, “I’ll stay here and I’ll hold them off so you can get away.”  The hero is the one who says, “All the things that should fall upon you, fall upon me.”  Remember that scene in “The Last of The Mohicans” where the British officer, the girl, and Hawkeye are all captured.  The enemy tribe is going to burn the girl and let the British officer go free.  And what does the officer say?  “Me for her.”  You can’t do a substitution unless you believe in a truth that is more important than your heart.  And you can’t do a substitution unless you understand the whole idea of character.  So, what’s a hero:  character, fidelity, substitution.

Why did I take all that time to define “hero”?   Because we’ve lost the concept and because Jesus is our hero.  The idea of “hero” needs to mean something to us.  There is something in all of us that loves a hero because when we see one it reminds us we weren’t made to be cowards.  We were made in the image of God.  If God is the great hero, and if I’m made in his image, I have a calling to live up to.  I, too, need to be a hero.  I need to value character over appearance.  I need to believe in something greater than myself.  I need to be willing to lay down my life for a cause worth dying for.  When your child turns to you and says, “Daddy, I wish there was a real Superman, a real Batman, a real Wonder Woman.”, you can say, “There is.  There is one who is not only the greatest hero the world has ever seen but he can make you into a hero also.  His name is Jesus.”  

Jesus is the ultimate hero.  Apply those 3 characteristics of heroes to Jesus.  The first characteristic was character.  The guys who hung out with Jesus night and day confess him as the Son of God.  They saw him have the same opportunities to sin they had yet he didn’t.  He had ultimate character.  He practiced what he preached.  He preached forgiveness of our enemies and what did he do on the cross?  He prayed, “Father forgive them…”  That’s character.  The second characteristic of a hero was fidelity to something greater than their own hearts.  Remember that famous phrase Jesus taught us to use in our prayers, “Not my will but thine be done.”  When everything in Jesus’ heart cries out, “Avoid the cross.  It’s gonna be awful!”, he imposes truth on his own feelings, “Not my will…”  The third characteristic of a hero is heroes are substitutes.  In the movie, “Achilles” there is a scene at the beginning where 2 huge armies stand ready to fight.  Suddenly there is a huge giant who steps forward representing one army and he calls for the other army to send out their hero to fight him.  The idea is there is no need for all these men to die.  The heroes of each army will fight as substitutes for the armies.  In Peter’s message to the Sanhedrin he says, “You hung him on a tree and God has made him a Prince, a hero.”  You put him to death in the most shameful way you could imagine but God has exalted him to a status above any ever devised by man.  God declared Jesus a hero.  

In “Angels With Dirty Faces” Jimmy Cagney is a criminal and he is on death row.  He’s going to the electric chair.  But all of these kids back in the old neighborhood think of him as a hero.  And Patrick O’Brien, the priest, knows that they are on their way to a terrible life.  So he goes to Jimmy Cagney and says, “I want you to do something.  Before you get to that electric chair I want you to scream and cry and become a coward.  These kids think you are a hero.  I want you to become unheroic.  Cagney looks at Patrick O’Brien and says, “What?  This is all I’ve got left.  I’m gonna spit in their eye.”  O’Brien says, “You do that and these kids’ lives are ruined.”  Cagney says, “I’ll never die crying and pleading.”  In the final scenes you just see the shadows of Cagney approaching the electric chair.  Just before they put him in the chair he starts to scream.  He pleads, “No, no, don’t.  I don’t want to die.”  Then they throw the switch.  He has given away the only thing he had left, his heroism.  But that’s real heroism.  When the kids hear about it they are disillusioned with the man who lived a life of crime and they follow the priest.  It takes a real hero to be weak when you could be strong.  On the cross Jesus was not heroic by many standards yet he was utterly heroic by the standards of what a real hero is.  When he was weak, then he became strong.  On the cross he took our weakness and became strong for us.  Now today his weakness is our strength.  He is the ultimate hero.

