“Consider Carefully”

Acts 5:17-42
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We continue the story of the early church in Acts. Last time, we were in Acts 4. There, we saw Peter and John defending themselves before the “rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest, Caiaphas, John and Alexander, and all who were of the high priestly families.” They were released from their arrest with the instruction not to speak or teach in the name of Jesus; even so, Peter had the last word, “Whether it is right in God’s sight to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge; for we cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and heard.”

Out of custody, they go out, celebrate, and continue to proclaim the gospel. In the beginning of Acts 5, there is a curious story of Ananias and Sapphira, a couple whose lives end when they pretend to give God all the proceeds from a sale of land and yet had conspired to withhold some for themselves.  It is a great text for a stewardship Sunday: about the importance of worshiping God, and not lying to God by hypocritically pretending to give everything. There are two quick things to note about it: respect in others’ eyes is fleeting, respect in God’s eyes is eternal – choose to be true to God in all things. Second, what we offer is important. It is worship. Either we worship God and trust God’s sovereignty, or we hold onto things in an effort to be god over our own lives and provide for our security. One choice leads to life, one leads to death. Choose to trust God. Enough said.

After that episode we go back to the growing conflict between the early church and the Jewish temple leaders. 

Read Acts 5:17-42

I want to draw your attention to two places: first, the experience of the apostles; and, second, Gamaliel’s speech to the leadership. 

First, consider carefully the life of a disciple.

The joy of the message of hope was worth the cost of discipleship for the apostles. They were continuing in their mission to be witnesses to Jerusalem. They were persistent. This time, instead of just Peter and John, all of the apostles were arrested. 

Last time, they were arrested in order to investigate the healing of the lame man. This time, they were arrested for violating the previous order to not preach in the power of “this name.” One commentator noted how the leaders could not even speak the name “Jesus” because they thought it blasphemous; and then, in a parenthetical note, reflected ruefully how Christians in modern times do not speak his name, either. In addition to charging the apostles with violating their order, the leaders also were concerned about being held responsible for Jesus’ blood.  The apostles were alleging that the leaders were responsible for the intentional wrongful killing of another: in other words, murder. 

The judgment proclaimed against the temple leaders is the judgment proclaimed against all sin, including ours today. Jesus came to deal with sin – murder, theft, lying, whatever. Each one of us who has sinned is responsible for sending Jesus to the cross. It was scandalous to the Temple leaders and it is scandalous for us today. 

Preaching the gospel is scandalous. It is divisive. Every time I stand up, I am aware that the gospel message is going to be offensive to someone. Jesus’ death on the cross calls us all to account. It stands as judgment against all sin, against all rebellion against God’s sovereignty and holiness. The gospel demands a choice because God demands a choice. Either we recognize our sinfulness and receive with joy the grace that God has given, or we insist on our own goodness and righteousness. The apostles rejoiced in God’s grace and rejoiced in their suffering for that message; the temple leaders insisted upon their own righteousness and were frustrated by their impotence in dealing with the apostles. 

Choosing God means to not choose something else. The first of the Ten Commandments is “You shall have no other god before me.” The testimony of Scripture is that there is no other God before the true and living God. There is no power above him. Though the message is good news, it is not nice like ice cream: something that everyone likes. This is a difficult reality for many Christians because we want good news to be nice news. 


When I was growing up, I did not experience any real controversy regarding faith in Jesus Christ. Everyone I knew went to church. Our neighborhood growing up seemed to be half Roman Catholic, and half Presbyterian. We all went to church on Sunday morning, so that was never an issue. The practical outworking of theological differences seemed limited to Holy Week, when there was some discussion about why the Mazzios and Finleys were not supposed to be playing ball in the back yard or making much noise on Good Friday between noon and 3:00 p.m. It was a time for quiet and contemplation. I remember my brother and some of the rest of us shrugging as if to say, “Well, okay, we can live with that. We will see you at 3:00.” I am not sure that counts as suffering for Jesus. We all believed, we just had different traditions and responsibilities.

When I thought of people “proclaiming the gospel” – because at that point, I had never heard of someone “defending the hope that was found within them,” I pictured Christian missionaries going somewhere out there – often Africa – and doing amazing things for people who had been waiting for generations to receive this blessing. If there was a conflict, I thought of it in cartoon kind of terms – surely no one would actually suffer, flesh and blood kind of suffer – for their faith. 

It makes sense because suffering was so far outside of my experience. My teachers were kindly volunteers, friends of my parents. When I learned, we had flannel board characters and pictures of a smiling Jesus, with a child on his lap. The disciples were smiling guys in robe costumes, walking alongside or riding camels. The controversies seemed like a skit to get across a moral point. In my head, it was all a great big play. In the end, after the credits rolled, the characters would get up, go and share a coke together and laugh about it all. I could not appreciate the cost of discipleship.

My understanding of the cost of discipleship has only really dawned on me as an adult. As I got involved in the church, I began to realize that there were serious disputes about things that really matter. Maturing in faith means that there are times when we are aware of consequences for standing up for Jesus. It is not always comfortable – in fact, it is often downright painful.

The Old Testament gives us a vivid illustration of the life of faith. In Genesis 32, Jacob is alone at night and wrestles with a man. It must have been an epic battle – as are struggles of faith – because Jacob continued to cling to the man and grapple even after his hip had been put out of joint. He held on for a blessing, something that he valued more than the pain of a dislocated hip. Jacob received his blessing, “You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with humans, and have prevailed.” Jacob prevailed, but walked away limping… and blessed.

This struck me poignantly this last week as I watched the “I Have A Dream” speech. I had a deeper appreciation of the foreseeable costs of pursuing justice and an end to segregation. Martin Luther King Jr. spoke of his four little children; his leadership in the civil rights movement would cost them his life. If this life were the end, would it have been worth it? But if God is true and the gospel is real, does that change the evaluation?

I think it does. Hardships and suffering look very different depending on your understanding of God’s call on your life. Are you trying to get everything out of life while you can, or are you living eternally even now, glorifying God and enjoying him forever? The pressures and stresses of this world do not negate God’s claim on your life. Following Jesus puts you at odds with other value systems in our culture. 

· The message of hope in Jesus Christ means salvation cannot be bought. We cannot work enough to earn salvation. Tell that to the boss who insists you work long nights and weekends, when you are too tired to come to worship, to pray, and struggling to find time for your family.  

· Following Jesus means that true abundance is not tied to material things. Tell that to the marketers and Wall Street – the people who are complaining that the economy is suffering because we are not buying enough. 

· Following Jesus means that “getting ahead” often means falling behind. Tell that to parents who are stressed about getting their kids into the best schools, the best programs, the best activities because that is the only way the next generation can be successful.

Following Jesus often means making choices that are contrary to common sense or conventional wisdom. It means making choices that involve a real cost. It means making choices for which the only justification is if what we have seen and received is of such surpassing value that there really is no other choice. It is exactly what Peter said again to the leaders: “We must obey God rather than any human authority.”

“Consider carefully,” is Gamaliel’s advice.

How do you know? How can you have confidence and peace that the choices you make are the right ones? How do you choose to obey God when the pressure feels like it is pushing the other way? 

The speech of the well-respected Pharisee Gamaliel is oft quoted when we are not sure how to respond to some new development or claim. It is about discernment. “If it is of human origin, it will fail on its own; if it is from God, you cannot prevail against it.”  

That is helpful advice if you are looking backwards. It is not particularly helpful going forward, unless you realize that not everyone is called to run in the same direction at the same time. If God calls you to go do something, it is wise to go do it. If you are evaluating whether God has called someone else to go do something, Gamaliel’s advice is well taken. 

Gamaliel was a Pharisee. Luke tells us that he was well respected by his peers; and this reputation is confirmed by sources outside the Bible. Gamaliel is often described as the rabbi’s rabbi. Grandson of a rabbinical legend, Gamaliel had established himself as the E.F. Hutton of the temple structure: when he spoke, people listened.

There is no indication that Gamaliel was a believer or even sympathetic to the apostles. His advice is practical, but it demonstrates a humility that is as valuable today as it was then: God’s thoughts are higher than our thoughts; God’s ways different than our ways. Discernment often requires an evaluation of the fruit as opposed to a reaction to the claim. In other words, “let’s see how this plays out.” Though we think not, we should recognize the possibility that perhaps God is involved in this testimony.

How can you tell? How can you tell if someone has been raised up by God or is pursuing folly? How do you distinguish between the true church and a cult that leads astray?

Faith healers and charismatic leaders were known in Jesus’ time; and they were not a lot different than charlatans we see today. Gamaliel mentions two, but you know the type – people who are charismatic and say, “Come, follow me; I know the way!” 

In our culture today, our lack of conviction regarding spiritual things makes us vulnerable to idolatry. Idolatry is like addiction to nicotine; people will say, “I just want to try it. It will make me happy. It’s my life, so don’t judge me.” Soon, it becomes, “I don’t need it; I like it. I can quit any time I want.” There is plenty of spiritual nicotine – spirituality designed to make you happy: it is addictive, deadly, and hard to shake.

In a book entitled, “Truth Is Stranger Than It Used To Be,” authors J. Richard Middleton and Brian Walsh use the illustration of the carnival to describe our culture:

We could say that postmodern life is like a carnival. Unlike classic theater, in which one show is going on, postmodern culture “seems like a carnival with a never-ending array of sideshows.” There is no center to this production. Unlike even a three-ring circus, this carnival offers only the clamor of multifarious sideshow hawkers calling out for our momentary attention. They do not seek our commitment in any ultimate sense; they only want to entertain and titillate us with the weird and wonderful worlds they are peddling. And, of course, there is nothing heavy or serious about this. The heavy seriousness of classical theater and the heavy-handed domination of modernity are replaced by the lightness of the postmodern carnival. As Karl Marx insightfully put it more than a century ago in the Communist Manifesto, “all that is solid melts into the air.” (p. 42)

We see the sideshow barkers, we hear their call and our imaginations are titillated by them. For the American culture, entertainment has become an idol. As Americans, entertainment is an idol we collectively worship with our time, talent and treasures.

There is wisdom in Gamaliel’s speech to “consider carefully.” Be discerning. Do not just jump to conclusions, evaluate the fruit. Gamaliel was absolutely correct that human endeavors will perish, but the things of God are lasting. There is the true and living God, and there are imposters. 

In 1 John 4, the apostle wrote to the early church community, “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God; for many false prophets have gone out into the world. By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God.” Preachers, teachers, leaders – anyone to whom you would give loyalty – should be evaluated by this standard. Can you trust that standard?

Well, Gamaliel suggested this standard using two illustrations of failed movements. So, consider carefully the apostles’ lives and message. Here we are, two thousand years later, proclaiming Jesus, his incarnation, life, death and resurrection as our hope. It is a message that has prevailed. In a world offering temporary satisfaction for fleeting desires, the apostles were declaring a message of eternal value. It strikes me that our presence here today is evidence of the hand of God at work in the midst of the apostles’ testimony.

I have told the story of my friend Harold Kurtz. He was a missionary whose ministry was to reach “unreached” people groups. One time he was at a conference with a man from a house-church in China – one of the persecuted congregations. The man said to Harold, “Do you know what is the problem in American churches? When you read Scripture, you go like this (reading from left to right.) When we read Scripture, we read it like this (up and down).” The churches in China are growing, what about the churches in the United States?

As we look at our culture, it does seem like the church is falling into popular disfavor. We should not be surprised. It has been that way from the very beginning. Christians are accused of being intolerant and exclusive. Efforts to hinder the proclamation of the gospel are increasing. However, Gamaliel’s word of discernment should also be a word of encouragement to us: “if the plan or this undertaking is of human origin, it will fail; but if it is of God, worldly powers will not be able to overthrow it – in that case, it may even be found fighting against God!”

Conclusion:

So, consider carefully. It is good advice. Consider carefully the life of discipleship, aware that choosing to obey God often comes with a human cost. Consider carefully the things in which you place your trust – be discerning. But in all things, know this: God will prevail. And his plan is of such surpassing value and worth that all other things pale in comparison.

8:30 Prayer, then offering.

10:00 Invitation to offering. 
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