Witnesses to these things
April 7, 2013
Acts 5:12-32

Purpose: To challenge the congregation to become more like the apostles as we boldly live out
and talk about those things we are witnesses to.

Last week many of us gathered here, in this same space, as we had a glorious celebration as we
declared the resurrection of Jesus Christ. We celebrated Jesus, the one crucified, buried, and then
who rose again on the third day, just as he promised he would. In a similar fashion as to how we
joined in the processional on Palm Sunday, joining the crowds yelling “Hosanna, Blessed is he
who comes in the name of the Lord!” last week we joined our voices in proclaiming Jesus’
victory over death, the miracle of all miracles as “up from the grave he arose” to live again as our
glorious king!!

This morning we gather once again in this same place to proclaim the resurrection of Jesus. In
fact, each Sunday offers us an opportunity to gather together to once again rehearse and remind
ourselves of this central narrative that guides our lives as followers of Jesus Christ. The
resurrection of Jesus offers us both redemption and forgiveness as well as hope, for because he
lives we can face tomorrow. Our text for this morning in the Book of Acts draws us into the lives
of the disciples following the resurrection.

While our text for today is in chapter 5, I think that it is important for us to understand the
context of this passage. At the beginning of Acts 1we are told that, after the resurrection, Jesus
appeared to the disciples over a period of 40 days and spoke about the kingdom of God. On one
occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: “Do not leave Jerusalem,
but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For John
baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” And then Jesus
also said, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my
witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”

The book of Acts then opens with the apostles expectantly waiting for something to happen. The
faith community, rather than taking matters into their own hands, getting organized, and charging
out on their own, has withdrawn to wait and to pray. In Acts 2 we find the believers still gathered
and waiting for the promise that God would send a gift to them. Then in chapter 2 we read this
familiar, powerful, yet surreal story of Pentecost, with the rushing wind, tongues of fire, being
filled with the Holy Spirit, and the ability to understand each other in their own languages. The
promised gift has arrived!

Luke tells us that a crowd gathered and in their bewilderment they asked each other, “What does
this mean?” I can almost envision a crowd pressed up around our windows, looking in at our
worship and asking each other, “What does this mean?!” Well, what do they come up with to
describe or articulate the power the church proclaims as a gift of God, that in-breaking of the
Spirit? Their response—blame it on too much wine! They look at the situation, not understand-
ing and not being able to comprehend the magnitude of what just happened, and being so
unsettled and threatened by what has happened they say they must just be drunk! It is as if they
must devise some explanation, some rationalization, for such irrationality.

With the coming of the Spirit one of the disciples stands up to address the crowd. Who could
have predicted the one who now speaks? It is Peter, the one who followed at a distance, the one
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who denied knowing Jesus three times, the one we left weeping in the courtyard, the disciple
tested and found wanting. However, our judgment and surprise that it is Peter who stands up to
speak should be short lived, because before the inquiring and mocking crowd, Peter is the first,
the very first, to lift up his voice and proclaim the resurrection of Jesus!

In our text for today in Acts 5, we find that some of the apostles, Peter being one of them, have
been arrested for preaching the resurrection. However, we need to note that chapters 3-5 are
considered a unit. If you have your Bibles, I invite you to turn with me to Acts 3. Remember, in
chapter 2 we read of Pentecost and Peter’s sermon. In chapter 3 we find the apostles filled with
the Holy Spirit committed to living out their commission to be Jesus’ witnesses to the ends of the
earth.

At the beginning of chapter 3 we find Peter and John heading to the temple at the time of prayer.
As they go along they come upon a beggar, one lame since birth, who was carried to the temple
gate every day to beg from those going into the temple courts. The beggar’s only hope is to live
on the generosity of others. So when he sees Peter and John he does what he does every day of
his life—he asks them for money. The beggar probably being used to being passed over by those
entering the temple no longer makes eye contact. Instead his eyes are averted as only the verbal
request for money is heard. However, Peter looks right at him and in verse 4 says, “Look at us.”
Well, of course this gets the beggar’s attention! Why would someone ask you to look at them if
they are not planning on giving you something? Perhaps Peter saw confusion and fragile hope in
the eyes of the beggar. The confusion is going to intensify and the fragile hope is going to
blossom into a beautiful flower after the darkness of winter.

Peter responds to this lame beggar, “I do not have money to offer you. But in the reality of Jesus’
resurrection—walk.” Not only does this lame man receive strength in the legs that have never
been able to sustain his weight, but also Luke tells us that he jumped to his feet and started
walking and jumping and praising God. Those who observed this miracle are amazed. Once
again it is Peter who speaks to the crowd to offer an explanation for what has happened. Peter
boldly asserts that it is faith in the name of Jesus, the one who was raised from the dead. He even
goes on to proclaim that we are witnesses to this resurrection. We have seen with our own eyes
that Jesus is alive, we have experienced in our own hearts a salvation, and we have embraced
within our own lives a new central narrative to guide us each day. We are witnesses to these
things. We are witnesses to the resurrection and we are witnesses to what the Risen Christ
is doing within each of us.

Well that message didn’t go over very well with the religious leaders, who had vested interest in
protecting the interests of the establishment. What do they do? They arrest Peter and John just as
in a similar fashion we read of how they arrest Peter and other apostles in our text in Acts 5. In
chapter 3 Peter and John stand before the Sanhedrin and are asked through what power or what
name they have done this healing. What the religious leaders really want to know is who gave
these two men the right to disturb the smooth flow of temple life? And furthermore, the real issue
is not the healing but the fact that they are boldly proclaiming the resurrection of Jesus!

Peter speaks and once again boldly serves as a witness to these things, namely the resurrection of
Jesus Christ. The religious leaders do not know how to respond, and so they ask themselves,
“What are we going to do about these men?”” So the religious leaders commanded them to not
speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. They were commanded to stop serving as witnesses to
the very things they have observed and experienced. They were commanded to be silent.
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Well, the religious leaders are in for a surprise. While they might have expected Peter and John
to meekly lower their heads and say, “Yes, we are so very wrong to disturb the peace, and, yes,
we will now forever more not speak or teach in the name of Jesus, nor will we serve as witnesses
to the resurrection.” Instead of meekly complying, these Spirit-filled witnesses respond with
boldness and say, “We cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard!” They say,
“No, we will obey the commandment we received from Jesus, and that commandment is to be
witnesses to the ends of the earth, proclaiming all that we have seen and heard and to preach and
teach and heal in the name of Jesus! In the name of Jesus, the one who was crucified and raised
from the dead! We will proclaim and live out the resurrection!”

The religious leaders do not know what to do with them, so they released them. Peter and John
went back to the community of believers, and they started to pray together. Now had it been you
or [ who just had spent a night in jail and had an up close and personal encounter with the
religious authorities, I think we might have thanked God for protection and ask God to remove
the threats we were experiencing in our lives. Instead, they gather to pray, and they ask for
more boldness! They ask the “Sovereign Lord to enable your servants to speak the word with
great boldness!” They had clearly heard and received the commandment from Jesus to be his
witnesses to the ends of the earth and to share and proclaim in the name of Jesus of this central
narrative of the resurrection. The disciples claimed the power of this central narrative, for it is
within this narrative that we experience salvation, forgiveness of sins, hope that sustains us even
through the darkest of nights, unquenchable joy that radiates from within, and unspeakable peace
that permeates to all we come in contact with.

As we come to Acts 5:12, we read that the apostles continue to perform many signs and wonders
among the people and once again they are arrested. However this time an angel of the Lord
opens the doors of the jail and brings them out. And now, tasting freedom once again, the
apostles return to the temple courts and continue to boldly proclaim the resurrection, serving as
witnesses to what they have experienced. And they are arrested once again!
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The religious leaders state, “We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name!” They cannot
even bring themselves to say the name of Jesus! And then Peter once again speaks, boldly
saying, “We must obey God rather than human beings! We will, we must, preach the resurrection
of Jesus because we are witnesses of these things!”

Last week we gathered and joined our voices in proclaiming the resurrection. How do we
proclaim that resurrection the rest of the year? Sure, we proclaim this central narrative every
Sunday morning, but I wonder how we boldly proclaim the resurrection on Monday to our
coworker, on Tuesday as we wait for new tires on our car, on Wednesday when a young child
experiences pain from comments his friends made, on Thursday around our dining room tables,
on Friday as we meet with a friend who is deeply grieving, on Saturday as we work in our
gardens? If the resurrection of Jesus enables us to face tomorrow, if the resurrection of Jesus is
the defining event in our lives as through it and in it we experience and embrace new life and
profound hope, are we not called to continue to join our voices and our lives with the apostles to
serve as witnesses to these events? Couldn’t the resurrection, shouldn’t the resurrection, matter
throughout the week? Shouldn’t we too be praying for more boldness to proclaim the inherent
truth revealed as Jesus overcame death and darkness? Isn’t there unshakeable hope and unspeak-
able peace for all in that story? Are we not also called to be Jesus’ witness to the ends of the
earth as we serve as witnesses to these things?
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There are times that I know I fail miserably at this, times when I feel the prompting and the
nudging of the Holy Spirit to use my voice to proclaim, and yet I find a million reasons why that
probably is not a good idea. I can rationalize why I should just keep silent ... because I at least
assume it would be easier to be silent, or so and so really probably doesn’t want to hear my
opinion, or that is a complete stranger what will they think if I say this, or I value this relation-
ship and what if I offend them? It appears that the apostles didn’t allow those questions or doubts
to permeate in their minds. Instead they proclaimed, “We cannot help speaking about what we
have seen and heard. We are compelled, called, and sent to tell the story of how Jesus’ resurrec-
tion has forever changed our lives and how Jesus’ resurrection has the power to change yours.”

Today may we join our voices with the apostles to boldly proclaim that we too are compelled,
called, and sent to tell the story of Jesus’ resurrection as we assert that in Christ alone, the one
raised from the dead that glorious Easter morning, our hope found.

Let us pray:

“Lord, we ask that you enable us, your servants, to speak your word with great boldness. We ask
this in the name of the Risen Savior, Amen.”



