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Second Sunday of Easter (April 11, 2010)
(St. Barnabas, Jacksonville)
Acts 5:12a, 17-22, 25-29; Psalm 111; Revelation 1:[1-8] 9-19; John 20:19-31

“Peter and the other apostles replied:  ‘We must obey God rather than men!’”

Here are some recent headlines from the Barnabas Fund, a Christian group which monitors persecution of, and provides aid and encouragement to, Christian minorities around the world:
· “Nigeria:  Media Distortions of Anti-Christian Massacres in Jos

· “Anguish in Mosul:  Iraqi Christians Displaced and Murdered

· “Iran:  Senior Church Leader Arrested

· “Pakistan:  Church Damaged in Rocket Blast

· “Uzbekistan:  Christians Arrested During Private Prayer Meeting

· “Iraq:  Accelerating Violence Against Christians

· “Maldives:  Legislators Seek to Increase Pressure on Non-Muslims”
          From England, this story:  a Christian who has been a nurse for over 30 years, Shirley Chaplin, is appealing a ruling by her employer that she remove a small cross which she has worn on a chain around her neck since her confirmation 40 years ago.  After she refused to remove it, she was prevented from working in a “patient-facing” role, while people from other religions were still allowed symbols such as head scarves for Muslim women.  It appears her employer would rather deprive her patients of her care than allow her to wear her cross.


Here in the United States, you need look no further for persecution against believers of Christ than lawsuits and threats of lawsuits against clergy and churches because they are standing for the Gospel of Jesus Christ….or decisions that the Ten Commandments must be removed from classrooms, courtrooms, or other public places where they have stood for years….or a $140,000 settlement paid by a Florida county to parents who objected to a Christian song being sung in their daughter’s elementary school classroom.  

Persecution and mistreatment of followers of Christ is nothing new.  Look again at our lesson from Acts today.  Please turn to Acts 5, beginning at verse 12. 

· The apostles performed many acts and wonders

· Vs. 14 says more and more men and women believed in the Lord and were added to their number.

· Crowds brought people to them to be healed

          We read that because of this, the high priest and his associates were filled with jealousy and had the apostles arrested and put in the public jail.  But during the night, an angel opened the doors and brought them out.  The angel exhorted them to go stand in the temple courts and tell the people the full message of the new life in Jesus.  They obeyed.

Meanwhile, the full assembly of the Sanhedrin (elders of Israel) was gathering and preparing to question the apostles; however, when the temple police did not find the apostles in prison, they reported the missing apostles to the Sanhedrin.   Someone else reported that the apostles were teaching the people in the temple.  The captain of the guard went and got the apostles and brought them to the Sanhedran to be questioned by the High Priest.  


The High Priest said, “We gave you strict orders not to teach in this (Jesus’) name, yet you continued doing so and you are determined to make us guilty of this man’s  blood”.


Peter and the other apostles replied, “We must obey God rather than men”.


How difficult was this for these early Christians?  They lived and worshiped in a hostile society.  They had been arrested and jailed overnight for preaching Christ.  They had been warned not to do so again.  Later in Acts 5, we read that they were flogged—beaten—for their preaching and teaching.


Since Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, thousands of martyrs have died telling the Good News rather than obey men who opposed God.  Here in the United States, we are fortunate that we do not endure this type of persecution.  We are not thrown in jail or killed for our faith.  


But what if we were persecuted here the way Christians are persecuted in Pakistan, Iraq, Nigeria, Uzbekistan?  What if you or I were told we could no longer wear a cross around our neck at our place of employment?  What if I or other clergy were told we would be thrown in prison for preaching the Gospel of Christ—teaching that Jesus is the only way to salvation—and only by the grace of God?  What if you were arrested or questioned for sharing your faith?  What if you were given strict orders not to preach or teach or witness in the Name of Jesus?  How would you react?  Does your relationship with Jesus give you strength to speak out?

The authorities told the apostles to be quiet.


God said, “speak out”.


The apostles could not do both.  They had to choose one or the other.  And they chose to do what God said, regardless of the consequences.


This kind of conflict in loyalties will test each of us.  It will go right to the heart of what is the most important thing in each of our lives.  

· Do we stand up for what we believe, or do we remain silent?  

· Do we go along just to fit in, or do we speak up for what is right?
· Do our words and actions glorify Christ, or would we sometimes be ashamed of how we act and speak when we realize He sees and hears everything we do and say?
· Are our actions in line with our words, or do we sometimes seem hypocritical to others?
· Is it more important to us to be seen by the world as successful or seen by God as faithful?
· Do we care enough about the souls of men and women to witness to them about the saving grace of the resurrected Christ in our own lives…..even if it means that we might be ridiculed by them or others for the sake of the Gospel?  

In The Message, a contemporary language version of the Bible (Eugene Peterson) Jesus’ words in Luke 6 encourage us:  
“Count yourself blessed every time someone cuts you down or throws you out, every time someone smears or blackens your name to discredit me.  What it means is that the truth is too close for comfort and that that person is uncomfortable.  You can be glad when that happens—skip like a lamb, if you like!—for even though they don’t like it, I do….and all heaven applauds.  And know that you are in good company; my preachers and witness have always been treated like this.”

Peter and the other apostles took a courageous stand for Christ.  They were not intimidated.  They were so compelled and consumed by the power and purpose of the Gospel that they considered it a privilege to suffer for the sake of Jesus.  Do we consider it a privilege to suffer for Him?


Peter and the disciples did not do this in their own power but through the power Jesus gave them.  After his resurrection, He appeared to these fearful disciples who were hiding behind locked doors and said to them, “Peace be with you.  As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”  When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit…….”

How did this band of frightened men change from being fearful to being bold in preaching and teaching and telling the good news of the risen Christ to all who would listen?  How did they change, to the point that they were willing to be thrown in prison or to die for this Gospel?


The answer is, THEY did not change.  Jesus changed them by breathing on them and saying “Receive the Holy Spirit.”  They were set free through the Holy Spirit to testify to the truth—that Christ died for the sins of the world—that He died for your sins and for my sins—that He rose victorious over sin and death and is alive today.  We serve a resurrected Savior.  What great good news this is—news worth telling and spreading throughout our community, our nation, and the world—even if it means persecution.  

I cannot predict how, or if, or when any of us will be persecuted for speaking the truth of the Gospel.  Persecution can come in many forms—it doesn’t have to be imprisonment, beating, or death.  It could be through intimidation, or through loss of friends for standing up for the Gospel, or even loss of a job as the nurse in England found out.  

Each Christian must be open to the leading of the Holy Spirit in telling others of the love that God has for us—a love so great that He sent a Savior—his only Son—to die a horrible death on the cross for us—to take all of our sin upon Himself as He hung there—and then to rise again, triumphant over death.  Can we hold this Good News in?
Hear these words from Jeremiah 20:9:  

“But if I say, “I will not mention him or speak any more in his name, his word is in my heart like a fire, a fire shut up in my bones.  I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot.”

Many today try to make Easter seem very unimportant.  But God’s message still gets out, because there are believers like you and me throughout the world.   We have a mandate from Jesus, Himself.  You probably know it by heart (Matthew 28:18-20)—again from “The Message”:
“God authorized and commanded me to commission you:  Go out and train everyone you meet, far and near, in this way of life, marking them by baptism in the threefold name:  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Then instruct them in the practice of all I have commanded you.  I’ll be with you as you do this, day after day after day, right up to the end of the age.”

We are set free, through the power of the Holy Spirit to testify to this Good News that God has reconciled us to Himself through Jesus’ death and resurrection.  My prayer today is that each of us will be open to the leading of the Holy Spirit in proclaiming and testifying that Jesus is our Savior, that our sins are forgiven through Him, and the truth that in God’s great mercy He has given us new and eternal life through this Jesus.  
From our Revelation passage, Jesus tells us, “Do not be afraid; I am the first and the last and the living one.  I was dead, and see, I am alive forever and forever……”

This is the truth that the world cannot silence.  We must obey God rather than men.
