
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #6

“Where Credit Is Due”

Acts 3:11-26

Few things turn people off more than hearing someone take credit that is not rightfully theirs. Whether it is a politician claiming to have invented the Internet or an athlete taking the glory in a team sport, such boasting leaves a bad taste in the mouth of the hearer. 

The same can be said for the Christian. We need to be careful that, in our witnessing to others, we do not make ourselves the hero of our testimony. When we do this, we anger God (reason enough to avoid this!) and we turn off the very people we are trying to bring to Christ. 

Rather, we need to give credit where credit is due. To see an example of this, turn back to Acts chapter three, where Peter and John were used by God to heal a man who had been crippled from birth. Last week we considered the miracle itself, as Peter and John were used in the healing of a man crippled from birth. As you might expect in such a busy location, the deed of mercy drew a crowd.
 Luke records in verse 11, “While the beggar held on to Peter and John, all the people were astonished and came running to them in the place called Solomon’s Colonnade.”
“Solomon’s Colonnade” was a long corridor that ran along the east side of the temple. It was formed by a double row of marble columns and was roofed with cedar.
 John identifies this in John 10:23 as a place where Jesus taught, and Luke later writes in Acts 5:12 that the early Christians worshiped here.
 Peter recognized this as another opportunity to preach, similar to Pentecost.

Like that first sermon, this message has a distinct Jewish emphasis. Peter addressed Jewish men and called them “heirs of the prophets and of the covenant” in verse 25. He referred to the Jewish patriarchs as well as to the prophets. Verse 21 speaks of “when the time comes for God to restore everything,” which is definitely a Jewish statement and refers to the messianic kingdom promised in the Old Testament prophets. The final verse of the chapter shows that at this time the message is still going out “to the Jew first” and is presented in Jewish terms.

We might be tempted to look at this passage and think, “Well, that’s fine for those days, but it doesn’t say anything to me today.” I disagree. I believe we can draw out valuable lessons for our own witnessing from this text. Through our text this morning, we will see three ways that Peter gave credit where credit is due.

Genuinely Reflect the Glory from Self

The first thing we notice is that Peter genuinely reflected the glory from self. We read in verses 11-13, 

When Peter saw this, he said to them: “Men of Israel, why does this surprise you? Why do you stare at us as if by our own power or godliness we had made this man walk? The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of our fathers, has glorified his servant Jesus.”
In the aftermath of the miraculous healing, the people quite naturally turned their attention to those they credited with the miracle. It was a natural assumption, since Luke records that the healed man was still clinging to Peter and John.
 

Yet Peter disclaimed any personal credit for the miracle. He wanted to direct their attention away from the apostles to the source of the miracle.
 It was not the apostle’s power or piety that had worked the cure; it was Jesus who had been glorified by God who was able to do this.
 Notice what Peter doesn’t say in verse 13—he could have said, “The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the God of our fathers, has glorified us by giving us the power…” I mean, it was true that God worked through Peter and John to perform this miracle. But these two men would have none of that! They wanted the credit to go to Jesus alone.

How tempting it is to take credit that is not ours! Later in the book of Acts we read of someone who did—with horrifying consequences! We read in Acts 12:21-23, 

When the day arrived, Herod put on his royal robes, sat on his throne, and made a speech to them. The people gave him a great ovation, shouting, “It’s the voice of a god, not of a man!” Instantly, an angel of the Lord struck Herod with a sickness, because he accepted the people’s worship instead of giving the glory to God. So he was consumed with worms and died [nlt].

Obviously this does not happen every time someone takes credit to themselves that should go to God, but I think this demonstrates quite graphically what God thinks of those who do not give credit where credit is due!

We must constantly be aware of this tendency we have as humans for hero worship—whether giving it or getting it. J. I. Packer writes,

Hero worship is precisely what the words say—worshipping the hero, finding and celebrating special excellence in him or her. Hero worship focuses entirely on the persons being admired, sometimes in disregard of their feet of clay, always idealizing them somewhat unrealistically. 

But when God in his providence brings spiritually outstanding models before us, our minds hone in on the God who enabled them to live and serve with such spiritual authenticity, power and fruitfulness, rather than staying centered on the persons themselves. At least, that is how it is meant to be and how the Holy Spirit within us will cause it to be, unless we obstruct him. 

And if we allow our appreciation of spiritual models to degenerate into hero worship, so that God’s servants rather than God himself take center stage in our minds, we shall frustrate, and so quench and grieve, the Spirit—make no mistake about that. The godliness of our models, which so arrests our attention in the first place, is meant, first and foremost, to help us see more clearly the greatness and goodness of God. Models are given to be signposts rather than shrines.

Peter was certainly a signpost here instead of a shrine; he genuinely reflected the glory away from himself. May his tribe increase!

Gently Remind the Guilty of Sin

The second trait of Peter’s message that we can adopt is to gently remind the guilty of sin. We see this in verses 13-16,

The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of our fathers, has glorified his servant Jesus. You handed him over to be killed, and you disowned him before Pilate, though he had decided to let him go. You disowned the Holy and Righteous One and asked that a murderer be released to you. You killed the author of life, but God raised him from the dead. We are witnesses of this. By faith in the name of Jesus, this man whom you see and know was made strong. It is Jesus’ name and the faith that comes through him that has given this complete healing to him, as you can all see. 

Now, you might be thinking, “Where’s the gently in that?” Just as he did in his sermon at Pentecost, Peter indicts the people for murdering their Messiah.
 He uses several different names and titles for our Lord: “His Servant,” “the Holy and Righteous One,” and “the Author of life. This was no ordinary man that they had handed over to the Romans to crucify!
 And notice how the verbs: “You handed him over…you disowned him…(twice)…you killed the author of life…” Like a prosecutor hammering home an indictment, Peter piles on the facts of the case. These are all facts! The people were confronted not with theories or theologies but with facts.
 In our own witnessing, we must also show the reality of sin—not only in the world at large, but in the life of the one to whom we are witnessing.

Why do this? Why heap on the guilt? Won’t this just turn people off? There must be conviction before a sinner can experience conversion. Unless a patient is convinced that he is sick, he will never accept the diagnosis or take the treatment.
 I believe the reason most people in our culture that wind up in Hell for eternity will not be there because they have never heard of Jesus; they will be there because they don’t think they need Jesus. As He said in Mark 2:17 to the self-righteous of His own age, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.” A good doctor may not want to tell his patient he has a terminal disease, but he wouldn’t be a good doctor if he failed to inform him of that fact.   

Yet Peter did not leave the people without hope. In fact, he almost seemed to defend them by pointing out that they had “acted in ignorance.”
 He wasn’t saying this to excuse their sin, nor to imply that forgiveness was unnecessary, but actually to show why it was possible. Peter was echoing the Old Testament distinction between “sins of ignorance” and “sins of presumption.”
 In the law, forgiveness is only for unintended sins; for sins committed presumptuously there is no atonement.
 Perhaps Peter recalled Jesus’ words on the cross in Luke 23:34, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” It doesn’t make them less guilty, but it does make them eligible for forgiveness. 

Now, Peter goes on to say that, although they did not know what they were doing, God knew what he was doing. For what happened to Jesus was the fulfilment of prophecy, for “this is how God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, especially that his Christ would suffer.” But neither their ignorance nor God’s plan exonerated them, however. They must “repent…and turn to God.”
 Having announced the crime, presented the evidence, and explained the nature of their sin, Peter then offered them pardon!

Repentance is a change of mind and will arising from sorrow for sin and leading to transformation of life. Peter adds that they must “turn to God.” This is subsequent to repentance and not completely identical with it. In the strictest sense, repentance is turning from sin, and faith is turning to God.
 The two go together. Unless we turn from our sins, we cannot put saving faith in Jesus Christ. Balanced evangelism presents to the sinner both repentance and faith.

Gradually Return the Gaze to the Savior

Most importantly, Peter gradually returned their gaze to the Savior. From the very beginning, he redirected their gaze to Jesus, by whose powerful name the miracle had taken place.
 His name was not a magic word. In the ancient world, a name meant not just a name but everything that the named individual is and represents—his work, personality, power, authority and reputation.
 In any case, any suggestion that there was something magical about the miracle is deliberately ruled out.

I have heard many preachers (and the Christians influenced by them) who treat the name of Jesus as though it were some kind of magic word. “If you pray in Jesus’ name,” they claim, “God has to give you what you want!” It doesn’t work that way! Remember the significance of the “name” when the Bible was written. When we pray in Jesus’ name, we are praying in conjunction with His work, His personality, His power, His authority and His reputation. If we are asking for anything that goes against these qualities, God is not bound to grant that request. The same can be said for clicking “like” or typing “Amen” to a post on social media! Quit using the name of God as a magic formula! He doesn’t operate that way!

Earlier I mentioned the different names and titles Peter used in describing Jesus. I would like to go back and examine one of these more closely. We read in verse 15, “You killed the author of life, but God raised him from the dead.” The Greek term translated “author” in the niv is archegos. This term appears four times in the New Testament, and is rendered “prince,” “captain,” and “author” in the kjv. It denotes “firstness” and could be interpreted as a ruler or leader; as one who begins something, and some render this as “pioneer”; or it could mean the “originator” or “founder.”
 If we take the niv rendering of “author,” Peter charges that the people killed the very Author of life—something F. F. Bruce calls, “an amazing paradox!”
 Yet God the Father reversed this rejection of His Son and raised Him from the dead, making Him the “Prince of life.” 
 One author writes, 

As the captain of our salvation and the pioneer of our faith, Jesus is author of our freedom from condemnation and the guarantor of our new life. Jesus not only died so that our sins may be forever canceled but he also rose again so that we may have newness of life.

In our witnessing to others, we need to present Jesus not only as the One who can forgive our sins and rescue us from an eternity in Hell, but as the Author of life who wants to rewrite our life story beginning now. 

You may be wondering, “Why do we need to know this? Isn’t it the responsibility of the minister?” No, it is the responsibility of the witness, and according to the word of God, we are all witnesses. Once we have given our witness, we need to know how to lead the inquirer to Christ. We can learn this by watching the witnesses in Acts.

Giving credit where credit is due is very important when we are sharing our testimony and witnessing to others. From Peter’s message in Acts 3, we learn three very important lessons:

· Genuinely Reflect the Glory from Self. Don’t make yourself the star of your story. Our testimony ought to show how great Jesus is, not how great we are (or even how gruesome we were).

· Gently Remind the Guilty of Sin. Unless they understand their need of a Savior, they will never put their trust in Him. Yet we need to exercise tact in doing so. We must “speak the truth in love,” not compromising on sin but always conveying hope.

· Gradually Return the Gaze to the Savior. Sometimes we end our testimony too soon, either with how terrible we were or how terrible they are. It is essential to ultimately bring them to Jesus. As the chorus goes, “Turn your eyes upon Jesus, look full in His wonderful face, and the things of earth will grow strangely dim, in the light of His glory and grace.”

And always remember to give credit where credit is due. While he was President, Ronald Reagan kept a sign on his desk that read, “There is no limit to what a man can do or where he can go if he doesn’t care who gets the credit.” Biblically, there is no limit to what God can do through us if we are willing to give Him the credit.
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