
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #9

“When Threats Become Tangible”

Acts 5:12-42

Picture this scene:

A crowd of curious onlookers gather as officials march the accused a raised platform. One by one the convicts have their shirts removed and are bound to a post. Then they are whipped dozens of times on their bare backs as some in the crowd cheer and yell taunts while others watch in stunned silence. Blood trickles down as the skin breaks under multiple lashes. After one has been received the proscribed punishment, he is released and another is flogged.

Their crime? Converting from their native religion to follow Jesus Christ.

Seem unbelievable? Turn to the fifth chapter of the book of Acts, where threats became tangible. 

Ever since Pentecost, the Christian assembly in Jerusalem grew at an astounding rate. Even the sudden death of husband and wife pair Ananias and Sapphira did not slow down the momentum of the fledgling movement. We read in Acts 5:12-16,
The apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders among the people. And all the believers used to meet together in Solomon’s Colonnade. No one else dared join them, even though they were highly regarded by the people. Neverthe-less, more and more men and women believed in the Lord and were added to their number. As a result, people brought the sick into the streets and laid them on beds and mats so that at least Peter’s shadow might fall on some of them as he passed by. Crowds gathered also from the towns around Jerusalem, bringing their sick and those tormented by evil spirits, and all of them were healed. 

Miracles like the healing of the crippled man were continuing to happen. These  had two interesting and opposite results. On the one hand, “no one else dared join them, even though they were highly regarded by the people.” This might just mean that the opposition lacked the courage to join in debates with them, but the context suggests simply that they preferred to remain aloof rather than to associate with them.
 Perhaps the death of Ananias and Sapphira scared off all but the totally committed.
 On the other hand, verse 14 states that more and more people, both men and women, having no such fears, “believed in the Lord and were added to their number.” How do we understand this? The presence of the living God is alarming to some and appealing to others. Some are frightened away, while others are drawn to faith. This paradox has often recurred since then.

They Were Prosecuted, yet Returning

There was a third reaction besides those who were alarmed and those who were attracted to the gospel message. Verses 17-18 describe those who were agitated by it: “Then the high priest and all his associates, who were members of the party of the Sadducees, were filled with jealousy. They arrested the apostles and put them in the public jail.” Paul Maier observes,

A swift crackdown from the priestly authorities was inevitable. The apostles were not starting their movement in far-off Galilee, but, almost brazenly, they were proclaiming the faith from the very steps of the Temple in Jerusalem. Peter, John, and the others seem to have converted Solomon’s Portico on the eastern edge of the Temple enclave into something of a primitive Christian church. Here they preached and healed the sick in a virtual continuation of Jesus’ ministry, all under the very noses of the priestly establishment.

Furthermore, the previous threats against the apostles had failed to accomplish anything. In fact, the evangelistic meetings continued right at the spot of the men’s arrest and the crowd continued to grow. So the high priest decided to increase the pressure by arresting all twelve of the apostles and holding them in a “public jail” overnight before questioning. The Greek adjective translated “public” (demosios) has two primary meanings: “belonging to the state” and “open or visible to the public.” All jails belonged to the state; therefore, this must have been a jail where prisoners were put on display as a warning to others. The high priest hoped a night in jail would cause at least some to weaken or perhaps even split the group into factions.

To misquote the Ford commercials, God had a better idea. Verses 19-21 state,

But during the night an angel of the Lord opened the doors of the jail and brought them out. “Go, stand in the temple courts,” he said, “and tell the people the full message of this new life.” At daybreak they entered the temple courts, as they had been told, and began to teach the people. 

During the night, the Lord undermined the temple leaders. They were planning to humiliate the apostles by placing them in a public jail, so the Lord freed the men in a public declaration of His support. He sent an angel to miraculously open the locked doors and gates and march them past the guards and out into the street without being noticed. There was no natural way for them to escape without detection.

Notice, however, that instead of fleeing the city, they returned to the temple to resume their proclamation of Christ’s resurrection. A simple jailbreak would have proven nothing. As fugitives, the men would attract dissenters while compromising their standing among devout Jews. By resuming their activities with God’s blessing, they sent an altogether different message to potential believers.

The apostles returned to the very spot of their earlier arrest and resumed their ministry of preaching, teaching, and healing.

Verses 21-26 read almost as a comedy,

When the high priest and his associates arrived, they called together the Sanhedrin—the full assembly of the elders of Israel—and sent to the jail for the apostles. But on arriving at the jail, the officers did not find them there. So they went back and reported, “We found the jail securely locked, with the guards standing at the doors; but when we opened them, we found no one inside.” On hearing this report, the captain of the temple guard and the chief priests were puzzled, wondering what would come of this. 

Then someone came and said, “Look! The men you put in jail are standing in the temple courts teaching the people.” At that, the captain went with his officers and brought the apostles. They did not use force, because they feared that the people would stone them.
The apostles were prosecuted, yet returning to the very preaching ministry that got them into legal hot water. Threats of legal action did not stop them from obeying Christ’s commission.

They Were Pressured, yet Resolved

Their second appearance before the Sanhedrin ratcheted up the pressure, as we see in verses 27-28,

Having brought the apostles, they made them appear before the Sanhedrin to be questioned by the high priest. “We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name,” he said. “Yet you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and are determined to make us guilty of this man’s blood.” 

Notice that when Caiaphas the high priest indicted the apostles, he carefully avoided speaking the name of Jesus. Instead, he used “this name” and “this man.” Even today, the name of Jesus makes people uncomfortable. All the same, everyone knew whom he had in mind.

The way the high priest addressed them was in reality an admission of the court’s powerlessness before the purpose of God. The Sanhedrin had condemned and killed Jesus, given the apostles strict orders not to teach in this name, and locked them up in prison. All the power and authority seemed clearly to be on their side. Yet, in contempt of court and in defiance of its authority, the apostles had successfully filled Jerusalem with their teaching, and (in the court’s opinion) were determined to fasten on them the guilt of this man’s blood, which at the time (they seem to have forgotten) they had urged the people to call down on themselves and their children in Matthew 27:25.

How would the apostles respond? Luke tells us in verses 29-32,

Peter and the other apostles replied: “We must obey God rather than men! The God of our fathers raised Jesus from the dead—whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him to his own right hand as Prince and Savior that he might give repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel. We are witnesses of these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him.” 

Peter turned the tables on the Sanhedrin! As Warren Wiersbe writes, “As this ‘trial’ progressed, the Apostles became the judges and the council became the accused.”
 They were pressured, yet resolved in their obedience to God. The apostles responded with words in verse 29 we would all do well to memorize: “We must obey God rather than men.” Peter didn’t avoid the issues that caused the Sanhedrin discomfort. He went on to overwhelm the indictment with a countercharge layered with messianic language. He said, in effect, “You’re worried about being blamed for crucifying the Messiah because you are, in fact, guilty of crucifying the Messiah!”

Peter’s opening statement laid down the principle of civil disobedience for centuries to come. Under most circumstances, Christians are called to be conscientious citizens and generally speaking, to submit to human authorities. But if the authority concerned misuses its God-given power to command what He forbids or forbid what He commands, then the Christian’s duty is to disobey the human authority in order to obey God’s.
 It is the price of being a Christian that one must be prepared to obey God rather than men—and bear the cost of doing so.

When they heard this, they were furious and wanted to put them to death. But a Pharisee named Gamaliel, a teacher of the law, who was honored by all the people, stood up in the Sanhedrin and ordered that the men be put outside for a little while. Then he addressed them: “Men of Israel, consider carefully what you intend to do to these men. Some time ago Theudas appeared, claiming to be somebody, and about four hundred men rallied to him. He was killed, all his followers were dispersed, and it all came to nothing. After him, Judas the Galilean appeared in the days of the census and led a band of people in revolt. He too was killed, and all his followers were scattered. Therefore, in the present case I advise you: Leave these men alone! Let them go! For if their purpose or activity is of human origin, it will fail. But if it is from God, you will not be able to stop these men; you will only find yourselves fighting against God.” His speech persuaded them. 

The Sadducean leaders of the Sanhedrin were so enraged at this defiance of their orders that they considered sentencing the apostles to death (probably by stoning). But they could take no such action without the support of the Pharisees. It is true that the Pharisees were in the minority in the Sanhedrin, but they commanded much more public respect than did the Sadducees.

At this point the apostles were saved by an unlikely source. Easily the ranking theologian of his day, Gamaliel was a grandson of the great Rabbi Hillel, the scholar who pioneered some liberal interpretations of Hebrew law. Gamaliel continued the liberalizing tradition of his grandfather and went on to so great a career in his own right that he was the first to be honored with the title “Rabban” (“our Master”) rather than the ordinary “Rabbi” (“my Master”). Since he is not mentioned in connection with Jesus’ hearing before the Sanhedrin, it is not known if he was present or not. But he was very much in attendance at this later sitting of the Sanhedrin, and the chamber hushed to hear him.

Gamaliel warned the counsel to adopt a “hands off” attitude toward the apostles. In doing so, he employed three discernable elements: 1) Party position, 2) argument from history, and 3) unanswerable logic. Gamaliel was, himself, a Pharisee, and so would have the sympathetic ear of his party. He probably did not want to see the Sadducees win any victories.
 He reminded the counsel of a recent event in their history that demonstrated the usual demise of false Christ’s and their movements. Logically, he argued that if the message of Peter and John was, in fact, from God, they would not only be able to stop it, but they would themselves become God’s enemies.

The beginning of verse 40 records that Gamaliel convinced the Sadducees not to kill the apostles…yet. They were not prepared to let them off easily, though.

They Were Punished, yet Rejoicing

The rest of verse 40 reveals what happened: “They called the apostles in and had them flogged. Then they ordered them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and let them go.” The Greek word translated “flogged” means literally “to skin,” but it’s a general term for striking, beating, or whipping. It could have been as simple as a symbolic punishment, such as a few lashes with a leather whip, or as severe as the scourging Jesus received prior to crucifixion. 

While the word is the same, the differences between a Jewish flogging and a Roman scourging are great. I have heard many preachers speak of Jesus receiving thirty-nine lashes by the Romans, but that was a Jewish standard, not a Roman one. I have also read how the apostles were scourged by the Sanhedrin “just like Jesus was,” but the Jews did not use whips with broken pieces of bone and glass wrapped in the leather thongs. Yet a Jewish flogging was a severe punishment, both humiliating (as they would have been stripped and publicly punished) and painful. Taking all things into consideration, the apostles were probably whipped until they were bloody, and the punishment undoubtedly left permanent scars.

How did they respond? We read in verses 41-42,

The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name. Day after day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they never stopped teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Christ.
They were punished, yet rejoicing. Neither the threats nor the beatings stopped them from witnessing for Jesus Christ. If anything, this persecution only made them trust God more and seek greater power in their ministry. True believers are not “quitters.”

The devil has never given up the attempt to destroy the church by force. Under Nero (ad 54–68) Christians were imprisoned and executed, including probably Paul and Peter. Domitian (ad 81–96) oppressed Christians who refused to pay him the divine honours he demanded; under him John was exiled to Patmos. Marcus Aurelius (ad 161–180), believing that Christianity was dangerous and immoral, turned a blind eye to severe local outbreaks of mob violence. Then in the third century what had so far been sporadic became systematic. Under Decius (ad 249–251) thousands died, including Fabian, Bishop of Rome, for refusing to sacrifice to the imperial name. The last persecuting emperor before the conversion of Constantine was Diocletian (ad 284–305). He issued four edicts which were intended to stamp out Christianity altogether. He ordered churches to be burned, Scriptures to be confiscated, clergy to be tortured, and Christian civil servants to be deprived of their citizenship and, if stubbornly unrepentant, executed. Still today, especially in some Marxist, Hindu and Moslem countries, the church is often harassed. But we need not fear for its survival. Tertullian, addressing the rulers of the Roman Empire, cried out: ‘Kill us, torture us, condemn us, grind us to dust.… The more you mow us down, the more we grow; the seed is the blood of Christians.’ Persecution will refine the church, but not destroy it. If it leads to prayer and praise, to an acknowledgment of the sovereignty of God and of solidarity with Christ in his sufferings, then—however painful—it may even be welcome.

The scene I described at the beginning of the message was not fictional, nor was it a depiction of the apostles’ beating (although some of the details may have been similar). No, this is happening in our world, today, as that scene played out in Iran, where late last year three Iranians who converted in Christianity were sentenced by the Muslim government to eighty lashes for drinking communion wine.
 That is happening today in our world. And it may come soon to a neighborhood near you.

What will we do? It is one thing to be threatened for our faith in Jesus, but what will we do when those threats become tangible? How will we respond? Will we maintain our testimony, even under painful abuse, or will we save our skin (literally) and deny our Lord? Maybe it won’t be corporal punishment—maybe it will be a loss of employment, or the confiscation of our churches or homes. Will we reacts as the early Christians did?

Difficult as it is to understand, Jesus never promised His followers—then or now—that living in a fallen world would be easy or bring popularity. Yet for some reason, we think that good fortune indicates God’s pleasure or confirms that we are in His will. And we continue to suspect that painful circumstances indicate God’s displeasure or that we have wandered outside His sovereign design. The fact is, God may will for His people to live as poor as dirt, to suffer rejection and sorrow, to endure outrageous injustice and then die painfully—just like His own Son and the apostles who followed Him. Isaac Watts expressed this well in one of his great hymns, first published about three centuries ago.

Am I a soldier of the cross, 

A follower of the Lamb, 

And shall I fear to own His cause, 

Or blush to speak His Name?

Must I be carried to the skies 

On flowery beds of ease, 

While others fought to win the prize, 

And sailed through bloody seas?…

Sure I must fight if I would reign; 

Increase my courage, Lord! 

I’ll bear the toil, endure the pain, 

Supported by Thy Word.

Remain faithful in season and out of season. Don’t forget that—ultimately—we overwhelmingly conquer.
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