	[image: image1.jpg][_‘I\HIT\Y

RESBY TERIAN
H URCH







	
	“Resurrection Witness”
A Sermon by

Rev. Shaun Seaman
Date: April 11, 2010


Resurrection Witness               Acts 5:27-32   


Something is afoot.  Some are calling it a new movement of some sort.  It seems to have tremendous energy.  More and more people are attracted to it.  It is a new emergent force within society and those leading the charge are on fire with enthusiasm and purpose.  They are people from within the existing society and something new is happening within their ranks.  What might happen?  Can this new group find a voice within the established order? 


You have seen this type of thing happen, at least to some extent, often in your life- For example, the environmental movement.  For generations, there have been people who looked for ways to keep our environment healthy while others were threatened by them, mocked and ignored them.  Now, when we see examples of someone not reusing and recycling something, we get upset.  Out for a run the other day I was disgusted by the amount of garbage in the ditches...pop bottles, chip bags, chocolate bar wrappers.  As a kid growing up, it was the norm to toss our garbage out the window.  The thought of it horrifies me now.  This care for our environment is a huge societal change, For some it is protection of domestic animals, for others it is the refusal to wear fur, for others it is the eating of meat.  A few decades ago, to see someone out jogging was an opportunity to make a joke.  There are endless possibilities of causes that people get attracted to and caught up in, which affect their life and the lives of others.  Ideas, beliefs, ways of thinking, ways of living...new approaches to various aspects of living and affecting society are always appearing on the horizon!  In Acts 5, we see an example of this.  We enter this particular scenario shortly after the resurrection of Jesus.


 These leaders of this new emerging way are Jews.  They had grown up in the distinctly Jewish culture of which they are still a part.  But they have been smitten by this other Jew, Jesus of Nazareth and His Way.  They have responded to the call to live a new way, still within their Judaism, and they are inviting others to join them.  They are gaining lots of attention and interest and they are creating much excitement along the way.  The rest of society of which they are a part, is not sure what to think, but it is apparent that this new movement is both disturbing and interesting, exciting and troubling at the same time.  This upstart group has taken seriously their call to commitment.  They are adamant about continuing the ministry that their leader began.  They are determined to live this new way. We refer to this as the very early days of Christianity although it certainly was not known and understood by that name at that time.


If we turn back a chapter or two in the book of Acts, Peter and John had already been ordered not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. They wanted anything and everything about Him silenced.   It was upsetting to the Jewish authorities who had, not long ago, been part of that execution.   They wanted it all to be over and forgotten and it was not looking like that was going to happen unless they silenced this group of upstarts.  But Peter responded with certainty. He was completely unwilling to remain silent.  He and the others were determined to speak about what they had seen and heard.  It was their calling.  It was their passion.  Peter and the others were committed to their ministry.  (This is a different Peter than we saw outside the courtyard gates while Jesus was inside being questioned.  One could do a whole sermon on this observation and God's ability, to turn our lives around.)


So this Jewish society, of which they were a part, is genuinely threatened - as any society would be.  This movement was gathering strength and showing signs of a revolutionary agenda.  Much of what they were speaking about flew in the face of the established Jewish order.  That was Jesus' way -  The spirit of the law, NOT the letter of the law.  And so, Peter and his fellow disciples/trouble makers were arrested!


Being obedient and faithful disciples was essential to Peter and the others. The authorities tried to extinguish Peter's passion and commitment.  But Peter and the others refused to cease to teach and proclaim the message of Jesus and to testify to the reality that he was indeed, the Son of God.    They were committed to the ministry!


Peter and the others were Jews.  When speaking to the Jewish authorities who tried to quiet him, Peter referred to God as, 'the God of our ancestors”.  He was trying to remind them that they were all members of the same family.


Peter and the other disciples had been witnesses.  They had seen and heard.  They had lived, traveled, eaten meals, and  ministered with Jesus himself.  They had lived in community together and had been shaped by that community experience. They are not about to walk away from this.  They are committed to obeying the teachings of Jesus.  “We must obey God rather than men”, they declared, and this was their aim.  They believed in their cause.  They knew that they must discern God's will and live by that, rather than the will of mere mortals, whether those mortals be themselves and their own desires, or the leaders of the synagogues.


Have you ever been a member of a cause that has gone against the power and authority of the established order?  One of the questions that come to mind out of this passage is this:  How do we do this sort of thing effectively?  How can we ensure that a movement makes a lasting difference and does not simply allow itself to become extinguished?  Many movements and causes once filled with passion and excitement have faded into oblivion?
As disciples of Jesus Christ, a long time removed to Peter and his gang, how do we remain steadfast to our commitment of the teachings of Jesus Christ?  How do we keep the fire alive?  And at the same time, so many years later in the context of a very different cultural landscape than Peter knew, how can we enter into conversation with those who have a very different perspective, experience, point of view?   How do we open the door to, and authentically, genuinely engage  with others who do not hold the same beliefs that we do?  How can I keep a dialogue going, based on my faith, based on the teachings of Jesus Christ as I understand them, with someone who has taken a very different stand on race, religion, materialism, capitalism, sexuality, power, life values?  


Many of the Jewish leaders were so threatened by what they were seeing and hearing from Peter and his gang, that their ears slammed shut and it became all about defending the status quo, and stamping out these radicals, rather than entering into a dialogue of trying to understand and gain some appreciation for a different point of view.    I fear that sometimes this happens within the context of Christianity as well, and not just our Jewish forefathers.  As Christians, how are we called by God to evolve and grow in Christ?


There is someone in my life with whom I am friends.  But they have developed this understanding of God and the Christian faith that disturbs me.  We are both professing Christians, but we are so different in our understanding of how God works.  I find that I am continually stunned by what I hear them say when it comes to the ways of God.  Theologically we are at odds, yet we are both part of the same Christian family.  I want to keep the doors open.  We are both threatened by and in disagreement with each other's understanding of how God is at work.  But at the same time we both want to show respect for the other person.  Can you think of examples of this sort of thing in your own life?  It is not easy to be at odds on issues with others, and at the same time, able to engage, maintaining our faith and follow what we believe to be Christ's way.


Peter says to the high priest and his council, “We must obey God rather than human authority.”  Peter believed that he and his disciples were right, Just as the Jewish leaders in the synagogue believed their way of living for God was right.  Peter and the others had learned well from their time with Jesus in obedient response to what they believed was God's call upon their life.  Peter believed that his way was God's way.  The Jews believed the same thing and wanted, at all costs to live and act for God.   It is essential for all of us, to strive daily to determine what God's will is, in the context of our everyday living.  We need to ask ourselves, the way we treat our environment, the way we treat our family members, our co-workers, strangers, ourselves...every aspect of our lives....is all of this consistent and in keeping with what we believe is pleasing to God.  If the answer is no, we must make some changes.


It is interesting what happens next in the passage which follows which we did not read.  The high priest and his underlings were outraged that Peter and the disciples insisted on staying the course, continuing to preach and teach in accordance with what they had learned from Jesus.  They wanted to have them killed.  Peter would not be swayed, or scared into submission.


But suddenly, one of the Pharisees who was well respected stood up and cautioned them.  He warned his colleagues not to mess with Peter and his gang.  This man said that Peter's ways were of human origin; this movement would become a distant memory.  If it was of God, human power would not be able to defeat it. The last thing they wanted to do was go against God.  
The Pharisees and their court were convinced by this man of theirs who stood to speak.  So they had the apostles flogged, ordered them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and sent them on their way.


  Strangely enough, as they left the council chambers, the apostles rejoiced.  And why?  It was apparent to them, that their movement had already become something of a success.  After all they had just suffered dishonor for the sake of Jesus!   


So do you know what they did then?  Every day after that, the disciples taught and proclaimed in the temple, in the streets, and in homes, the message of their Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ! 


Their continued ministry was so effective, that 2000 years later, that same thing is still going on.

Amen

