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THE GLORY AND THE STORY
(Acts 4:23-31)

TEXT:  Acts 4:31
SUBJECT:  Serving God with abandon.
F.C.F:  How can I live fully for Christ?
PROPOSITION:  Since Jesus is the focus of God’s glory and 
story, we must serve him with our all.
INTRODUCTION:


A.  Imagine that you find yourself in that proverbial hard place—hanging from a tree root on the side of a cliff.  Certain death awaits you on the cruel rocks below.  Your grip is weakening, and you cannot hang on much longer.  You know that you have time to whisper only one prayer to Almighty God.  What do you ask of God in that moment of perfect clarity?  

Most everybody would pray that their life be spared—for some miracle, some sudden rescue from an awful fate.  


B.  In our Scripture from Acts 4, we find those who were facing sobering threats of death.  And we know the content of their prayer, their request of God.  With what might be one of their last petitions to God they ask (not for safety, nor for rescue, but) for God’s church to be strengthened—for God’s purposes to advance powerfully.  In fact, they do not once mention their personal safety, but only that they may more forcefully and more boldly engage in the very activity that had brought them to the very brink of their own destruction.  Why is that?

C. Why will people face grave danger and put their safety at risk?


1.  Some are mere thrill seekers:  sky-divers, bungee-jumpers, bull-riders, stunt-drivers.  They feel excited, fully alive, only when engaging in risky behavior.  Of course, it always takes a bit more risk the next time in order to create the same thrill.  


2.  Then there are the despondent—those who have concluded that there is little to live for, so they may as well take risks, perhaps they can commit “accidental suicide” and end their despairing existence.  


But neither of these explanations fit the apostles in Acts 4.  They love life and are filled with joy.  


3.  The third reason why people take risks is that they have become convinced that there is something greater than self.  Thrill seekers are still stuck on self, as are the despondent.  It’s all about them and their happiness (or lack of it).  But some have discovered that there is something better than self, vastly greater, and they are willing to risk self, even life, for it.


D.  These are the people who are most fully alive—those who are willing to let go of their lives.  Jesus said that those who give up their lives to follow him will find true life.  What did these first disciples know? What enabled them to live life fully? What did they find that was far better than life itself? Our text tells us, and makes it perfectly clear.  On this Easter morning, my prayer is that you might throw away your life and find true life in the risen Lord Jesus Christ.  And what we find first is that 
I.  WE MUST KNOW GOD’S GLORY.


A.  The two apostles, Peter and John, upon their narrow escape from possibly being sentenced to death, rejoined their friends, probably the other Apostles, perhaps some others, and told them about the threats made against them by the highest court in the land.  “23 ¶  When they were released, they went to their friends and reported what the chief priests and the elders had said to them. 24  And when they heard it, they lifted their voices together to God….”  They addressed God by an unusual title:  “24  And when they heard it, they lifted their voices together to God and said, “Sovereign Lord….”  The Greek term is “despotas” from which we get our word “despot,” one who rules with absolute, unquestioned authority.  God is Sovereign, which means he is the absolute ruler.  

In a recent, funny movie, the bumbling detective is told that a suspect has been shot.  He asks how badly the suspect was hurt.  The answer is that the shot was fatal.  And the detective then asks, “How fatal?”  There are no degrees to fatal.  And there are no degrees to God’s sovereignty.  God either reigns over his universe, and every detail in his universe, or he does not reign at all.  So to ask “How sovereign is God?” is like asking how fatal was a wound.  


How do we know, and how did they conclude that God is indeed sovereign, that he reigns over all? Well, if you can control your bitterest enemies, those who are sworn to be against you, then certainly control all things.  And to show that God is indeed sovereign, ruling over all things, the Apostles say exactly that toward the end of their prayer.  “27  for truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, 28  to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place.”

One aspect of God’s great glory is that he is absolutely in control.  He can make his enemies do whatever he wants to be done, and so he always has his way.  And my advice to you is that you would be very wise to know this God and to fall in line with his purposes.  Those who oppose him, or fail to obey him don’t stand a chance.  He does as he pleases.  The Apostles knew this aspect of God’s glory, and so they obeyed him, defying God’s enemies, and only prayed that his glory might be further displayed through them.   

B.  The glory of God’s sovereignty is seen in another way.  He made all things.  The Maker has absolute right over his creation, and can easily control all he has made.  “24  And when they heard it, they lifted their voices together to God and said, “Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them….”

That God made all things visible and invisible is a demonstration of how truly glorious he is.  And we should keep our eyes wide open to marvel at the immensity, the complexity, and the great beauty of his creation.  It explains to us further the aspect of God’s glory as the One who made all things.  


And it also strongly suggests that he has some purpose or plan for his creation.  We’ve already seen that God caused his enemies to do what he wanted them to do, “to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place.”  The implication is that your Creator undoubtedly has a purpose for you, and that you should make it your first job to discover that purpose and live according to that purpose.  I think that many thrill seekers haven’t found their purpose and just feel dead.  So they turn to risky behavior to stir up the illusion of life.  And I also think that many despondent people are so because they are living empty lives:  they are not living according to their purpose.  They perceive that they are living a meaningless existence because they can find no purpose for their being alive.  


C.  What made these Apostles so fearless, so full of life that they were not afraid to lay down their lives?  1) They knew their God.  They knew his all-encompassing glory, his sovereignty and his power displayed in his creation, and deeply desired to declare his glory.  2)  They also knew themselves to be reconciled to him.  They were in harmony with him, in right standing with him.  And 3) they knew they were living out their purpose, the purpose for which they were created.  That’s why they prayed as they did, not for personal safety but that God’s glory be more boldly declared.  That was their purpose.  They lived for God, they lived to fulfill his purpose, and they could confidently pray that his purpose be fulfilled in them.   

D.  May I give you some advice?  I think it is your best interest to know your Creator, to be in harmony with him, to be in right standing with your Creator.  I pity you, I feel sorry for you, and grieve for you that you do not know your purpose, or refuse to live according to your purpose in submission to your Creator.  I feel sad for your empty, meaningless life. You will never, ever find any true and lasting peace, not in this life, nor in the life to come, if you do not submit to God, if you are not reconciled to him and begin to fulfill your purpose.  
II. WE MUST KNOW GOD’S STORY.


A. If God’s glory is revealed in his sovereignty and his creation, it becomes known even more precisely as we consider his story, his purpose and plan.  We must know God glory, and we must know his story, for his story most fully reveals his glory.  And in their prayer, the apostles point out the focal point of God’s story.  Their prayer is in the form of a “chiasm.”  It is a literary feature in which the beginning of the text is matched with the end of the text, the second line matches the next to the last line, and it keeps up this pattern until you get to the very center of the text.  It follows the format of A-B-C-B’-A’.  That center point, in this instance “C” is often unmatched and stands alone, a signal that this is the real focal point, like the tip of an arrow.  This pattern is found in verses 24-28:  


B.  The prayer in verse 24 begins:   ““Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them, 25  who through the mouth of our father David, your servant, said by the Holy Spirit….”  So God did two things.  He made and he said.  He did something, and he declared something.  And that is paralleled in verse 28:  “to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place.”  

So there is a match:  God did and declared with his hand and his plan.  

The next pairing is found in verses 25 and 27.  “‘Why did the Gentiles rage, and the peoples plot in vain” in verse 25 is coupled with “along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, in verse 27.  And going a bit further, “The kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers were gathered together…” in verse 26 is paired with “both Herod and Pontius Pilate…” (the king and the ruler) in verse 27.  And the final coupling is between “against the Lord and against his Anointed’” in verse 26 and “whom you anointed,” in verse 27.  And we’ve reached the center of this text.  There are no more couplings.  And what do we find at the center?  What is there at the tip of the arrow?  “your holy servant Jesus….”

C.  Why were these apostles so fearless?  It is because they had come to understand the glory of God’s plan, which is all about his holy servant Jesus.  It was God’s plan that his enemies conspire against Jesus, to falsely arrest him and cruelly put him to death, the truly innocent man.  He was the suffering servant foretold by the Prophet Isaiah:  
    “4 ¶  Surely he has borne our griefs  and carried our sorrows;  yet we esteemed him stricken,  smitten by God, and afflicted. 5  But he was wounded for our transgressions;  he was crushed for our iniquities;  upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace,  and with his stripes we are healed. 6  All we like sheep have gone astray;  we have turned every one to his own way;  and the LORD has laid on him  the iniquity of us all.”

The only word that can describe this is a substitution.  The reason we are estranged from God is because we have broken faith with him.  We have violated his holy laws, and we deserved his terrible penalty of death.  And yet, for those who will come to Christ in faith, God calls in a substitute, to take the punishment we deserve.  He was innocent, truly sinless and innocent before God, yet he was condemned to death as a lawbreaker.  He did not suffer for his own sins but for the sins of another.  And yet God did not agree with this verdict, and so to vindicate his righteous Son, God raised him to life.  


D.  And that’s the glory of God’s plan which caused these Apostles to risk their lives.  They knew that in Jesus Christ there is forgiveness for all of our terrible sins, and there is reconciliation with God.  Jesus took our place, took our punishment, and purchased our redemption, our reconciliation with almighty God.  He rose from the dead to guarantee that he could raise us as well and give us everlasting life in the age to come.  If that is true, then death is not the ultimate loss, but rather missing out on this everlasting life and peace with God is our worst nightmare.  And so they had to proclaim this message, no matter what it cost them.  They had to preach Christ to all, because of the surpassing glory of Christ, and so that all might hear and receive the gift of eternal life in him.  
CONCLUSION


And, by the way, that’s why I’m here today.  So are you going to play it safe, or are you going to go for broke? It’s interesting that our Lord Jesus Christ anticipated this. He said, that if you would try to save your life in this world (play it safe and live for self) then you will lose or forfeit that true, eternal life he offers.  But if you will throw away your life in this world for his sake (come to him in faith and follow him as his disciple) you will find that true and everlasting life.  


If you play it safe, you will always live a dull and empty life, because you will never know the purpose for which God made you.  The thrill-seeker really is on to something.  We were not made for a tepid, lukewarm, boring life, but we were made to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.  


Even the despondent has found a bit of the truth, namely that we are broken, separated from the life of God, and in this condition life is meaningless and not worth living.  But the answer is not accidental suicide, but to repent of that empty and futile way of life and come in faith to Jesus Christ instead.  And in him we are re-connected to God and the life of God.  


What we can say about these fearless apostles is that their lives were hard, and for many of them, their lives in this world were shortened at the end of the magistrate’s sword or rope.  But they were alive.  They knew God’s glory and his story, and knowing God was worth more than anything, greater than comfort and ease, greater than power or possessions, greater than privilege or prestige.  They were fully and eternally alive, reconciled to God through Jesus Christ.  

What can you say about your life?  
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