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THE PROGRESS OF THE WORD
(Acts 5:17-42)

TEXT:  Acts 5:19-20
SUBJECT:  The Ministry of the Word.
F.C.F:  Why is the Bible so important?
PROPOSITION:  Since God’s priority is the ministry of the Word, it must be 
our priority as well.
INTRODUCTION:

A.  You are the commander of the armed forces of a nation that has been attacked.  You are spearheading the counter-attack.  So what is your first target? What is your first goal with respect to defeating the enemy and neutralizing their threat? Undoubtedly you will concentrate your efforts on some strategic objective.  You will not attack their garbage dump.  You will not seek to capture their latrine or their showers.  You will go for the throat:   their store of munitions, or their communications, or best of all their headquarters.  


B.  We have noted in our study of Acts that God has launched a frontal assault on the kingdom of darkness through the power of the Gospel, the good news about Jesus Christ, his atoning work on the cross, and the reconciliation with God that has been made available through him.  God is actively seeking out rebels who will quit the rebellion, throw down their weapons, and return to him, repenting of their sin and turning in faith to Jesus Christ as their only Lord and Savior.  And God’s warriors, his Apostles, achieve remarkable success, proclaiming Christ, and thousands are rescued and reconciled to God.  

Satan launches a counter-offensive, seeking to corrupt and debilitate the church.  His first assault is against the church’s purity, interjecting the hypocrisy of Ananias and Sapphira, robbing the church of her purity and thereby her power in proclaiming Christ.  God himself responds with the swift and severe discipline of these covenant breakers, putting them to death, and the renewed purity results in even further growth of the Word.  

C.  So Satan strikes again.  And the evil enemy is a master strategist having had thousands of years of practice in tempting and spoiling our race.  He does not attack useless or non-essential targets, but he goes straight for the throat and seeks to disrupt the ministry of the Word by destroying God’s spokesmen, the apostles.  From this second attack upon the church and from God’s response, we find what’s truly important and essential for the church, and we receive our direction for the ministry focus for the church today.  

I. THE PRIORITY OF THE WORD.


A.  Satan’s attack and God’s immediate response are inseparably related to the Word of God.  You recall the first temptation of our race.  Satan’s first words to our mother, Eve, were an assault upon the Word of God:  “Has God really said?”  And in our text for today we find the same, ancient strategy.  “17 But the high priest rose up, and all who were with him (that is, the party of the Sadducees), and filled with jealousy 18  they arrested the apostles and put them in the public prison.”

The fact that Satan incited and used wicked men to do his dirty work does not change the fact that this is his assault upon the church.  His trace DNA is all over it because it is an unmistakable attack upon the Word of God.  Jesus had commissioned these apostles to be his unique witnesses (Acts 1:8).  Their work was indispensable in founding the church because they were true witnesses, eye-witnesses to his resurrection and could testify to the facts as no one else could.  If Satan could neutralize these witnesses early on, if he could prevent the ministry of the Word of God through them, he could stop the assault and perhaps regain some already-lost territory.  Satan attacks the Word, which shows us clearly the priority of the ministry of the Word.  

B.  And at this point I must pause for a moment of application.  There is a reason why you are so reluctant to join a Sunday School class or to return on Sunday nights for the Bible hour, and now you realize what it is, I mean beyond your natural weakness.  Satan seeks to prevent the ministry of the Word.  He can do it by shutting down those who will speak the Word as he tries to do here by having the apostles arrested. In many churches he has become very successful, so that the sermons become shorter and are about anything but God’s Word:  psychology, politics, tips for life, family dynamics, becoming successful in this world, whatever.  In many churches the Bible is seldom read and is rarely discussed in any depth at all.  But the other way Satan can shut down the ministry of the Word is by fooling people into thinking that they don’t need it.  There is a reason why you are so disinterested in the Word of God, in Bible studies or in your personal Bible reading and devotional life.  It isn’t just your idea.  There is a reason why you are not hungry, ravenous for the Word of God.  There is a reason for all of that.  


C.  And God knows the strategic importance of this ministry of the Word, so he responds immediately to ensure that the ministry of the Word continues.  “19  But during the night an angel of the Lord opened the prison doors and brought them out, and said, 20  “Go and stand in the temple and speak to the people all the words of this Life.” 21  And when they heard this, they entered the temple at daybreak and began to teach.  Now when the high priest came, and those who were with him, they called together the council and all the senate of Israel and sent to the prison to have them brought. 22  But when the officers came, they did not find them in the prison, so they returned and reported, 23  “We found the prison securely locked and the guards standing at the doors, but when we opened them we found no one inside.” 24  Now when the captain of the temple and the chief priests heard these words, they were greatly perplexed about them, wondering what this would come to. 25  And someone came and told them, “Look! The men whom you put in prison are standing in the temple and teaching the people.”

Can it be any more plain and evident? Satan knows the great power of the ministry of the Word of God, and he attacks it with all of his venom and spite.  God has sworn that he will not save sinners without the proclamation of his Word, and so he overrules Satan and commands his apostles to be about the work of the Gospel (and they obey him).

And so we see further 
II. THE PERSECUTION OF THE WORD.


A.  There is also a natural, human distain for the Word of God.  When Satan wants to incite sinners to oppose the Word, he doesn’t have to try very hard.  I would expect every church and every ministry that sticks to their primary calling of declaring the glories of God in the Gospel of Jesus Christ, every church like that is going to face Satan’s fierce opposition through very willing human accomplices.  


“ 26  Then the captain with the officers went and brought them, but not by force, for they were afraid of being stoned by the people. 27  And when they had brought them, they set them before the council. And the high priest questioned them, 28  saying, “We strictly charged you not to teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching, and you intend to bring this man’s blood upon us.” We noted that the Sanhedrin, especially the Sadducees, had been greatly annoyed by the apostles’ preaching that Jesus was the Christ, that they had killed him, but that God had raised him from the dead.  So the Sanhedrin criminalized any preaching in Jesus’ name.  Now they are indicting the apostles for their criminal behavior.


B.  “29  But Peter and the apostles answered, “We must obey God rather than men.”  Peter had already asked them in their previous skirmish for their counsel:  whether or not it was best to obey them or to obey God.  Since God had clearly commanded them to proclaim Jesus, they concluded that they must obey God rather than these men before them who had commanded them to disobey God.  We face the same kinds of choices.  For example, God calls his people to worship him each Lord’s Day.  If your parents, or your wife or husband, or the government forbid you to come to worship on the Lord’s Day, you are required by God to disobey their unlawful command, no matter what may come.  We must obey God, rather than men.  If you are vacationing with your parents, for example, and they do not plan to attend worship on the Lord’s Day, you should respectfully ask them to take you to worship or at least allow you to go by yourself, even if you are a young child.  “We must obey God rather than men.” 

This week I heard the testimony of a woman who as a young child was converted at a church camp.  Her parents were not believers, and refused to take her to church on Sundays.  She kept pleading with them to take her to church, and finally they took her to a Christian Science church (a non-Christian cult).  She said she knew right away that these people were not believers, and so begged her parents to take her to a real church on her birthday, as a birthday present to her.  They did, to humor her, and that day they heard the gospel in that church, and her whole family was converted.  “We must obey God rather than men.”

So the apostles continue:  “30  The God of our fathers raised Jesus, whom you killed by hanging him on a tree. 31  God exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Savior, to give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins. 32  And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him.” 

C.  Again we should note that every true church that loves the Word of God will face opposition from Satan and from his willing, human accomplices.  Unbelievers utterly hate the Word of God.  The hate the Word because of its exposure:  it exposes their wickedness and helplessness.  Elsewhere Paul calls this the scandal of the Gospel:  that we are so sinful and ruined that it took the Son of God dying a shameful death on a cross to save us.  People don’t really like that message.  But the other reason why sinners hate the Word of God is because the Word has expectations, it lays demands and obligations on us.  The natural man despises any such moral obligations and constraints.  (Actually he wants everybody else to be obliged to follow the rules and play fairly and protests quite loudly whenever they don’t.  But he hates the same rules when they are applied to him.)  So sinners hate the Word of God because of its exposure and its expectations.  And we see this quite pointedly in the response of the Sanhedrin.  “33  When they heard this, they were enraged and wanted to kill them.”  (These people are quite serious!)

God intervenes once again.  “34  But a Pharisee in the council named Gamaliel, a teacher of the law held in honor by all the people, stood up and gave orders to put the men outside for a little while. 35  And he said to them, “Men of Israel, take care what you are about to do with these men. 36  For before these days Theudas rose up, claiming to be somebody, and a number of men, about four hundred, joined him. He was killed, and all who followed him were dispersed and came to nothing. 37  After him Judas the Galilean rose up in the days of the census and drew away some of the people after him. He too perished, and all who followed him were scattered. 38  So in the present case I tell you, keep away from these men and let them alone, for if this plan or this undertaking is of man, it will fail; 39  but if it is of God, you will not be able to overthrow them. You might even be found opposing God!” (Which they were.) 


C.  But now read the next part carefully.  “So they took his advice, 40  and when they had called in the apostles, they beat them and charged them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and let them go.”  The twelve apostles were flogged, open-wound, blood-flowing, flogging.  They were flogged for the ministry of the Word of God.  In fact, they had only barely been spared from death.  Isn’t it quite telling that in the book of Acts, the early Christians were willing to risk their lives for the ministry of the Word of God.  While today, many professing Christians are not willing to risk missing a TV show for the ministry of the Word of God.  Is that any clue, perhaps, to explain the relative weakness and deadness of the church in our day?
III. THE PROGRESS OF THE WORD.


A.  This section ends as so many others have on an altogether positive note.  The Word goes forward.  The cause of Christ and his Gospel moves on unabated.  “41 Then they left the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name. 42 And every day, in the temple and from house to house, they did not cease teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ.”

B.  They rejoiced because they suffered dishonor.  They counted this dishonor as a badge of true honor.  They had been counted worthy to suffer mistreatment.  Can you think of a possible reason why these twelve in particular rejoiced that they had been counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the sake of the name? Oh, yes, there was that other time several months earlier, when they had refused to suffer anything for the name of Jesus.  It was on the night when Jesus was betrayed, and when the guards came to arrest him, they refused to stand with him but all fled like cowards.  This is a wonderful moment of grace.  They had the opportunity to do it over.  And this time God gave them grace to stand firm, to suffer dishonor for the sake of the name.  Each of them would have many more opportunities to do so.  


The Word goes forward.  It is unstoppable because it is the Word of the glory of God in the Gospel of his Son.  And God has already determined that he would spread his glory so that the knowledge of his glory would cover the earth as the waters cover the seas.  God will glorify his name.  He will share with all the world the glories of his grace in the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ.  And that is our chief end:  to glorify him and to enjoy him forever.  


C.  Listen, if that is not your heartbeat, if glorifying God is not what makes you live and move and sing and shout, then you need to know that you have moved far away from God’s priority.  That’s where God is going:  the ministry of his Word, displaying and declaring his glory.  If that’s not what you’re about, then you will very soon find yourself utterly irrelevant, because the glory of God will be the only relevance.    

____________________________________________________________________________________________


