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Introduction 
 Do you ever refrain from doing something because you fear failure or 
disappointment?  Never went all out in pursuing a girl ‘cause she might reject you?  
Didn’t apply for a job because, “They wouldn’t hire someone like me?”  Didn’t finish 
something you started because it wasn’t looking good and you didn’t want to waste your 
time?  Guarded your heart and held back your enthusiasm, participating half-
heartedly/reluctantly/tentatively/ cautiously, because you’re just not quite sure it’s going 
to be successful and if not you want to spare yourself the full heartache – maybe in 
rooting for the Cubs or in loving and submitting to a husband or perhaps in participating 
in some ministry you’ve been a part of.  You know what I’m talking about: maintaining a 
safety net to fall back on, keeping one hand on the edge of the pool…just in case. 
 Let’s be honest: faith doesn’t come naturally, does it?  But what if you could have 
rock-solid, incontrovertible assurance that you’d get the girl, land the job, accomplish the 
task, that the Cubs would win the World Series, your husband would be faithful and 
gentle, your ministry would thrive?  Then would you go all out in pursuit or support of it?  
Sure you would. 

Here’s what I’m getting at: I wonder how many of us approach the church with a 
hint of skepticism or guardedness.  Maybe you’ve been disillusioned to find flaws in the 
church (remember what we said last week – no church is perfect).  Maybe you’ve been 
burned by the people in a church.  Maybe you’ve been turned off by all the pretenders 
you’ve seen in some churches.  Or maybe you’re still committed to the church (at least 
95%) but you feel like you’ve matured and outgrown your youthful zeal and are a bit 
more hesitant to charge forward at 100%.  Maybe you just can’t surrender everything to 
God because you’re not totally convinced that you can trust him.  Maybe you’re flirting 
with other gods and you just can’t bring yourself to give them up.  Whatever form it takes 
or reason you have, are you keeping God at a safe distance or are you trying to live a 
guarded Christian life – playing it safe, not getting your hopes up too much because you 
just can’t get beyond the fear of disappointment? 

Well, God wants to reassure us today that we won’t ultimately be disappointed if 
we hold nothing back and go in head first following Christ via participating in his church.  
The church is guaranteed to prevail.  It can’t be stopped.  God’s kingdom will last and 
will one day be eternally all-encompassing.  This is the one thing in life in which you can 
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have rock-solid, incontrovertible assurance.  You don’t have to guard yourself or wade 
into the deep end with God wearing floaties or diversify your investments between 
heaven and earth to cover yourself.  In short, the message of the remainder of Acts 5 is 
just this: it will be a wild and dangerous ride, but the church can’t be stopped so get 
fully on board. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Nevertheless, More and More Were Added 
 Last week we saw that the bar was set high for community involvement and that 
church was no place for pretenders.  Sin in the community was confronted and dealt with 
decisively.  Those who hid the sin in their hearts were dramatically struck down by God.  
So as you can imagine “great fear seized… all who heard about these events” (v. 11) as 
we saw at the end of last week’s text.  It’s beginning to become obvious in the book of 
Acts that following Jesus and being in the community of his disciples was not like joining 
the Jerusalem Rotary Club or joining a scroll discussion group at the Damascus Gate 
Borders.  It required heavy-duty commitment and it appeared to be detrimental to some 
people’s health even – people who didn’t take it seriously enough were getting struck 
down by God’s judgment.  Now the early church carried on after the Ananias and 
Sapphira incident, still meeting together in the temple at Solomon’s Colonnade, but v. 13 
tells us that “no one else dared join them,” meaning the popular opinion had shifted to 
become – “Be careful of that radical sect.  They’re a little out there.” 
 Don’t misunderstand.  It was still fresh and new and curious.  The miracles were 
cool, of course.  By this time the apostles’ reputation for being miracle workers had 
spread and when people were sick or afflicted in some way they came or were brought 
into contact with the apostles (or even just their shadow as it’s said was the case for Peter, 
the most prominent of the twelve).  And the text indicates that God was answering the 
church’s prayer for him to “stretch out [his] hand to heal and perform miraculous signs 
and wonders through the name of his holy servant Jesus” (4:30).  That was happening, 
but now there was a bit of hesitancy to fully engage with the community.  After all, from 
the outside perspective it looked like – “I’m going to be asked to give sacrificially of my 
time and money, put in the hard work of being open and transparent, and invite others to 
get inside my life and call me on sin.  No thank you.”  Do you see that?  The church 
seems to have shot itself in the foot in terms of growth by maintaining such high 
demands. 
 “Nevertheless,” v. 14 says, “more and more men and women believed in the Lord 
and were added to their number.”  The church wasn’t doing what we’d think of as good 
PR… but people kept coming!  Men and women saw the power, heard the message, 
resonated with the call to abandon all and participate in the pain and joy of community, 
and entered the early church.  So not even radical standards, peculiar practices that fly in 
the face of our natural proclivity towards individualism, a readiness to exercise church 
discipline, or the unflinching acknowledgement that sin has consequences could inhibit 
the church’s growth.  Not even the radical standards of the early church could stop it 
from expanding and reaching new people – now in v. 16 we’re starting to get out into the 
towns around Jerusalem.  It can’t be contained. 
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 Why is that?  Why would a movement that made it impossible for people to just 
casually join, take off?  Well, the simple answer is: it’s the Holy Spirit’s work.  The Holy 
Spirit had been poured out on the church to enable it to do the seemingly impossible.  
People are by nature – their depraved, sinful nature that is – individualistic, self-centered, 
non-submissive, and disinclined to relinquish control of their lives to God.  But the Holy 
Spirit can re-program people’s hearts and open their blind eyes to see the irresistible 
beauty of Christ and be drawn to him.  May we remember that and pray for a fresh 
visitation of the Holy Spirit on our church because without him the church would fall 
apart.  But I think there’s something else: there’s also the fact that we were programmed 
originally with a desire to be a part of something big and that’s still within us as humans. 
 A pastor of a church over in Grand Rapids, MI – Rob Bell, Mars Hill Bible 
Church – says this about his church that started in 1999: “We are learning that deep down 
people were wired for revolution.  Nobody in the culture is calling them to anything 
worth dying for.  They were created to live for massive, global purposes, and yet all day 
long they are bombarded with messages about how their life would be better with more 
products.”1  So Rob Bell’s saying that people deep down want to hear a radical call to 
sacrifice, they want something to live for that’s bigger than the weekend; something 
radical.  And listen to what Bell experienced at his church: “The harder we push, the 
more clear we make the demands of the cross, the more we teach about self-denial and 
service and commitment and losing your life, the more people come.  The higher we try 
and raise the bar, the more people join us.  The greater emphasis we place on the fact that 
Jesus calls us to lay down our lives, the bigger the numbers.”2 
 His church, I kid you not, grew to over 3,000 within their first week of existence.  
Sound familiar?  Within a year they had to buy an old shopping mall.  Now their 
gatherings are over 10,000 people.  2,000 years later, the Spirit’s still doing the same 
thing in places all over the world (I could cite numerous anecdotes or statistics.  Here’s 
just one: in the wake of the Maoist Cultural Revolution in China and the ensuing 
persecution of Christians, the number of believers went from app. 1 million to between 
30 and 50 million in 40 years).3 

Now, in case you’re new to IBC and don’t know, that’s not what we’re concerned 
with here.  We’re not enamored with numbers or being a mega-church.  Actually, we’re 
determined not to be.  If God uses us to help more people connect with him through Jesus 
Christ (which we’d be tickled pink to be a part of) then we will plant more small 
churches.  And even if we call people to find their lives by losing them and there is no 
numerical growth, that’s okay, because we know that the church is bigger than just IBC.  
Way bigger.  In acts 5, the Jerusalem church was it, so its growth was critical.  If we 
don’t see growth, that doesn’t mean Christ’s church is in danger of dying out or that it’s 
not happening elsewhere.  The whole point is: the church (the holy catholic/universal 
church) is going to grow and nothing can stop it, not even the counterintuitive growth 
strategy of putting seemingly impossible demands on members by calling them to die to 
themselves. 
 
But an Angel of the Lord Opened the Door 
 In v. 17 we see that this persistent growth started to get on the nerves of the 
Jewish leaders again.  They thought they had put an end to this by commanding Peter and 
John not to speak or teach in Jesus’ name again (4:18), but they couldn’t help speaking.  
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And like the Energizer bunny, they kept going and going and going.  So the High Priest 
and his associates had the apostles arrested again.  That’ll do it, right?  How can they 
keep leading the church and winning more converts if they’re in jail?  But, guess what?  
A locked door and armed guards can’t stop the “Sovereign Lord,” maker of “the heaven 
and the earth and the sea, and everything in them,” including the iron used to make the 
locks and the atoms composing the guards.  It says, “But during the night an angel of the 
Lord opened the doors of the jail and brought them out” (v. 19). 
 God has multitudes of supernatural beings that he has put on the job of aiding the 
church.  If he says, “Go,” they can in an instant thwart the plans of even the most 
formidable opponents of the gospel message and deliver Christ’s followers so they can 
live to testify again to the message of Christ.  That’s what the apostles do.  The angel 
miraculously frees them and they go right back out there and preach in the temple.  Can 
you imagine the double take the Sanhedrin must have taken the next day when they 
gathered to try the apostles and the bailiff comes in and reports that the defendants have 
mysteriously disappeared from their cell and then they look out the window and see them 
teaching a crowd in the courtyard?  The Jesus movement wasn’t easily squelched.  It 
appears that not even calculated government interference like incarcerations can stop the 
church from moving ahead with its task.  God can and does supernaturally intervene. 
 
We Must Obey God Rather Than Men 
 The jealous, angry leaders sent for them again, but were careful not to use force 
and incite a riot (which means the apostles acquiesced to their wishes; they had a fearless, 
indomitable spirit).  The High Priest scolded them, “What are you doing?  Didn’t ‘we 
give you strict orders not to teach in this name… yet you have filled Jerusalem with your 
teaching and are determined to make us guilty of this man’s blood’ (v. 28).”  They didn’t 
like the assertion that they were guilty and needed Jesus’ salvation so whether they like it 
our not Jesus affected them.  By the way, this is the sentiment of many today who get 
irritated when Christians insist that they have good news for them because it means that 
they’re living with bad news. 
 But Peter takes the lead again and he is up front again about the historical facts of 
the gospel.  Jesus was hung on a tree by and because of them (he won’t give it up).  The 
use of the word tree here is of note because it’s clearly an allusion to Dt. 21 where it 
states that “anyone who is hung on a tree is under God’s curse.”  Jesus’ cross was like a 
tree; Jesus at that time was under God’s curse; Jesus’ death was as a sinner, it was 
substitutionary, it paid for people’s sin.  But Peter notes that the God of Israel validated 
Jesus and his death by raising him from the dead and exalting him to his own right hand.  
The apostles all saw this with their own eyes.  Jesus suffered and died, but was 
resurrected and ascended.  Therefore it’s real and he gives repentance and forgiveness 
and the Holy Spirit. 
 Peter is highlighting here the victory of Christ, the resurrection and ascension – 
Christus Victor.  Have you ever thought about this: because of the fact that Jesus came 
back from the dead and presently reigns from heaven we can have assurance that the 
future is secure?  Jesus lives.  Death could not keep him down.  How much more then can 
we be sure that his mystical body on earth, the church, will prevail and endure?  If Jesus 
in his body reigns from heaven at this very moment, and the church is the body of 
Christ… the church cannot be stopped.  This was such an anchor to the apostle’s faith 
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that they were not discouraged or afraid to stick with the message even when faced with 
the High Priest’s fury.  Not even vicious threats can stop the church from filling the earth 
with its teaching.  Because of Jesus’ certified victory, the church’s approaching victory 
can not be stopped. 
 
But if It Is from God, You Will Not Be Able to Stop It 
 Some were ready right then and there to execute these brazen troublemakers, 
which by the way would not even have stopped the church because eventually most of 
the apostles and early church leaders were killed.  But instead the highest ranking 
Pharisee, Gamaliel (Paul’s mentor at the time), spoke up with words that after 2,000 
years are even more unwittingly profound.  He was a conservative leader and a respected 
Rabbi.  He diplomatically had the apostles dismissed temporarily and began to cite 
historical precedent, essentially saying, “Hey, let’s not get too concerned with this.  
We’ve seen things like this before and most likely this too will fizzle out shortly.  Let’s 
not make this bigger than it has to be.” 
 We hear of two examples – Theudas and Judas.  “Both men appeared, advanced 
claims and won a following.  But then each was killed, all his followers were scattered, 
and his movement faded away.”4  Gamaliel advocates a laissez-faire approach lumping 
the Jesus movement in with the Theudas movement or the Judas movement or the “ten 
thousand other disorders in Judea” during the first part of the first century that Josephus 
tells of.5  “Leave these men alone,” Gamaliel advised.  “Let them go!  For if their purpose 
or activity is of human origin, it will fail” (v. 38). 
 But then he says something peculiar, almost like Caiaphas’ unconscious prophecy 
about Jesus that “it is better… that one man die for the people than that the whole nation 
perish” (Jn. 11:50).  He says, “If it is from God, you will not be able to stop these men; 
you will only find yourselves fighting against God” (v. 39).  Now this principle is not 
absolute or a unique proof of Christianity’s validity because certainly Islam has spread 
and Mormonism and Jehovah’s Witnesses, but it does play into what Luke is trying to say 
here about the inability to stop the church.  It isn’t of human origin and so not even time 
can stop the church from existing and spreading.  “Jesus shall reign where’er the sun does 
his successive journeys run, His kingdom spread from shore to shore, ‘til moons shall 
wax and wane no more.”6  It can’t be stopped. 
 
Counted Worthy of Suffering Disgrace for the Name 
 Because the apostles had this rock solid assurance they were able to unreservedly 
give their whole lives to the cause of Christ/for the Sake of the Name.  They didn’t hold 
back.  No one sat in the back row on the Lord’s Day meetings of the early church.  They 
didn’t slip in and slip out.  They knew that nothing – not the radical call of discipleship, 
not maximum security prisons, not intimidating threats from the governmental or 
ecclesiastical authorities, not even time’s entropy effect – nothing could stop the church.  
Its success was guaranteed by Christ’s resurrection and exaltation.  This assurance 
allowed them to joyfully endure a wild and dangerous ride to victory.  They knew that 
before Jesus’ resurrection came and his crucifixion and that they too, if they were to share 
in his victory, must and could carry their own crosses. 
 The Sanhedrin was persuaded by Gamaliel’s reasoning – this time.  But they 
weren’t going to allow the apostles to get off Scot free.  “They called the apostles in and 
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had them flogged.  Then they ordered them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and let 
them go” (v. 40).  Have you ever found the next verse to be shocking?  Now mind you, a 
flogging is not just a slap on the wrist or a spanking with a wooden spoon (my mom’s 
favorite mode of corporal punishment), “this was the Jewish punishment of ‘forty lashes 
less one’.”7  I. Howard Marshall writes, “It was no soft option; people were known to die 
from it, even if this was exceptional.”8  But we read that “the apostles left the Sanhedrin, 
rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name” (v. 
41). 
 “Jesus said, ‘Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness’ 
(Matthew 5:10).  [One person I read this week tells of how he] once heard Richard 
Wurmbrand [a twentieth century apostle] describe this kind of joy.  When he was in a 
Romanian prison, his tormentors ripped chunks of flesh out of him, and he had the scars 
to prove it.  He was sentenced to solitary confinement, and for weeks or even months on 
end no one would speak to him in his tiny cell.  Amazingly, during all of that there were 
times when he was overcome with joy.  He would actually stand up in his weakened state 
and dance around his cell, confident that the angels were dancing with him. 
 “He was released from prison unexpectedly, and as he left the prison dressed like 
a scarecrow, with his teeth rotted and in terrible shape, he met a peasant woman on the 
road carrying a basket of beautiful strawberries.  When she offered him one, he started to 
take it but then said, ‘No thanks.  I am going to fast.’  He went home to his wife, and they 
prayed and fasted as a memorial to the joy he had experienced in prison, asking God for 
the same kind of joy outside prison.”9  So here’s a modern day example and guess what?  
Through it all the Underground Church in Romania grew! 
 Do you think you could react the same way if you were whipped 39 times for 
believing and sharing about Jesus?  What if you were actually killed a slow death like 
Stephen will be in a couple chapters?  What if it’s other mini-deaths, like the death of the 
American Dream, the death of the hopes of being married, the death of your popularity 
with your friends?  What about the disgrace of a house that’s small and run-down and in 
a not-so-nice neighborhood in the city, the disgrace of a job that’s less glamorous than 
other options, the disgrace of being labeled disloyal to your family because you put the 
church family above them? 

To fully “know Christ and the power of his resurrection” you have to participate 
in “the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death” (Phil. 
3:10).  Do you believe so strongly in the mission of the church and it’s sure success that 
you can “count it pure joy… whenever you face trials of many kinds” (James 1:2).  Do 
you believe with firm conviction that the church can’t be stopped and so even though it 
will be a wild and dangerous ride, have you gotten fully on board? 
 
Conclusion 
 I have to make a confession: over the past few weeks I got kind of interested in 
the White Sox.  I know, I know.  But they were playing good baseball and I was excited 
for Chicago as a city.  But (and maybe this is because I’m really a Cubs fan at heart) after 
they swept the Astros in four games and won their first World Series since 1917 it was 
kind of anti-climactic, wasn’t it?  I opened up my door and heard some local fireworks 
celebrations and horns honking.  I flipped through the television stations to see some 
parties around town, but I was kind of thinking to myself, “This is it?”  The next morning 
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people still had to get up and go to work.  There were no massive riots in the streets.  The 
city didn’t shut down in ecstatic bliss.  It was kind of a let down.  Even the parade 
celebration was kind of hollow. 
 How many of you have seen the MLB ad campaign with the “I Live For This!” 
slogan – testimonials of how people live for the thrill of play-off baseball.  All the guys 
raise their hands (women: don’t snicker; you have something like this too…it’s called 
shopping).  But honestly, if you live for something like that, that’s pretty pathetic.  Look 
around you: real life still goes on.  Is this what Chicago has waited 88 years for? 

But I guarantee you: we won’t arrive at the culmination of this present age when 
the church reigns victorious after thousands of years of anticipation and think – “This is 
it?”  It will all be worth it.  It will be beyond our wildest imaginations.  It will never grow 
old.  A perpetual ticker-tape parade for Jesus and his glory will never lose the wonder.  
And that, my friends, is what is coming for those who believe it and get fully on board 
with the church here and now.  [If sports is not your thing, substitute in anything else – 
the Oscars, the Presidential Inauguration…]. 

The church is unstoppable.  Its victory is in the bag.  You can be assured of that.  
You don’t have to worry about it losing in Game 7.  And it won’t be a let down.  If that’s 
the case, why are we so hesitant to throw ourselves into it?  And really, you’re either all 
in or you’re out.  It’s all or nothing.  What’s keeping you back?  Nothing has been able to 
stop it.  You can’t lose.  Don’t be hesitant, don’t fool around, go in all the way.  It will be 
a wild and dangerous ride, but the church can’t be stopped so get fully on board. 
 
Benediction 
May you be assured of Christ’s victory and may you follow hard after him, holding 
nothing back. 
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