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I wonder if God gets tired of being dragged into our drama?

I went to a Christian college where they train people to become ministers
and pastors. Everything at Bible college is extra spiritual. I’m assuming you
didn’t know this because you probably didn’t go to Bible College. But, we
had prayer before every class session. We had chapel 2x a week. We were
enrolled in Spiritual Formation Groups which were what we call small
groups here. We had an all-campus worship on Wednesday nights called
something that sounded more edgy at the time. We often went to church on
Sunday mornings, and there were other opportunities for ministry and
mission work and prayer groups and you name it - we had it. Much of it was
compulsory, but most of it was something we wanted to be involved with
anyway. This hyper-spirituality would often bleed into other aspects of life
that may or may not have anything to do with faith.

A funny example of this is the way students in a dating relationship would
break up with each other. You couldn’t just get dumped (or dump someone)
like a perfectly normal, miserable human being. It was never enough that
she found someone else, or that he just didn’t like you that much, or that
you weren’t interested in commitment, or that summer break was coming
up and you weren’t interested in long-term dating.

God often got roped into these things. “I was praying and I just felt God
telling me that I should be single right now.” “When I was listening to the
sermon about giving my all to Jesus I realized I can’t give part to you and
part to him at the same time.” I kid you not, these types of excuses were
used so liberally that in my group of friends we started calling it the “holy
heave.”

I believe that God should be lord of your life, and your faith should inform
your day-to-day living. But I also think that God cares little if you root for the
Cubs or Sox. I think it’s okay to not use God like some kind of magic 8-Ball
Dateball.



The presence of God and the name of Jesus are invoked so often and
about such a variety of things that God seems personally responsible for
almost everything. Or worse, as a rubber stamp to lend justification for any
act, good and bad.

Today we continue our series on the momentum of the early church by
asking: How do we discern the momentum of the Kingdom of God in our
church and in our community? What are the hallmarks of the work of God
in our world?

As we examine our text for today we’re going to be blessed by the example
of a man named Gamaliel, a Pharisee. As a group, the Pharisees were sort
of the antithesis of Jesus’ embodiment of the Kingdom of Heaven. They
represented the established religious order that was proud and oppressive
and nearly immune to the liberating Gospel message. So it’s very rare that
we take any cues from a Pharisee, but here we go. This will be a
continuation of the passage Gary just read for us.

27 The apostles were brought in and made to appear before the
Sanhedrin to be questioned by the high priest. 28 “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.”

29 Peter and the other apostles replied: “We must obey God rather
than human beings! 30 The God of our ancestors raised Jesus from
the dead—whom you killed by hanging him on a cross. 31 God exalted
him to his own right hand as Prince and Savior that he might bring
Israel to repentance and forgive their sins. 32 We are witnesses of
these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those
who obey him.”

33 When they heard this, they were furious and wanted to put them to
death. 34 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. 35 Then he addressed
the Sanhedrin: “Men of Israel, consider carefully what you intend to do



to these men. 36 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. 37 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. 38 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. 39 But if it is from God, you will not be able to stop
these men; you will only find yourselves fighting against God.”

40 His speech persuaded them. 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.

41 The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been
counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name. 42 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 Messiah.

As we go through the book of Acts, especially the early chapters, it’s helpful
to put these stories into a larger context. In our minds there’s usually a
mental gap between the stories of Jesus and the stories of Acts partly
because Jesus is gone and partly because it’s an entirely different book of
the Bible. But that gap is really very small if it’s even there at all.

Let me explain. The story begins with Jesus preaching all these things
about the Kingdom of heaven and that he is the supposed messiah to put
Israel back on the map. This angers the leading religious elite who do
everything in their power to get rid of Jesus. The gospels play out this way
that Jesus is betrayed by one of his followers (Judas) and is killed. He later
is raised from the dead and instructs his followers to go and teach others to
follow Jesus. And they get started right away. And so its the same people
who thought they had beaten Jesus by executing him who are now looking
around at his followers continuing to preach this gospel message.

It’s like Darth Vader finally killing Obi-Wan Kenobi only to discover his
apprentice, Luke Skywalker. And they go on battling things out for two more
movies.



This is all just a continuation of what Jesus had already started - a new
work of God that directly challenged the religious customs and those who
had power within the system.

So they throw them in jail and they miraculously escape, and then they’re
brought back in, and they’re going to outright kill them, but they are afraid
of the crowd and the potential ensuing riot, and it’s going to continue like
this…back and forth between those who continue the work of Jesus and
those who want to stamp it out.

And in the midst of all this is a bit of wisdom from an unlikely source - a
Pharisee named Gamaliel. Gamaliel proposes a simple way forward - leave
these disciples of Jesus alone. If they are operating on their own, human
power, they’ll fail and be lost to time and obscurity. (and he provides some
examples). If they are legit, not only will they be unstoppable but you (the
religious leaders) will then find yourself in the precarious position of being
in a battle against God - God whom they claim to serve.

And as the saying goes, cooler heads prevail.

But inside this text, and Gamaliel’s speech is an answer to our question
from earlier: how can we know when God is working, or when God is
moving as we sometimes say?

1. The work of God often deals in the unexplained or miraculous.

In the text that Gary read, an angel appears to the apostles, releases them
from prison, and tells them to get back to work, preaching the name of
Jesus in the temple courts. Which, if you’re the apostles, you can probably
identify the will of God easily when an angel appears and tells you exactly
what to do.

A few weeks ago I preached and shared with you my theory that perhaps
miracles seemed more abundant during and just after the ministry of Jesus
because that’s when it was most needed - signs and wonders gave power
and credibility to the testimony of Jesus’ mission.



But that’s not to say that all the miraculous and mysterious work of God has
gone.

A few years ago a missionary shared his testimony with First Church.
Some of you will remember him, but today I’m going to call him John -
though that’s not his real name. He and his wife had been serving in a very
dangerous area in the middle east and leading a secret church and working
to transform their little community with the gospel of Jesus. Only he was
betrayed by a good friend who tried to kill him. The way he described it was
he was giving his friend a ride. John was driving and his friend in the back
seat put a machete across his neck to end his life. Only he wasn’t able to
do it. John and his attacker struggled against one another, John gripping
the blade pushing away from his neck and the man in the back pulling with
both hands. In the end the attacker gave up and ran away. Miraculously,
John suffered no physical injuries.

This attack brough John and his wife back to the states to recover and part
of that recovery was some meditative therapy with a Christian counselor.
John described that during his therapy he received something like a vision
where Jesus appeared and showed John his own hands and neck that
were cut and bleeding that he was the one holding back the death blow.

Through healing and recovery, John was able to return to the mission field.

He told that story right here in this sanctuary. I was dumbfounded. I cried.
What do you even do with a story like that?

But there are stories like that aren’t there? Beyond all hope, a baby is born
healthy. Against all odds, the cancer vanishes. Despite the enemy’s best
efforts, a church is built. Despite the influence of evil, lives are saved.

Let’s not shy away from the fact that our God is perfectly able and willing to
deal miracles to advance his kingdom and protect those whom he loves.

So when we’re talking about the hallmarks of God’s working, we should pay
special attention to the mysterious, unexplainable and miraculous. It should
not surprise us to find the work of God in the midst of miracles.



2. The second hallmark of God’s work is that it stands the test of time.

Gamaliel gives some examples of failed uprisings and leaders as he makes
his appeal to the Sanhedrin. His advice is simple, IF this is truly God’s
doing, it will stand the test of time.

In some respect, everyone in our story wants the same thing - to be faithful
to God. Gamaliel, in his wisdom points to the inevitable triumph of God -
that he cannot be stopped and that if he’s called these apostles to this
mission, they will not be stopped either. God’s mission will stand the test of
time.

People have difficult questions about faith. Some have serious doubts. I
always encourage people - if you have this going on, air it out. Have your
questions and doubts and share them with God and the church. We would
not be here if the Gospel of Jesus couldn’t stand up to scrutiny. We would
have no prayers to pray if God never answered them. We’d have no stories
to tell if Jesus didn’t change our lives, and we have no credibility if our faith
hasn’t been put to the test of time, but it has.

His wise approach is, let’s wait and see. Let time do its thing. We’ll know if
it’s the true work of God because if it isn’t it’ll be dead and forgotten, but if
it’s the real deal, you don’t want to be an adversary of God - he will always
win.

That's what it means to be God, the prophet Isaiah says in the book of
Isaiah 46:9-10: "I am God, and there is none like me, declaring the end
from the beginning and from ancient times things not yet done, saying, 'My
counsel shall stand, and I will accomplish all my purpose'" .

Paul says it this way in Romans 8:38-39 "For I am convinced that neither
death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the
future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all
creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ
Jesus our Lord".



God cannot be overthrown. Therefore the cause of God cannot be
overthrown, and the people of God cannot be overthrown. We can know
what is the ongoing work of the kingdom by looking for the unstoppable
love and witness of God’s people.

In contrast to the confidence of God’s inevitable victory is humility.

3. A hallmark of the work of God is humility.

In our text, the wisdom of Gamaliel prevails, and they decide not to kill the
apostles. Instead they have them flogged and released. And the scripture
says that they went away rejoicing that they had been disgraced for the
sake of Jesus’ name.

Pastor Lisa pointed out something to me when we were talking about this
passage. When Jesus was arrested, all of his disciples, the apostles in this
story, abandoned him. They all ran away when Jesus was taken into
custody. They effectively avoided violence, persecution, and shame by
abandoning Jesus.

That’s why they’re now rejoicing. They got it right this time. They are
following in Jesus’ footsteps because by his name they didn’t run away, but
rather suffered shame and humiliation.

When God is working, when his mission is flourishing, there should be
signs of humility. Where God is lifted up and people are humbled.
Sometimes the humbling will be forced on those serving. Sometimes
humility will be self-imposed.

I think it’s important to note that not everything that God is doing will have
these hallmarks. Sometimes God is doing a wonderful work though there
isn’t anything particularly miraculously happening. Sometimes communities
are being transformed even as churches close their doors. Sometimes the
gospel is shared while we turn preachers into celebrities.



The reason for this is that God insists on using broken people to
accomplish his purposes - he has no other kind of people! There are no
perfect churches and no perfect Christians and so when we observe and
celebrate the work of God in our community, we’ll always be celebrating
imperfect work and imperfect ideas.

So why does it matter? Maybe to you it doesn’t. You’re happy to attribute all
good things to God and all bad things to sin. And pray that God continues
to tip the scales in his favor. There’s nothing really wrong with that.

But to me, it matters. Being able to discern what God is up to - again by the
wisdom of Gamaliel - prevents me from being an adversary of God. Or to
put it in a positive way - to know the cause of Jesus is to be a better ally to
his mission.

Remember the holy heave? Getting dumped in the name of Jesus? It’s a
silly example, but that kind of thing is rampant among people who have
puffed themselves up with pride and power and are looking for support,
resources, and control. There are those out there who would, believe it or
not, misrepresent the church and Jesus for their own personal gain.

Some of you maybe know the story of Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker. They
were popular televangelists in the 1970s and 80s. Michele and I recently
watched the movie The Eyes Of Tammy Faye which is a biopic about
Tammy Faye based on a documentary by the same name. Jim Bakker built
a Christian-themed water park / theme park and residential complex that in
the height of its popularity was the 3rd most attended theme park in the US
behind Disney. His message was similar to that of all prosperity gospel
preachers: God wants you to have riches and wealth and they are a sign of
his blessing - and that’s somehow translated to support our lavish ministry
and lifestyle. He also used funds from donors to the theme park to line his
own pockets. He was convicted and imprisoned for fraud.

I watched nearly the entire movie with a lump in my chest. I felt a mixture of
anger and shame since my own calling to ministry puts me in league with
some of these people exploiting the gospel for their own wealth and power.
I also kept asking nobody in particular…how could so many people be
duped in believing that this was God’s will?



It matters to me that we’re able to discern what is the Kingdom of God, and
where God is moving in our world, and who are truly his ambassadors. It’s
personal to me, and maybe it should be to you as well. And so we must, as
Jesus put it, be innocent as doves and wise as serpents.

I’m a skeptical person by nature. I can’t help it, it's just how I’m wired up. So
Gamaliel is something of a role-model to me. He’s a guy that takes a
cautious approach to bold claims about what God is up to knowing that we
want to be allies with God, not adversaries. One last time: when we are
able to discern the work of God in our world, we are better allies to his
mission. We look to the hallmarks of God’s work so that we may better
serve our community and bring honor to the name of Jesus.


