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COUNTED WORTHY OF SUFFERING FOR JESUS
March 19, 2023 

Acts 5:17-42
Key verse 5:41 “The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name.”

In the last passage, we learned that a great church has great power, grace and great fear of God. The living God dwells there. It is not a human fellowship. So we must come to church to worship the living God, not for personal benefit. Then God’s grace will be powerfully at work. Barnabas was an exemplary person full of the giving spirit. And he was known as son of encouragement. As we go through the journey of life, many of us will face problems such as school, jobs and struggling in raising disciples. We need a lot of encouragement. Will you live as sons and daughters of encouragement like Barnabas? We should name our sons Barnabas and call him Barney. In today’s passage the apostles are again confronted by persecution from the Jewish religious leaders. God does not tell them to retreat, but to advance by faith and give the full message of new life to perishing people. When they obeyed, God worked with them through his angel and the Holy Spirit to defeat the power of darkness and advance the gospel. This required the apostles to suffer. But they emerged more joyful and victorious than ever. They were joyful because they were counted worthy of suffering disgrace for Jesus. This shows that believing in Jesus will not exempt us from suffering, but it is worth it.

In the previous passage, we learned that the work of God advanced so powerfully that thousands of people believed. The sick people were healed and those who were tormented by evil spirits were cured. The work of God was so powerful that some people brought the sick into the street and laid them on the mat, waiting for Peter to pass by, because they believed that even Peter’s shadow might heal them. It was exciting and powerful work of God. How did the religious leaders react? Look at verses 17-18. “Then the high priest and all his associates, who were members of the party of the Sadducees, were filled with jealousy. They arrested the apostles and put them in the public jail.” They should have been filled with joy, but strangely they were filled with jealousy! They were jealous of the apostles because the people were listening to them and coming to faith in Christ. The people were no longer listening to the religious leaders. They had lost their influence over the people, and this filled them with jealous hearts. As a result, they arrested the apostles and put them in jail. Not only were they jealous, but they were also furious that their previous threats to Peter and John went ignored, because they had told Peter and John not to speak in Jesus’ name again. 

However, there is a great spiritual reality behind what’s happening here. The apostles were winning people to Christ and the church was growing. And the devil didn’t like it! The sin that the council was committing here was jealousy, but the source of this jealousy was the devil. He was working in their hearts to try and prevent the apostles from accomplishing their mission. He was going to do everything he could to keep them from telling people about Jesus! When opposition comes, we must realize who we are fighting. We are not fighting people; we are fighting a spiritual enemy in a heavenly realm. But the good news is that God has our back. God got your back. Look at verses 19-20. “But during the night an angel of the Lord opened the doors of the jail and brought them out. ‘Go, stand in the temple courts,’ he said, ‘and tell the people all about this new life.’” The religious leaders worked hard to stop the apostles, but God opened the doors of the jail and brought them out easily. There was no problem with God to release the apostles, though the apostles were locked tightly in jail and guarded securely. We should trust God because God can solve the problem so easily. Then what did God tell the apostles to do? Look at verse 20 again. “‘Go, stand in the temple courts,’ he said, ‘and tell the people all about this new life.’” Let’s think about what it means.

First, God told them to ‘go, stand in the temple courts.’ The apostles wanted to go hiding like fugitives. Especially they did not want to go back to the temple courts where they had been arrested. But God told them to go and stand in the temple courts where people gathered and listened to the message. God wanted them to overcome the fear of men and take a stand in the temple courts. The angel did not say to them, “You are free. Run fast and get away from here.” But God said, “go and stand in the temple courts.” Probably the apostles wanted to go to Galilee, their hometown, where no religious leaders lived. Maybe that is why God told them to go specifically to the temple courts. God wanted them to overcome the fear of men. God also wanted to display his power in the middle of the enemy camp. If they avoided there, God could not demonstrate that he is the living God. When I was a graduate student, I tried to help one student through Bible study. Then he accused me of harassing him to Dean’s office, and I was called to Dean’s office. I was very fearful of being kicked out of the school. But the Dean said only, “Be careful. There are many other students out there.” God protected me. However, it left me fear in my heart. I need to hear and obey God’s message, “Go, stand in the temple courts and tell the people all about this new life.”

Second, God wants us to tell about the new life. The angel referred to the Christian faith as this new life. It is not just a creed or set of doctrines, but a life—the resurrection life of the Lord Jesus imparted to all who trust him. The message of new life is very simple. Until now, we heard Peter’s message 3 times. What did he say? Basically every time he preached the same message: Jesus whom you crucified, but God raised him from the dead and made him Lord and Savior. There is no better message. There is no other message. When they believed in this Jesus, they were filled with joy and with power because they were forgiven and received the gift of the Holy Spirit. This is the message of new life. Jesus is the central message of the whole Bible – the Old Testament and New Testament. We need to tell this message of Jesus that brings new life. Jesus said: “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation. Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned.” (Mk16: 15-16) It is truly a serious matter. Therefore God told the apostles to go, stand and tell the message. There is a sense of urgency in God’s command. I pray that we all go and tell the message of Jesus with the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Here we also learn the mission of the Christian church. It is to preach the gospel, regardless of opposition. This time, the angel of the Lord commanded them to preach to the people in the temple courts. The temple was supposed to be God’s house, where people could come to hear his word and pray. But under the control of the high priest, it had become a den of robbers. While on earth, Jesus had been very angry at this and cleansed the temple by driving out godless merchants. Jesus used the temple as a place of Bible study. After Jesus’ death and resurrection, the believers, filled with the Holy Spirit, used the temple for Bible study, worship and prayer. However, in many ways, the temple was under the control of the high priest. He had his own well-paid police force. When he became jealous of the apostles, he tried to stop the believers from meeting there. In truth, Satan wanted to cut off the life-giving word of God from his people. The temple was like a spiritual battlefield. The angel of the Lord said to the apostles, “Go, stand in the temple courts....” The apostles did not have any legal or political clout to depend on. But God sent them anyway. God wanted them to go by faith, occupy the temple courts and preach the gospel.

How did the apostles obey God’s command? Look at verse 21a. “At daybreak they entered the temple courts, as they had been told, and began to teach the people.” They were so obedient to God. In verses 21b-26, when the officers could not find the apostles in the jail, the religious leaders were totally puzzled. Then someone told them that the apostles were preaching in the temple courts. The captain went there and brought the apostles in again. They did not use force, because they feared that the people would stone them. The apostles came in voluntarily. The apostles were not afraid at all. Look at verses 27-28. “The apostles were brought in and made to appear before the Sanhedrin to be questioned by the high priest. ‘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.” They threatened the apostles with their human authority, but the apostles were not scared. Why? Because they preached with God’s authority. And they used every opportunity to testify about Jesus. God used their persecution to proclaim that Jesus is the Messiah. Look at verses 29-31. “Peter and the other apostles replied: ‘We must obey God rather than human beings! The God of our ancestors raised Jesus from the dead--whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him to his own right hand as Prince and Savior that he might bring Israel to repentance and forgive their sins.’” Though the religious leaders tried to stop them, the apostles were determined to obey God and witness to Jesus. If we are willing to witness, we will see that opportunities are there always. 

Look at verse 33. “When they heard this, they were furious and wanted to put them to death.” How did God protect the apostles? This time God used a man named Gamaliel to reason with the religious leaders. He was one of the distinguished of Israel’s rabbis and was the teacher of St. Paul. His carefully constructed argument based on the history of failed messianic movements restored some sanity to the gathering. Look at verses 38-40. “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. But if it is from God, you will not be able to stop these men; you will only find yourselves fighting against God. 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.” What he said is half true. Not everything that succeeds is from God. Is Islam from God? Is Hinduism from God? Is Mormonism from God? The fact that something succeeds doesn’t mean that it is from God. You can’t judge anything by success. But look at what he said, “…you will not be able to stop these men.” This was true. The gospel message and the power of the Holy Spirit could not be confined by a jail or stopped by persecution. The gospel is the truth of God. The Holy Spirit is the power of God. Nothing can stop the advance of the gospel. What really matters is the attitude of God’s servants toward his words, “Go, stand and tell the message of new life.” When we obey the command to preach the gospel and trust in God, God works with power through the Holy Spirit.

The apostles were beaten harshly and released. It must have been quite painful for the apostles. Did they complain to God? No! Look at verses 41-42. “The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name. 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.” Are they totally out of mind? Are they insane? It says that they rejoiced because they were counted as worthy servants. It is a divine mystery. Suffering for the gospel did not make the apostles gloomy. It filled them with heavenly joy—spiritual joy that satisfies the soul. God recognized them as his precious and holy children in this sinsick world. In history, many people suffered and died, not knowing why they suffered so much. Peter also had hated suffering; he had wanted an easy and glorious life without suffering (Mk 9:5). Later he came to know that there are two kinds of suffering: the suffering that comes after committing sin, and suffering for doing good (1Pe 2:20). When we suffer, we should properly evaluate. Are the sufferings because of my sin or is it because of Christ? The believer should not suffer because he is a complainer, causing division or for any other sin. Often Christians claim to be suffering for Christ when they are actually suffering because they will not submit to God’s ordained authority under their bosses or because they are stirring up problems. But if we suffer for Christ, our sufferings are the badge of honor. Peter said to the early Christians who were under fiery persecutions, “But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed” (1Pe 4:13). To our surprise, the desire to participate in the suffering of Jesus our Lord is nothing but the beginning point of Christian life. Therefore when we suffer, rejoice because we are considered as worthy servants. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Once Dr. Joseph Chung and Dr. John Lee were arrested and put in jail overnight for inviting students on the campus of Loyola University in Chicago. Because of his arrest record, when Dr. Joseph Chung was applying for a US citizenship, it caused a delay. He suffered disgrace for Jesus. However, he rejoiced because he was counted worthy for Jesus. In China, the Communist Party sees churches and foreign missionaries as threat to their power. One missionary was preaching the gospel and raising disciples. One day the police officers visited his house and questioned him about what he did every day, the source of income, and what he had done before he came to China. Months later, he took his family to Canada in hopes that things would cool down. They got new passports with fresh numbers and pages clear of evidence they had been in China before. When they got to China, it didn’t matter. Their names raised red flags at immigration and the entire family was sent into a side room for questioning. They were ordered to sit for mug-shot style photographs. An officer accompanied them to the door of the airplane. It was never said outright, but they were left certain that they were no longer welcome in China. He said, “When they were taking pictures like I was a criminal, I felt I was being deported.” We may not suffer like that in Canada. But if we live for Jesus, we will live differently from the rest of the world. Your friends may frown upon what you are doing. You may be called “Jesus freaks.” In fact, the name Christian originally came from Antioch, and it was a derogatory term, meaning, “Jesus freak.” In that case, rejoice because you are counted worthy of Jesus.

In conclusion, when the apostles faced the persecution and sufferings, they never retreated. Rather they obeyed God more than ever, even if it means suffering because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for Jesus. They did not try to use force to defend themselves, or try to overthrow the government. They had one purpose and one purpose only: preach the gospel. They gave themselves to this task without distraction, even if it meant suffering.

Big Idea: Rejoice over suffering for Jesus
