Pastor Jeff Williams: January 20, 2008

Heroes: Part III: “Courage and Conviction” Part II
We’re talking this morning about the power of one, the power of conviction, and the power of decisions. We’re on a series about “Superheroes,” about being a hero for the Lord. 

I mentioned to you that my favorite superhero was Spiderman because he was vulnerable. He was funny. I love the movies because it’s not just the special effects, but there is substance in those movies. This scene we’re about to watch is Uncle Ben telling Peter Parker about this great responsibility he has with these powers. He’s trying to get him to become a man of conviction. He [is telling him] he’d use these things for humanity, to serve people, for good, for right, rather than for selfish reasons or misusing these powers. 

We have been given a great power. The Holy Spirit has come into believers. We’ve been given a great responsibility, and that is to share the truth of the Gospel with our world. So that is applicable to us as well. We’re going to be talking about conviction. We’re talking about responsibility; we’re talking about taking a stand for our Lord. 
When I think of responsibility, I can’t think of a job with greater responsibility than that of the President of the United States, leader of the free world. That is an ominous job. I think of those who have studied history, most all would agree that Abraham Lincoln is one of the greatest Presidents, if not the greatest President, that ever lived. To try to preserve the union and remove the blight of slavery from our land, he had written the Emancipation Proclamation. He brought it to his Cabinet. He went around the Cabinet and asked the different secretaries to vote on what they thought about the Emancipation Proclamation with a yea or a nay. He went around the room: the Secretary of Interior-nay; Secretary of Defense-nay and all the way around. He went all the way around the Cabinet, and all them said nay. They thought it was going to cause too much destruction to the Union. Abraham Lincoln looked around the room then, and he said, “There. The vote is unanimous. The ayes have it. The ayes have it. If I have to stand alone on this one, I’m going to because it’s the right thing to do.”

In The Emancipation Proclamation, you read the words as he evokes the grace of God in this decision. What Lincoln is saying here is “I’m doing this because it’s the right thing to do.” 
Making a stand is what we’re going to talk about today. All of us in this room have at sometime made right stands; and all of us at times have not made stands when we should have. How many of you have had an opportunity to take a stand, and you didn’t take it? You walked away thinking, “I wish I would have said this” or “I could have said that.” You thought of all of these wonderful things you could have said after the fact. Let me see your hands. Okay, so we have the right group. 

I remember the first two years of my education were at a local school because I wanted to get those done. They were a bit more cost-effective. I then transferred on. I remember engaging some of my professors in the secular school in some theological discussions. There were times when I raised my hand and stood up to the professors. Even thought they sliced and diced me because I didn’t have a lot of knowledge at that time-I had great zeal with very little knowledge-I always felt good about it. I said, “At least I stood up.”  There were other times when I didn’t. I kept my yapper shut, and remember feeling badly about that. We’re going to be talking about ways that you and I can take a stand and speak up for our Lord. Christians throughout history have gone through persecution because of our convictions. 
Hebrews 11 speaks of the heroes of the faith who were persecuted and killed for their faith. We would seek to emulate their faith and their example.

This morning, we’re going to look at the Apostle Peter, a man who started off with little conviction. He was very impulsive. He was a man who when confronted by total strangers of the Crucifixion denied Christ and even cursed Christ. We’re going to see a transformation in this man when Pentecost comes and the Holy Spirit comes upon the believers. It dwells upon the believers. Peter is filled with a new confidence and a new boldness that allows him to proclaim the Gospel. No matter who listens, no matter what the outcome, no matter what the threat… 

Peter and John were on their way to the temple. They encountered a man who was lame since birth. The man was asking for money. Peter says, “I don’t have any money, but what I do have, I give to you in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth. Walk!” He grabs him by the hand. His legs are strengthened, and he walks. It’s a miracle. The man was over 40 years old, which is pretty young-I think anyway-didn’t used to think that, but it seems very young now. He picks this “kid” up, and the guy is walking around. He’s strong. [This creates] an uproar. There’s a hubbub. Thousands of people come to Christ that day. 
Now, the people who are in power see this, and they don’t like it-especially a group called the Sadducees. The Sadducees were people who said, “Let’s just keep the peace. Let’s let Rome do what Rome wants to do as long as they’re giving us freedom to worship. Let’s not make waves.”

There was another group called the Pharisees that felt differently about it. In fact, from them a group would come-would emerge-called the Zealots. The Zealots would eventually rise up against Rome. That would lead to the destruction of Rome under the leadership of Titus. The temple would be destroyed; Jerusalem would fall; and a couple of years later Masada would fall as thousands of Israelites took their own lives. At this juncture, the Sadducees are saying, “Let’s jut play along.” By the way, they became extinct after the destruction of Jerusalem-shortly thereafter. 
They also did not believe in Heaven. They didn’t believe in miracles. They didn’t believe in the Resurrection, though they did believe in God. So they are upset two-fold. They are upset because of -number one-the hubbub and what they were going to do about it. They wanted to keep peace. Secondly, they’re upset theologically because of the words coming out of Peter’s mouth as he explains the reason for the miracle. He’s saying, “We thought this Christianity thing was gone, dead and buried literally in Jesus Christ. We thought when we crucified the leader, this nonsense would just go away.” Boy, were they wrong. It just began multiplying and spreading. They said, “We have to do something.”

So, they arrested Peter and John. They stayed the night in jail. In the morning, the Sanhedrin assembled. Think of the Sanhedrin as the Supreme Court and the Congress. It’s the legislative branch and the judicial branch combined. They made the laws; they interpreted; and they enforced the laws. They had power. These are the same men who days before had crucified Jesus Christ. So, if they say, “You’re going to be executed,” then you would be executed. So the lives of Peter and John are in the balance here. On the same token, there is popularity. They know if they kill Peter and John, they might have an uproar, and Rome will come and really tighten the reins on them. They are afraid of this uprising. Peter and John are between a rock and a hard place. They really want to kill them. That’s what they’d prefer to do, but they don’t want to make any waves. They know all they can really do is slap their wrists. So the first strategy is to try to bully and intimidate. When that doesn’t work, they’re begin making threats. Let’s see what happens. Let’s pick up the story in Verse 5 of Acts 4 (page 1080 of pew Bibles), “The next day the rulers, elders and teachers of the law met in Jerusalem. Annas, the high priest was there, and so were Caiaphas, John, Alexander and the other men of the high priest’s family. They had Peter and John brought before them and began to question them…” 
Imagine yourself…two people, and you’re in front of the most powerful body. You can tell by the verbiage of this sentence, they are trying to bully and intimidate Peter and John. “‘By what power or what name did you do this?’
“Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, ‘Rulers and elders of the people!’”

It was John’s idea. I had nothing to do with it. I didn’t want to do it, and I’m sorry it happened... No, no, no. This is a different Peter. This is a Peter who is empowered by the Holy Spirit. This is a Peter of conviction. This is a Peter of responsibility. So he stands up to them, and he says, “‘If we are being called to account today for an act of kindness shown to a cripple and are asked how he was healed, then know this…’” About that time, you can feel them squirm, going, “Oh, boy, here it comes!”

“…‘It is by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified but whom God raised from the dead, that this man stands before you healed. He is “the stone (and he quotes prophesy) you builders rejected which has become the capstone.”
‘“Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under Heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”’
“When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus. But since they could see the man who had been healed standing there with them, there was nothing they could say. So they ordered them to withdraw from the Sanhedrin and then conferred together.”
Here’s a little bit of what was said behind closed doors, “‘What are we going to do with these men?’ they asked. ‘Everybody living in Jerusalem knows they have done an outstanding miracle, and we cannot deny it. But to stop this thing from spreading any further among the people, we must warn these men to speak no longer to anyone in this name.’” 
“Then they called them in again and commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. But Peter and John replied, ‘Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather than God. For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.’” 

Or, you could say, “We will not stop speaking about what we have seen and heard.” 

Conviction. Peter would not stop speaking until the day he died. Jesus will talk about that in John 21. I’m going to give you my paraphrase here. 

Jesus says to Peter in speaking of His death, “When you were a young buck, Peter, you did whatever you wanted, you went wherever you wanted to go, you said whatever you wanted to say. You were an independent free spirit, but when you become an old man, someone will take you where you do not want to go, and you will stretch out your hands.” Jesus said this to signify the death in which He would glorify God. 
When we think of stretching out our hands, we think of crucifixion, don’t we? That’s exactly what Jesus was telling him. He may not have understood that at the time. Then again, he may have. He was telling Peter, “Someday they’re going to take you, and they are going to crucify you Peter. You’re going to lay your life down. You’re going to become a martyr for your faith.”

History tells us that happened under the reign of Nero. Nero was a maniacal emperor-a crazy man with a huge ego. In 64, Rome suffered a great fire. Thousands of lives were lost. Many buildings were lost, and much property was destroyed. Nero had plans to rebuild Rome. Nero had plans to rebuild some of the buildings, especially his new palace-which was going to be posh, really nice. People didn’t like Nero to begin with, but then they began saying, “You know what? We think Nero started this fire. Nero started this fire so he could rebuild the city.” That rumor began spreading like the fire through the land. “Nero caused the loss of our property. Nero caused the loss of our homes and our businesses. Nero caused the loss of lives of our loved ones and friends. It was Nero!”
Nero hears the tide of public opinion. Nero decides he needs to find a group people hate Christians more than him. He needs to find a scapegoat. Nero comes up with a plan because some people were saying he was “playing his fiddle as Rome burned.”
So Nero devised a plan that the Christians would become the scapegoat. “I’m going to blame it on the Christians because they’re even more hated than I am.”

We don’t really think of ourselves as Christians, as a people who would be hated, but we were. 

I’m going to read for you right now a quote from an historian who was born in the first century. His name is Tacitus . When the fire of Rome happened, Tacitus was a boy. Now, he is a man, and he’s writing about Nero, Christians, and the events of that day, less than a generation removed from those events.

Tacitus writes, “Consequently, to get rid of the report” that he [Nero] had started the fire, “Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations...” That’s us, hated for their abominations.” “…called Christians by the populace. Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius…” That’s the crucifixion of course. “…at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition…” That’s Christianity.  “…thus checked for the moment, again broke out…” We’re reading about that. “…not only in Judaea, the first source of the evil…” He calls Christianity an “evil.” “…but even in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful from every part of the world find their centre and become popular.” 
So, he lumps Christianity in with everything that is hideous and shameful.

“Accordingly, an arrest was first made of all who pleaded guilty; then, upon their information, an immense multitude was convicted, not so much of the crime of firing the city…” They aren’t going to be killed for destroying Rome, but, “…as of hatred against mankind.” The Christians were going to be killed for their hatred of mankind. I’ll explain that in a moment. “Mockery of every sort was added to their deaths. Covered with the skins of beasts, they were torn by dogs and perished, or were nailed to crosses, or were doomed to the flames and burnt, to serve as a nightly illumination, when daylight had expired.”

Our spiritual ancestors endured these kinds of persecutions, this kind of suffering. This martyred them. Paul and Peter would also perish under the reign of Nero.

Why such venom? Why such hate? Do you think if you stand up for convictions, there is a chance you’ll be mistreated?  Well, in this country you’re certainly not going to be martyred. You will in other countries; maybe in North Korea you’ll be martyred. Maybe in Pakistan or Afghanistan, you’ll be martyred.  Certainly, you may be ostracized. You may be rejected; you may be ignored; you may be mocked or ridiculed; but certainly you’ll undergo some persecution if you stand up for conviction. Christians had a conviction that only Jesus Christ was Lord.

When Rome would have its festivals, its holy days-its celebrations-they would worship and honor the Pagan gods, and they would pray to and worship the emperor as God. Christians would have nothing to do with it. Do you know what Christians were seen as, believe it or not? Atheists!  We were the atheists because we didn’t believe in the Roman gods or worship the emperor. We didn’t burn incense in his name. We were atheists! What’s more: we were not seen as very good citizens of Rome, not very patriotic. You don’t go to the holidays; you don’t celebrate the festivals. We look at somebody who doesn’t put their hand on their heart when they say the Pledge of Allegiance, won’t sing the Star-Spangled Banner, won’t celebrate the Fourth of July, “Boy, that person is unpatriotic!” So they regarded Christians as not very good citizens. 

They said, “Besides that, they meet in these little groups where they eat flesh and drink blood.” Communion. They saw the early Christians as cannibals. Some people believed that. There was a form of cannibalism going on in these secret little huddles, these little underground huddles.
So this went on, and this went on for generations to come, friends. There was a test by the time omission came to power. They would kill you unless you burned incense to the Roman gods, prayed to the emperor, and cursed Christ. 

So from generation to generation, this went on. Christians by the thousands lost their lives. They knew that if they didn’t renounce Christ, they would die; yet they refused to renounce Christ. They refused to be silent. 
Let me ask you the question, “What stops you?” Death didn’t stop them. What stops you? You see, we know in our society that if I claim I’m a Christian-we have freedom of speech and so forth, many of the people in our nation are Christians-but if I speak up for conviction, I’m not going to be beheaded or set on fire. But, does persecution still exist? Is it possible that you could be misunderstood and mistreated nowadays? Certainly. 

Let’s go back to the text here. Let’s look at Verse 12 of Peter’s words (of Acts 4, page 1080). These words were very unpopular when they were spoken. Understand he speaks these to the Sanhedrin. They hate Jesus Christ; they see Him as a blasphemer, a heretic, as a criminal, a deceiver, and now, Peter is going to inform that He is the only way to Heaven-the only way to Heaven! These are words that cause anger to these men!
Listen to what he says, “‘Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under Heaven given to men by which we must be saved.’” 

Peter says for mankind, there is no other means of salvation. There is no other name; there is no other way. How do you think that went over that day? Not very well! How does it go over today? If you as a Christian take a stand, and you’re having a discussion in the workplace, and you say, “I believe Christ is the only way to Heaven,” how does that go over? If you are a politician running for office, and you made a statement like that, “I believe that Jesus is the only means of salvation,” how does that go over? Do you think there’s a chance you might be misunderstood, mistreated, or persecuted in some way because you’ve made those statements? 
The Gazette has a blog now. There was an article in which a young man had torn out some pages of the Bible. They wrote a story about that. Then there was this debate, and people could weigh in on the issues. It was interesting. The venom that was going back and forth between the Christians and the atheists.  Atheists from other parts of the country were logging in and blogging on this Gazette site. It became pretty nasty, the comments. I would tune in everyday to read some of the comments. It was interesting dialogue, but the Gazette then ran some rules in light of what transpired. They said, “Here are our rules. Make sure you don’t cuss; even if you get creative with your cuss words, we’ll figure it out and remove your comment. You can’t slander.” They had all of these rules. Then at the end, the last rule they had was “remember this is our site. This is our newspaper. This is our blog. We pay for this. We make the rules. If you don’t abide by the rules, we’ll remove you.” That’s their right, isn’t it? That is their site. They make the rules. 

Who makes the rules for God? If the people who made the Gazette or created the website determined the rules for their website, who determines the rules for God? Do you and I? No. Who does? God does. 

There’s a problem when man takes rules and changes them without the permission or consent of those who made the rules. Let’s take, for instance, the football game this afternoon? Is anybody going to watch the NFC championship game? Nobody? Okay. Let’s say kick-off is on the 20; everybody is wondering if they’re going to run. It’s windy and cold: are they going to run, or are they going to pass? Something very unusual happens. Brett Favre takes a snap, and he drops back, fakes a pass, and turns around and runs into the Giants’ end zone. [He] spikes the ball and starts celebrating like he’s made a touchdown. All the Packers are jumping up and down and on each other saying, “We scored the first touchdown in the NFC championship game!” What would you do if you were watching that from home? 
You’d go, “Ha? What’s going on?” You watch the referees signal a safety. Two points are put on the board for the Giants. They’re going to get the ball back. The Packers are protesting, “What do you mean safety? We just scored a touchdown!” The fans are all thinking, “What’s going on? This is crazy!” By halftime, the score is 50-0 because there have been 25 consecutive safeties because Brett Favre keeps running into his own end zone. 
At halftime, they interview him, and they say, “Mr. Favre, what is going on? You have scored 25 consecutive safeties.”
Brett says, “You know what? We consider those touchdowns. We had a meeting, the coaches, staff, and all the players. We decided to make a new rule that whenever we have the ball, both end zones are touchdowns. That’s our rule. We voted unanimously.” 

Do you think that would work? Why not? There’s a rule, right? The commissioner of the NFL and the owners have a rule book . They say, “We created this league. We determine the rules. We determine what you wear, when you play. We determine what a penalty is and what’s not. We determine whether there is going to be instant replay or not, what’s going to be reviewed and what’s not.”  I’m still trying to figure that one out. “We determine all these rules because it’s our league. We created it. So, we have authority no matter how popular you are or how great your career is. You can’t make your own rules. It’s not your job. If you make them, they’re not real. They’re just in your head because we create the rules for the game that we have. This is our game.” 
Do you see where I’m going here? There are a lot of people who think they can make up the rules for God. They say, “Well, you know, I believe that all religions are the truth, and every religion leads to Heaven.”

So my question is how do religions which are very opposed to one another and say very different things about God, how can they all be true at the same time? They all have different ideas of what Heaven is. How can that all be true at the same time? Either one is true and the rest are false, or they’re all false. They can’t all be true! 

“I believe that if you’re just a good person, you go to Heaven. If you just follow the golden rule, you go to Heaven.” You made up a rule. Does that agree with what God has said? 
“Well, I believe that all people go to Heaven no matter how they live or what they believe because God is a loving God, so everybody goes. That’s another rule. Well, who makes the rules? God does!
Peter is telling us a rule here. He says, “There is no other name given among men under Heaven by which you must be saved.” On this planet, under Heaven-this world, this is the means of salvation. He is reiterating what Jesus said. Jesus Himself said, “I am the way, the truth and the life. No man comes to the Father, but through Me.” That’s what He said. 
“For God so loved the world that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but has everlasting life.” He didn’t come to provide an alternative. He came to be the means of salvation. 

What we believe as Christians is that God, the Son, the second person of the trinity, came and took on flesh and lived among us. [He] lived a perfect, sinless life and offered that life up on the cross. [It was] an offer in exchange: His righteousness for our sins. If we would put our faith and trust in Him, He will forgive us our sins, and He will impart to us His righteousness. Our sins can be forgiven, and one day when we die, we can go and live with Him in His presence in Heaven. 

God made those rules. Who can come? All can come. When? Anytime. How? Through Jesus Christ and His shed blood. He died for us, so we could live. That’s what we believe. 
Now, I might share that with somebody, and I could share it in a nice way. Somebody might still say, “Well, you’re a bigot. You’re a religious bigot. You’re narrow-minded” or “you’re intolerant!” 

In our fictions, hypothetical story, Brett Favre might say, “Well, the NFL is intolerant! The NFL is bigoted against the Packers’ players. They’re prejudiced! The NFL hates the Packers!” It’s not true.

I can espouse my beliefs, and somebody can say, “Well, you hate people of other religions.”

I’ll say, “That’s not true. I respect them very much.”

“You’re this or you’re that!”

[I would answer], “No, there is love in my heart,” but I believe this is the Word of God. 
If the Bible said something different-if the Bible said, “Jesus came to provide a means of salvation among the many, and this is one of them,” that’s what I’d be preaching up here. But to preach something different, I’m calling Peter a liar. To preach something different, I’m calling the Lord Jesus a liar. I’m not prepared to do that. I believe what they said was the truth, and so that’s a conviction, so I’ll stand for that. 
Mark my words: you go out there and you say something to that effect, it’s not going to be very well-received. This is the year 2008. Convictions can still get you into trouble. Convictions can still get you misunderstood; convictions can still get you mistreated, but who would you rather please? Would you rather please men, or would you rather please God? Would you rather live for people and their opinions, or would you rather live for an audience of one?

In the Book of John 12, Jesus is gaining in popularity in the following. Lazarus has been raised from the dead, and that’s a miracle. Everybody can attest. Even the enemies don’t question that Lazarus was dead for four days and is now alive. Even they don’t debate that that happened. 
How are we going to stop them? Verse 42 of John 12 (page 1067 of pew Bibles), many of the Jews believed, “Yet at the same time many even among the leaders believed in Him. But because of the Pharisees they would not confess their faith for fear they would be put out of the synagogue; for they loved the praise from men more than the praise from God.”

Is that you today? Which praise do you covet? Who do you want to please? Social pressures and social constraints sometimes prohibit us from sharing what we believe. Why? Because we value what people think-that passing, fleeting thing that people think more than what God thinks. 

If somebody asks me my belief or the topic of conversation comes up in this aspect or other aspects, we could have chosen any number of roads to go down, I’m going to share my conviction. I’m going to share my belief. 

The ancestors of our faith did so at the cost of their own lives and their own freedom.  Are we going to resemble Peter or are we going to resemble the people in John 12 who said, “Yeah, I believe in Him,” but as soon as the pressure was on, they became silent. Choose to be a hero for God; choose to stand up for righteousness and truth.

Don’t be obnoxious. Don’t be hateful. Be loving; be gentle; be meek; be kind, but stand up for truth.

Peter, I guarantee when he said these words, was respectful. When you read the sentence structure, he addressed them with respect. He was like, “Rulers, I respect you. I will abide by all the laws. I’m going to be a good citizen, but you’re asking me to do something I cannot do. I must obey God rather than man.”
That’s a choice you and I have to make. 

I’m going to ask if every head would bow and every eye would close for a moment. Some of you right now are facing situations where there is that pressure. There is a pressure to be silent. There’s a pressure to conform. Maybe it’s in the workplace with a co-worker, a boss, or an employee. Maybe it’s in your  home, maybe in your own marriage. Maybe it’s with a friend; maybe it’s in an association you belong to. You know you need to make a stand. You need to stand up for the Lord; you need to stand up for truth. You need to come out of the closet with your faith. You need courage to do that. You need wisdom for the words to say. I’m not going to ask you to come forward, but I just want to pray for you specifically right where you are at for just a moment before we close.

I guarantee you if you can’t stand up in a church service while heads are bowed and eyes are closed, you’re not going to stand up out there. Any others who would like to stand? All around our sanctuary, people are starting to stand. That’s good. I’ll pause just a moment longer. If you’re facing something right now and just want prayer, [please stand]. Amen. I’m going to ask those who are seated, would you pray and agree with those who are standing in prayer:

Father, right now, I pray for these who are standing. The fact that they are standing is expressing their devotion, their love for you. They’re saying, “God, I want to make a stand. I want to do what’s right. I want to do the right thing. I want to say the right thing.” They’re standing because they are people of conviction.  Lord, we also know there is opposition when we seek to live a convicted life, when we seek to stand up for truth. [We can fear] being misunderstood, misrepresented, or mistreated. I pray for those who are standing that You’d give them the courage this week to make that stand-give them the wisdom to know what to say, how to say it, when to say it. We pray that those words would be received. We pray that they would be understood. We pray that there would be reconciliation when that is needed. But, Lord, regardless of the response, we pray they would do what is right. We ask this in Jesus’ name. We thank You for the courage and strength that You give through Your Holy Spirit, as You gave to Peter, as You gave to John, as You gave to all the believers who perished under Nero and the emperors in Rome. [I pray that] through all the generations, that we might live for an audience of One. In Jesus’ name I pray. 

Thank you for standing and I’ll pray for you. I’ll try to think of you throughout the week. 

