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As we have been reading the book of Acts, the Acts of the Apostles, to give it its full name, one 

of the things that has struck me has been the doughty-ness of the apostles.  It is when you read 

the full story all in one, and it is a real page-turner, that you realise just how frequent and how 

violent was the opposition that they encountered.  Not only Paul, who we read about this 

morning, but Peter, and of course James and Stephen who were martyred very early on.  There 

was real hostility to the good news of God's love, and, on the whole it came firstly because they 

would insist on saying that Jesus rose from the dead, which was hard for many to believe - 

understandably.  The second reason for opposition, and the focus of some of the most violent 

protests was because they were quite open, Peter as well as Paul, about the fact that during the 

course of the story in Acts, God made it quite clear to them that the message and its invitation 

was not to be confined to the Jews. To Jews who were used to thinking that they were special to 

God, that they came first with God, this was asking too much, it was asking them to give up 

something that they were deeply attached to: their eternal status. 

 

Of course to us, who are the Gentiles who benefited from the apostles' conviction that the gospel 

was for everyone, it seems that it was not that the Jews gave up being the focus of God's love, 

but that they were asked to let others join them at the top table in God's feast, as it were.  But 

things always look more positive to the people who are being allowed into a privilege than to 

those who are being asked to provide a welcome.  And in fact, if you think about it, the history of 

denominations and splits in the church has often been driven by people trying to be exclusive, to 

keep others out.  The extremely complicated pattern of church division, reunification and re-

division in Scotland has been very largely driven by such exclusivism. 

 

So there was violent opposition, but the apostles were determined.  Last week we saw how Jesus 

was determined to go to Jerusalem.  In Acts, Jerusalem is still the centre of the church.  People 

go out from it, first of all within the region, and then further and further afield, and of course the 

book of Acts follows Paul in particular in his journeys.  But Jerusalem is still the centre of 

operations, and the church in Jerusalem is still a Jewish church.  We read this morning of Paul's 

determination to visit it.  We saw the prophet Agabus, who had come down from Judea, so had 

local knowledge, give a graphic warning to Paul about what would happen if he continued on his 

course.  But just as Jesus would not be put off going to Jerusalem by the Pharisees' warning, as 

we read last week, so Paul will not be deflected from his course. 

 

Was he right in this?  I expect that the Jerusalem church were not so much afraid for Paul, as 

about what would happen to them if they were to be associated with him, since his reputation had 

preceded him.  Indeed when he does arrive, they tell him that they are worried and get him to 



prove his Jewish credentials by taking part in a Jewish ceremonial vow.  But there is a riot, and 

so begins the long imprisonment hat is to end Paul's story. 

 

However, right or wrong, Paul is determined.  And he is prepared, he says, not only to be bound 

but to die for the name of Jesus.  Paul and many of the other apostles had the same spirit as Jesus 

did, the same conviction that the work matters more than their personal safety.  And why should 

that be surprising to us?  They had been given the Holy Spirit, just as Jesus was.  Jesus was given 

God's Spirit at his baptism, and the apostles were given God's Spirit at Pentecost.  The Spirit that 

they received was exactly the same Holy Spirit.  After all there is only one Spirit of God who can 

be given!   And we were given that same Spirit too, when we became followers of Christ, 

Christians.  Perhaps we should not be surprised at the courage and determination of the apostles.  

Perhaps we should be surprised if we do not share it.  Maybe we have allowed our faith to 

become too tame, allowed ourselves to become too comfortable, so that without meaning to, it 

becomes easy for us to put our own comfort, convenience and certainly our safety before the 

matter of spreading the good news of God's saving love.  I am speaking to myself here before 

anyone else. 

 

The other thing that I couldn't help reflecting on as I read the book of Acts was that, perhaps 

especially in these days in which we live, there is great similarity between the world of the New 

Testament Apostles, and the Middle East today.  As we read of stonings and executions; of riots 

and mobs and uproar; of zealots going from place to place to hound others, in this case the new 

Church, I couldn't help but think of the Middle East as we know it.  I thought of the atrocities of 

ISIS, which we hear less of in the news these days, not because they have stopped, but because 

they are no longer new - except to those people who have to encounter them from day to day.  I 

thought of the various "Arab Springs" and how they are turning out, some well, and some less 

well, and of the mobs which heralded and caused and directed them.  And when I read of the 

various officials trying to pacify various mobs for fear of the Roman overlords, I thought of how 

international expediency sometimes determines our reaction to events, even to the way they are 

reported, or are not really reported at all, sometimes. 

 

The world has not changed very much.  People have not changed at all.  People still feel 

passionately about things, just as the apostles and their opponents did.  And one of the things 

about which people are passionate is their faith; how they know God and how they express their 

knowledge and their worship.  Sometimes we may deplore religious extremists, whether Muslim, 

Christian, Hindi, or, in Myanmar, Buddhist, abhorring the violence with which they feel it 

necessary to express their truth.  And of course very often when religions collide, it is not just 

faith but civil or worldly power structures that are clashing as well: who will be top dog, with the 

important jobs?  But faith is at least an element, and in such acts of terror as we saw, for instance 

in Paris recently, it is the predominant element. 

 

Why can we not agree to differ?  It is very simple.  Most religious ideologies claim to have, if 

not all truth, then more of the truth than any other.  It is a matter of competing truths.  And we 

too, as Christians, think this way.  Jesus said that no one comes to the Father but by him, he 

called himself the Way, the Truth and the Life, and if we take that seriously, then we have to 

believe and act as though following him, believing him, living his way is the most important 

thing. 

 

As we have read the book of Acts, one thing we did not see was Christian violence.  We did not 

see Paul or Stephen while being stoned, turning round and throwing the stones back.  We did not 

see the believers taking up arms and coming to the defence of the apostles when they were 

driven out of this place or that.  In fact, as we reflected on in Messy Church last week, later in his 



letters, Paul will urge his readers to try to live at peace with all people.  (At Messy Church we 

were planting peas, and sticking in a label which said "Try to live at "peas" with everyone!"). 

That is a very important difference between the Christian approach to spreading the truth that is 

Jesus and that of other faiths.  Or at least it should be.  I know that there have often been 

Christians who took up arms specifically to advance their faith, but I do not see the early church 

doing, advocating or validating such an approach. 

 

Which is not to say that we shouldn't be enthusiastic about our faith.  Enthusiasm is a hallmark of 

the book of Acts.  You don't see the people there saying "I'm too busy for church,". Or "I'll come 

once I have got my family sorted out."  You don't see them looking at their watches when the 

apostles preached (OK, so they didn't have watches....) but you do see them staying up all night 

to learn all that they could, valuing the teaching they were given, knowing that their teachers 

might have to move on at any moment.  They were enthusiastic to learn. 

 

They were enthusiastic to share what they learned as well.  Indeed they were passionate about it.  

One of the reasons that Paul was determined to go to Jerusalem was because he wanted to share 

the faith of Jesus at the heart of the religion and culture and in the power base of those who most 

vehemently opposed his message.  If he could just convince the Jewish leaders, he and his 

companions might have less opposition in the various cities of the Graeco-Roman empire where 

they went.  To gain free passage for the gospel, to gain a hearing, to be able to share his faith 

freely, that was Paul's strategic aim.  But the other apostles, the other Christians were keen to 

share their faith as well. 

 

And again we have to ask ourselves if we feel that way?  Are we keen, and more than keen to be 

able to tell others about the wonders of God's love which we have found?  Are we so delighted 

with the forgiveness and acceptance, the purpose and affirmation that we have found in Jesus, 

that we can hardly help from talking about him?  Or are we afraid, putting our own comfort or 

convenience first? 

 

God has given us his Spirit.  Paul once said to Timothy that “God did not give us a spirit of 

cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline.”  (2 Timothy 1:7)  We 

too are the apostles whose acts, Jesus said would be even greater than his.  But only if we are 

prepared to act, to actually do something; to act together - for it is when we act together that the 

greatest things can be achieved - to act appropriately, but to act, to go out there, to tell the good 

news and do the good news, to show the love and provide the comfort as well as the challenge.  

The biblical book of Acts ends suddenly, with no real climax, no great last story.  It ends with 

Paul in house arrest in Rome, and teaching, preaching, telling the good news.  It ends, but then 

again it doesn't end.  The acts of the apostles are still going on.  Each one of us can carry them 

forward. Amen. 

 

---   ooo  --- 


