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                  What to do when given an opening 

 

Mark 13:9-13 

Acts 4:1-12 

As we have followed Jesus’ disciples in their first steps in following after 
their leader’s departure, we have seen them go through various stages. 
First, they waited and prayed and did what came to hand. Then, when the 
time was right, right for them and for the people to whom they were sent, 
God gave them the manifestation of his Spirit so that they felt able – and 
were able – to tell of God’s goodness and deeds of power. It was at this 
stage that they realised that they weren’t leaderless after all. It wasn’t that 
any of them were to be the leader – although, because of his personality, 
Peter became something of a spokesman – but that God had given all of 
them gifts and power and the responsibility for taking forward the Jesus 
movement of establishing the kingdom of God on earth. 

The next thing we saw was Peter and John healing the lame beggar – not 
showing off but giving what they could when they were asked for help and 
we remembered that Jesus too waited to be asked before he offered help. 
And now today we see the consequences. Peter and John, just like Jesus 
before them, are arrested, held and taken for questioning. And when, in the 
morning, they are asked a direct question: “By what power of by what name 
did you do this?” Peter gives a very direct answer. 

I doubt that he would have been able to have done this just a few weeks 
before. When the disciples and Jesus’ mother and brothers and the women 
were living more or less in hiding, waiting and praying, they were probably 
afraid of some circumstance, just like this arising. They were afraid that 
they would be taken before the authorities and questions asked of them. 
Jesus had, after all warned them that this was likely to happen, and they 
were afraid. But now they are ready. 



At the beginning of our journey into Acts we remembered the words of 
George MacDonald, when he said: 

What God may hereafter require of you, you must not give yourself the 
least trouble about. 

Everything he gives to you, you must do as well as ever you can. 

That is the best possible preparation for what he may want you to do next. 

If people would but do what they have to do, they would always find 
themselves ready for what came next. 

This is what the disciples have been doing, they have been still following 
Jesus’ leading, as by his Spirit he has brought them on, into deeper 
knowledge of himself and so of who they are in him. This is what happens 
when you pray and trust God and do what comes to hand – you find that 
you are learning the things which you are going to need to know. 

And today we read of them giving a very direct answer to some very direct 
questions. There is the man, who has been lame from birth and there are 
the high ups of the Jewish religious world – in fact the high heidyins of the 
nation - asking Peter and John by what name or power they have done 
this. There is no doubt it has been done. They are not being accused of 
trickery. But the authorities want to know how it was done, by what name 
and what it means. 

And Peter tells them. He tells them simply and clearly. First of all he 
registers incredulity that he and John might be questioned because of 
doing a good deed (usually such questioning was for those who had done 
wrong) and bringing healing, not harm. But then he says “Let it be known to 
all of you and to all the people of Israel that this man is standing here 
before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth.” Now 
that was a bold statement. Peter has named Jesus as the Christ, the 
Messiah, the one that the Jews were (and are) waiting for. By saying 
“Jesus Christ of Nazareth” Peter has put a whole lot of belief and theology 
into four words. And those listening would understand that. 

Peter then goes on to spell out what he believes. That Jesus was rejected 
by his own people but that he was the one, the only one, given by God by 
whom we might be saved. His answer was short and simple but it was full 
and, for those listening, it was clear. 

I hope that we could do as well. 



We live in a time when there are people who really want to know what we 
believe. You may think that we live in a world where most of our neighbours 
have rejected our faith in God, but that is far too simplistic a way of looking 
at things. When I come across someone who says that they don’t believe in 
God or in Jesus, if I press them a little to discover what they don’t believe, 
nearly always I find that I don’t believe that either. Nearly always the God 
who has been rejected is a parody of the God of love whom we know in 
Jesus. Nearly always the gospel which has been rejected is a crass 
distortion of the good news of God’s kingdom coming on earth with 
transforming love, which Jesus preached and embodied. But most people 
have not gone beyond discarding what they rightly think is repellent: they 
have not gone on the quest to find out what is truth. And that is where you 
and I come in. 

If we are disciples of Jesus, if we are following his path of renewal, we 
should know that people are waiting for us to tell them our faith, our how 
and our why of life. It is necessary, in these days more than ever, that 
God’s people while of course enacting the good news of Jesus, enacting 
the love of God in our lives and in how we interact with our neighbours, 
also talk about it. Jesus had to explain himself. The disciples had to give an 
account of their faith – even to those who had been around and seen Jesus 
in action: who had even been involved in his death. 

There are people who would love to hear the truth about what your faith is 
and what it means for you and could mean for them. And too often we are 
so bad at taking the opportunities we are given to tell them. We are pleased 
when people come into our church buildings, for concerts or for Rhyme 
Time or to hold their own meetings, and we think that this is reaching out 
into the community. Maybe it is, very slightly. But the building is not the 
message. The building does not carry the message, and the hints that it 
might give – in the art-work or in the furnishings, are mainly undecipherable 
to those who are outside the faith. 

We live in a time when the idea that everyone knows what Christians 
believe is far from the truth. Worse, we live in a time when there is partial or 
distorted knowledge, which is harder to counteract than the blank page of 
ignorance. People do not know what we believe or what we do in this 
building. A couple of weeks ago a new Mum and daughter came to Messy 
Church, invited by one of the regulars. She was invited, and knew that she 
would know people, but even so that Mum was very tentative to come in 
the door, explaining that she thought we might be sitting round silently 
reading the Bible. She, and so many like her simply do not know about 
what goes on in church or why. I know that is hard to believe for those who 
are of a church-going habit and especially for those who grew up when 
church-going was more common than it is now. But there are many in our 



community who simply do not know. For them even entering the church 
building can be a challenge – will they be welcome, what will it be like? 
That is where opening up the building to community purposes is useful, as 
it takes away some of the unfamiliarity. 

People need to know what we believe, and why we do what we do, and 
they want to know. With ignorance comes curiosity. Of course, when we tell 
them they might not want to agree with us. When we tell them we are 
putting ourselves, our real and inner and personal selves out there. Peter 
and John were facing the very men who had handed Jesus over to Pilate – 
and not so long ago either – so they knew that their very lives might be on 
the line. But they are clear. None of us will tell exactly the same story when 
we are asked. None of us will share the same experience of believing in 
Jesus and knowing God’s loving presence in our lives. But all of us will 
have at the root of our stories the simple tale that Peter told: that Jesus is 
God’s chosen one, sent by him, but misunderstood and rejected by people 
then and since; the one who showed God’s love by going to and through 
death for us and bringing us salvation, which is fullness of life for now as 
well as for ever. 

A month ago I suggested that you might like to think of the chapter 
headings in your life with God. Did you do that? And I asked you to think 
about what gives you joy about being a Christian where you are, here is 
this place for most of us – though our visitors could think about their 
homeplace. Did you do that? Peter and John had taken the time to think 
and to pray, and I am sure that as the exciting life of the new church moved 
on, they kept thinking and praying and reflecting on what they were 
learning. 

Four weeks ago we were beginning this year’s General Assembly which 
was a remarkable meeting in many ways. But one of the things which came 
out clearly was that this is the time for God’s people to stand up and be 
counted. This is the time for us to be clear about who we are and why we 
follow Jesus. It doesn’t mean forcing our views and ideas down people’s 
throats – Jesus didn’t do that and nor did his followers. But when we are 
given an opportunity, when people ask us, it means that we at least try to 
give an answer. 

The disciples discovered that when Jesus left them, he still led them, one 
step at a time. And he still leads us as well, one step at a time. God grant 
that we take the steps he shows us, praying, reflecting, speaking, helping, 
and finding that we are led in ways we had not expected. 

 


