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Introduction

This morning’s topic is: “The Universal Body Making a Difference.” The Universal Body…the church…the corporate body of believers…making a Difference.” The focus this morning, therefore, is on the difference which the corporate body of believers acting together can make, rather than on the individual believer standing alone.  

In the Great Commission, ladies and gentlemen, our Lord Jesus says to the church, the church as it was assembled before Him then, and the church of all times as represented by the eleven apostles that day. This is what He said, “All authority is given to me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore, and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you, and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.” (Matt. 28: 18-20). My brothers and sisters, if there is one thing we as evangelicals have clear from the Great Commission, it is the mandate to evangelize the lost with the soul-saving message of the substitutionary, redemptive death of Christ on the cross. For this we passionate labor, and to this we give our lives. That is settled. But let us listen once again to that Great Commission: “All authority is given to me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore, and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you.” Surely, we should not have missed that an equal…if not primary burden of this Great Commission is that we are to disciple the nations by teaching them to observe…to come into alignment with, all things that Jesus has commanded. We are to disciple the nations! I believe more than the individual salvation of the nations citizens is intended here.  I believe that we have a responsibility to impact every area of life, every facet of society with the teachings of Jesus Christ. Our goal and responsibility must be to influence all aspects of the nations life, every institution of human society and governance with the righteous, redemptive, liberating truth which our Lord has committed to us. This is strong medicine in our day and time since as evangelicals we have largely retreated from the public arena and justify our position by pseudo-spiritual claims. So sit tight.
Turn with me, if you will, please to a passage of Scripture which, in my view, portrays some of the practical out workings of this theme of “The Universal Body Making a Difference” as we see representatives of the body, boldly, courageously and effectively not only impacting their society, but carrying that mandate further in resisting in clear and uncompromising terms, the serious attempts of the power structures of the day to restrict their message and to intimidate them into silence and retreat.   The passage is:
Scripture: Acts 5:12 – 42

What we have just read was the first century. Somewhere perhaps around AD 30 the authorities of that day did not like born-again, spirit-filled Christians, did not like their message about sin, about salvation thru Jesus Christ alone. Society’s big-wigs did not approve of the message of resurrection – the sinless Son of God, crucified and buried, the tomb placed under Roman guard, had risen in triumph from the dead and was now calling on men and women everywhere to repent. They did not like this at all. So they took strong measures to intimidate those early Christians into silence. It is unlawful, they said, to speak, preach or to teach in the name of Jesus. Shut up! Keep quiet! No witnessing in public places...or else!  Intimidation…the use of threats or of authority to frighten, scare, beat down, browbeat, menace, alarm, terrify folks into silence, into retreat, or into capitulation. 

That was AD30. Now it's AD 2007. This could easily be yesterday or today’s news where I currently live.  This happens daily these days in USA, in Canada, in parts of Europe. There is a major, active, strong, agenda all around us, in just about every sphere of society in America, to intimidate Christians into silence, into retreat, or into capitulation. I hope this never happens in the Caribbean…but, wake up church…let me sound an alarm…“eternal vigilance is the price of freedom” as a great Christian once said.

Back then Christians said, "NO, we will not be silent, we will not obey your rulings, your restrictions. We will not keep quiet, regardless of how uncomfortable our witness may be. "We must obey God rather than men" (v.29) regardless of arrest, imprisonment, beatings or legislation.  We will not be intimidated!  “We cannot but speak the things that we have seen and heard!” (Acts 4;20)  Hallelujah!!

Today... O God have mercy on us... Today so many of us are running scared. We are keeping silent.  We are afraid to take a stand. We don't want any attention drawn to us. Thank God there are still a few “who believe some things, have seen some things and who have heard some things”…AND WHO ARE VOCAL…WHO REFUSE TO BE SILENT or make society dictate their agenda and tell them what they can and what they cannot preach; what they can support and what they can’t protest.

This is what is happening here in this passage. It is the church…the thousands of believers of Acts 2:41; the thousands of believers of Acts 4:4; the additional multitudes of Acts 5:14 & 16 who are represented in this high forum by the 12 Apostles, and whose collective strength impacts, restrains and constrains this court’s ruling. This is “The Universal Body Making a Difference” It is embryonic, yes…BUT IT IS SIGNIFICANT AND IT IS INSTRUCTIVE. The universal body is making a difference…a significant, noteworthy, culture-shaping, society impacting difference.  

So what can we learn from this passage that can help you and me in today’s world to make a difference on the wider society in which we are placed?

Firstly, we must learn that…

THE WORLD AND ITS SYSTEMS ARE ALWAYS TRYING TO RESTRICT THE GOSPEL.
The world and its systems are rarely ever at peace with the Gospel of Jesus Christ!  Jesus said in John 16: 33 " in the world you shall have tribulation". Jesus warned us in John 15: 18-20 "the world will hate you like it hated me before it hated you. If you were of the world the world would love its own, but I have chosen you out of the world, therefore the world hates you." The Christianity of Jesus Christ is out of step with the world. This world is a fallen world governed by a system in opposition to the kingdom of God. A world that uses the political system, the media, the educational system, the economic system, the army, to oppose.

Somehow then and now, the preaching of the cross...  Crucified, risen, exalted Son of God, who calls for repentance – the preaching about sins – things which displease God and which require His forgiveness – a forgiveness procured by the atoning, redemptive death of His Son, is unpopular preaching. It brings conviction of sin. It exposes unrighteousness. It proclaims consequences to the life that violates divine ethics. Man in his sin rebels against the only message that saves. Society back then and now seeks to rein in - to silence - to discredit - to restrict of this kind of preaching. The weapons then were (a) curbs put on their speech and (b) incarceration. The courts of the land would dictate their agenda, tell them what they could preach and not preach. What they could say and not to say. They forbade the use of the name of Jesus in the public place – or you will get in trouble with the law. Brothers and sisters, the world and its systems are always trying to censor and restrict the Gospel of Christ. That's one thing we learn from this passage.

The second thing we can learn from this passage is that…

THERE IS A PRICE TO BE PAID FOR FAITHFULNESS TO THE MISSION OF CHRIST!

Those who are committed and faithful to the Lord and to His cause, pay a price for their faithfulness. It is not easy to stand up for principle. It is not easy to stand up for what's right when others around you are capitulating. It is not easy, it is lonely and unpopular to take the name of Jesus into the halls of power.

Jesus calls sin - sin! Jesus refused to bow in the face of pressure from the courts and they crucified him. There's a price to be paid by true followers of Jesus Christ. “If anyone would come after Me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow Me." The courts said, "Keep quiet." (4:18). God said "Speak Out" (5:20). WHICH WILL IT BE? His is where the rubber hits the road. Society says via the courts, the media, the intimidation in the workplace and the classroom "KEEP QUIET" about Jesus. God still says, "SPEAK OUT," what will you do?  What will we do? Will we remove the offense of the righteous demands of the faith from our lips, from our pulpits? What will we do? Threats, floggings, confiscation, loss of job, loss of promotion by the governing power, loss of favor with important constituencies, with loved one's – WHAT WILL WE DO? WILL WE SELL OUT?

Peter and his generation said “WE MUST OBEY GOD RATHER THAN MEN"...  “WE CANNOT BUT SPEAK THE THINGS WHICH WE HAVE SEEN AND HEARD." A great many times we are able to obey man and God at the same time. There's no conflict. The trouble comes when man says – the court says – society says – the boss says – DO ONE THING ...AND GOD REQUIRES WE DO THE OPPOSITE! What then?? I see it prophetically in my spirit that what is reality for thousands today in the persecuted church is coming...is around the corner for folks here in my beloved Caribbean. Peter said "WE WILL OBEY GOD RATHER THAN MEN." YOU DO WHAT YOU MUST DO – BUT WE WILL OBEY GOD RATHER THAN MEN!" 

What will you say – what will you do? What have you been doing? In these kinds of crisis situations we need the strength of each other. There are some things we can resist with more success, some situations we can influence with more effectiveness when we stand together as a body…such as when we stand together under the banner of EAC, or our local alliances. We can be bolder, bring more influence to bear with more effectiveness and greater intensity…and society will handle us with more respect when they see we have ‘backative’ (Acts 5:26) than when we stand alone. The Universal body making a difference. 

THIRDLY, THIS PASSAGE TEACHES THAT THE GOSPEL STANDS ABOVE ALL EARTHLY SYSTEMS.

The Christian must be a good citizen. I said…a good citizen…a better citizen because he is a Christian. The Christian belongs to community. He must pay his taxes, pay his dues, give his loyal and patriotic service. BUT LISTEN CAREFULLY, THE CHRISTIAN HAS A LOYALTY, A COMMITMENT, THAT IS OUTSIDE OF, ABOVE AND BEYOND EVERY LOCAL LOYALTY.  A Christian cannot therefore pledge his ultimate allegiance to Caesar or to Caesar’s flag, for above Caesar and Caesar’s flag is CHRIST AND HIS CROSS…and Caesar and the nation for which Caesar stands, must be judged by the cross of Christ and the principles for which He died!!

The Christian cannot commit himself without reservation to a political party, for party allegiance always stands second to his Christian allegiance!!

The world in which they lived, and the one in which we live, calls for people who know their God, are committed to the discipleship demands of His Word, and who believe that God will vindicate their stand, if not here, then there! 

They served notice on their society that there was ‘salt’ in that society. They let the common people as well as the power structure of their society know that there were folks among them and around them who march to a different drumbeat and answer to a higher Lord. They penetrated Jerusalem with their doctrine about Jesus and His resurrection power and His saving grace and with the convicting power of the Holy Spirit!

Too many of us are running scared and have retreated  behind closed doors – the closed doors of our chapels – and for some of us…if we are honest this morning…the intimidation has followed us even in here! The salt brethren, has lost its savour! The salt has lost its sting! We have locked up the salt in a cellar…in a salt-shaker, when Jesus intended it to infiltrate society, to change that society! O God have mercy on us! In reaction to the so called 'social gospel' of Liberal Theology, we evangelicals have swung the pendulum too far to the other side, and in so doing have privatized the Gospel, pietized Christianity and, fearful lest it become contaminated, some of us have withdrawn it from the public square, the very place where Jesus intended for us to take it. Brothers and sisters, if we are going to be faithful to the Lord and the witness of our forebears, if we are going to disciple the nations, we must reconcile the artificial dichotomy of the ‘social gospel’ versus the ‘spiritual gospel’ and begin to preach the Gospel of the Kingdom of which salvation is the necessary entrance. But we must not stop there. We must move folks from the entrance lobby into the main hall of the Kingdom of God…into the whole counsel of God…into recognizing that the earth is the Lord’s. He is King! He is creator! He is Saviour! He is Sustainer! All things were made by Him and for Him…whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers…and in Him and in Him alone all things…all things consist…hold together! (Col. 1:16.  No area, no domain, no institution is exempt form the authority of the One who called us to disciple the nations. No, no, no, we must not hand over our communities, our nations nor our world to the devil and his agents. Instead, we must as His change agents, take His message, His Word, His truth, His Gospel into the world.  Have we ever given serious thought when we say “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” What does that mean? What does it mean when we say, “Thy kingdom come”? The universal body making a difference. If we are going to disciple the nations we must recover a faith that influences our thinking and actions in every arena of life.  Because Christians before us understood their responsibility to influence and affect society with the ethic of Jesus Christ, slavery was fought in the name of Christ, education was provided for the disenfranchised, educational institutions were built on the truths of God’s Word, child labor was abolished, hospitals were established, leprosaria were built, innumerable charities were launched, institutions for caring for the poor, the handicapped and the aged were established, racism was fought, a free press established…and the list goes on. All done in the name of Christ by disciples who understood they were to be salt and light in their nations. Brothers and sisters, we have abandoned nearly all aspects of the nations life, government, business, education, the media, entertainment and the arts, welfare and family life to the secularists! O God have mercy on us!  We must go into all these worlds and influence them with the salt of our redeemed lives and the light of the transforming Gospel.

May God give us out of this CONECAR a conviction about discipling the nations and making a difference in the societies, the communities, the nations in which He has placed us! And we do this best together as the Church Universal working through some established recognized agency, rather than as individual believers or even individual churches or denominations.

We must find a way to maintain our emphasis on soul-winning…on personal evangelism…we must. But at the same time we need to be reminded of the cultural mandate…to recover the cultural mandate. To have a Kingdom mentality and a kingdom worldview. All men and all earthly structures and systems must be challenged with the sovereignty of our God and King Jesus His Son, and with the righteous principles laid down in His Word for the governance of society!  

Like the apostles in Acts 5, we must be alert to and resist everything that frustrates God's desire for men's lives. By spiritualizing the gospel to heretical extremes we have let secularism take the initiative in education, politics, the media, and societal concerns.  

Finally from our passage this morning we learn that…

SUFFERING FOR HIS CAUSE, ALTHOUGH MOST PAINFUL, CAN BECOME AN OCCASION FOR REJOICING!
 V.41 “They rejoiced that they were counted worthy to suffer for His Name.” No one likes to suffer. No one likes persecution.  May I remind us in this hall in 2007 that the symbol of our faith is a cross. IT IS NOT CASH…NOT A $$ SIGN…IT IS STILL THE CROSS.  The words of the Master must have flooded their souls that day, “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me.” Heaven takes note when men on earth are faithful to God’s cause. The Spirit of God releases a compensatory grace, an inner strength, and an overflowing joy when Hid disciples suffer for His name. 

Chuck Colson in “How Now Shall We Live” says this and I quote “We must show the world that Christianity is more than a private belief, more than personal salvation. We must show that it is a comprehensive life system that answers all of humanities questions. Turning our backs on the culture is a betrayal of our Biblical mandate, because it denies God’s sovereignty over all of life.”

These disciples did not turn their backs. They did not retreat. They refused to be silenced, despite threats, arrest, imprisonment and floggings. Still they stayed strong and as a body…as the representatives of the Universal body…THEY MADE A DIFFERENCE.  WILL WE?

In WWII in Nazi Germany, some disciples like Dietrich Bonnhoeffer, Martin Neimoller and the Tenn Boom family chose to resist the state and even to work to stop the murderous despot Adolf Hitler. These lines with which I close, come from the writings of Martin Neimoller:

“First they came for the Communists,

  and I didn’t speak up,

    because I wasn’t a Communist.

Then they came for the Jews,

  and I didn’t speak up,

    because I wasn’t a Jew.

Then they came for the Catholics,

  and I didn’t speak up,

    because I was a Protestant.

Then they came for me,

  and by that time there was no one

    left to speak up for me.”
by Rev. Martin Niemoller, 1945
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