Pre:
How are you doing with your reading assignment through the book of Acts? So far I’ve asked you to read through chapter 4, and this coming week, I hope you can read chapter 5 & 6. 

My goal in the weeks to come is to help you to see what wonderful and amazing things happened through the disciples of Jesus, after Jesus was physically gone from them, but they were filled with the Holy Spirit who gave birth to the church, and who made the disciples into apostles (ones sent out with authority and power). 


Last week we had a wonderful celebration of Pentecost, the birthday of the church and I challenged you to inhale the breath of God (the Spirit of God!), into your very being. That challenge continues as we walk with the apostles through the first days of the church and as we consider how the Spirit is moving among us in our own day. 


On the day of Pentecost itself, wonderful things happened: beyond the drama of the wind and fire, there was the preaching. Peter (who knew?) became the spokesman and preached a real barnburner that gave a history of God’s people, ending with the death and resurrection of Jesus. 3,000 new converts were baptized that day! The Apostles were suddenly more popular than rock stars! The crowds followed them as they began to do rather startling things, like healing a man who had been lame from birth. The man was begging for handouts at the temple, but instead of a handout, Peter and John gave him the surprise of his life. Everybody in Jerusalem knew this man, so it caught everybody’s attention. So Peter preached another sermon, saying basically the same message he had given in his Pentecost message. And that too got noticed. . .by some of the same Jewish leaders who thought they had gotten rid of this annoying problem when they handed Jesus over to the Romans to be crucified.  Little did they know, this was only the beginning!
Companions of Jesus
Acts 4:1-13

In honor of Fathers’ Day, I went looking for articles about the influence of fathers.  One  of the more interesting articles talked about the influence of fathers on language development between the ages of 2 and 3. Fathers, more than mothers, it seems, influence children’s language skills during these toddler years. So if you want to be erudite as an adult, spend time with your father when you’re a toddler. Another article talked about the father’s influence on overall achievement in school. When the father is involved, the kids tend to do better. Dads matter. But then, we all knew that. 

My own father died when I was 18, but his influence is still with me. He’s the one who taught me how to fish. I could still milk a cow if I needed to, and it’s because of him that I know how to knit. The time that I spent with my dad, fishing or milking or knitting, or just tagging along with him, taught me many things that are still important to me. The wonder of nature and God’s earth, for instance, and an appreciation for quiet and listening. He was very practical, but he was also very creative, and he knew how to laugh. He never spoke ill of anyone, and he didn’t complain, and those things also stuck with me. 
We learn from the people we spend time with. We become like them in significant ways. And sometimes the learning is not what you would expect. For instance, a mom took her young son shopping. After a day in the stores, a clerk handed the little boy a lollipop. “What do you say?” the mom said to her son. “Charge it!” he said. 

We learn from those we spend time with. We become like them. And that, of course, is every parent’s nightmare.  It’s not just the family that influences us in our development, it’s also our friends. Peer pressure.  Everybody’s doing it. Whether it’s a tattoo or a nose ring or the first cigarette, chances are, the reason you did it most likely had to do with the influence of someone else on your life. And it’s not just the kids. We adults are fooling ourselves if we think that we are not influenced by what other people do. Are you on Facebook? Do you own a smart phone? When people want to fight an addiction very often a first step is to find a new set of friends, because the influence of the old crowd is great. 
So there was a navy veteran of WWII who was turning 100 years old, and someone asked him, “Sir, what is the greatest thing about being 100 years old?” With a smile and a gleam in his eye, the man said, “No peer pressure.” 

There is a Nicaraguan saying that goes something like this: he who roams with wolves learns to howl. We learn from the people we spend time with. And (did you catch it?) that is really the bottom line of today’s Bible passage. Let’s go there. 
You know, when Jesus was around, preaching, teaching, doing miracles, nobody paid all that much attention to the disciples. They were a sidebar to Jesus’ main event. They were hangers-on, groupies, and generally not very remarkable. But now, after Jesus has ascended into heaven, after the Holy Spirit has descended and the church has been born, all of a sudden these “nobodies” – the disciples – are emerging as a force to be reckoned with. 

Some of the same kinds of things that Jesus had been doing, are still happening around Jerusalem. Consider, for instance, the healing that is in the background of our story today. A forty-year-old man, who has never been able to walk his whole life, someone who has spent most of his life begging for alms at the temple, and who therefore was well known to everyone,  is suddenly healed. It’s a famous moment in the life of the church. He’s begging for alms, and Peter and John come up and say, “We don’t have silver and gold, but what we have, we give you. In the name of Jesus of Nazareth, stand up and walk.” And he jumps up, leaps for joy, and praises God. 
This attracts a huge amount of attention, of course, and the apostles use it as a teaching moment. Many more people come to faith in Jesus because of this man’s healing. 

Something else happens, too, and this is what Jesus had warned them about. The apostles are now beginning to disrupt the status quo in the same way that Jesus himself had done, and the religious authorities are not pleased. As they say, no good deed goes unpunished! So Peter and John are thrown in jail and then challenged to account for their actions. 

This disruption of the status quo and the apostles spending time in jail is a theme that will continue throughout the book of Acts. I want to focus on a different point today – but please just notice this theme and take this thought home with you, especially if you’re the kind of person who likes to avoid confrontation.  
But for today, I want you to pay attention to something else. Verse 13. Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John and realized that they were uneducated and ordinary men, they were amazed and recognized them as companions of Jesus. 
Peter and John were just ordinary people. Fishermen. They had no theology degrees, and no background in public speaking. In the background of Jesus’ ministry, they were shadow figures. But now they are wowing the crowds. 

This theme of ordinary people doing extraordinary things is one of the strongest and most obvious themes throughout the Bible. Yet it is the one that I believe most people ignore or somehow don’t quite believe. Abraham and Sarah, Noah, David, Jonah, Mary. All of the people whom we see as bigger than life, are really just ordinary people. No better, no smarter, no more spiritual than you or I.  And I suspect that the reason why we don’t believe this (don’t want to believe it?) is because if we believe that they were ordinary people, and if they really did those amazing things, then what about us? Might we be called to do remarkable or extraordinary things too? 

Of course the answer is yes, we will be called to do remarkable and extraordinary things too. 

And what transforms the ordinary into the extraordinary is found in the second part of the verse. The religious leaders who were amazed that uneducated and ordinary people were doing remarkable things, suddenly make the connection. These people had been companions of Jesus. They had spent time with him, and in the process some things had rubbed off on them (notably the Holy Spirit!). 
The disciples/now apostles had spent significant time with Jesus. That experience transformed them. They were still ordinary uneducated people! But they were able to be used by God to do remarkable things. Notice that the apostles were clear that the power did not belong to them. When the authorities questioned their actions, Peter and John said that they had not healed the man by their own power. It was the strength of the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth. 
In 2 Corinthians 4, Paul calls this the treasure in clay jars. The apostles were never anything other than ordinary human beings. The power belongs to God. 

So we come back to the notion of influence. We learn from the people we spend time with. And where Jesus is concerned it goes beyond influence to empowerment. 

Those who spend time with Jesus don’t just become nicer or kinder people. They are empowered for ministry. 
Our miracle stories won’t be identical to the stories in Acts. Those were specific experiences for a specific time. God has miracles waiting to be accomplished in our own situation and our own time.  But they will be miracles nonetheless. A miracle is something that by all logical reasoning, shouldn’t happen—but by the grace and mercy of God, it happens. And sometimes, even today, that action of God disrupts evil and oppressive structures and sets people free. 

Here’s a challenge to take home with you this week. It comes from verse 13. Take an honest look in the mirror.  Try to imagine what other people see in you. When people see the things that you do, when they hear the things that you say, when they see the results of your work, do they recognize you as a companion of Jesus? Or are there other influences that are more visible in your life? 

Do you need to spend more quality time with Jesus? 
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