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The book of Acts contains some of scripture’s most rkatde stories. Were you to be
compelled to choose the most amazing part of this bookyygiot have a pretty hard time- there
are many to choose from. There is the appearance osé&meChrist and the accounts of the
ascension and of Pentecost. There’s the martyrdddtephen and journeys of Philip. There’s
the conversion of Saul and the accounts of all hietseand work as Paul the apostle. The book
is filled with stories of miracles and healings, travalsd divine intervention. It is quite a
drama.

But there’s another story here, hidden under a lot ofigiele drama, and it is something
even more remarkable, | think, than what I've just mewtib In the book of Acts, we witness
one of the most extraordinary transformations evey Léke recounts the story of the
development of Christianity, following the disciplesim time after Jesus’ resurrection,
something amazing becomes clear.

Whereas, while the disciples were certainly dedictdelksus during his life, they were
also what we might call lukewarm. In general, the@rs were in the right place, but oftentimes
their actions and words just fell a bit short of thekmal’ hey were, by all accounts, pretty
regular people, trying to be good, but faltering at the nmggortant of moments. Peter was a
great example of this. He just never seemed to getlitei gospel accounts, and at the end of
Jesus’ life, he denied him not once, but three times.

But in the book of Acts, we find changed discipleslidvang the resurrection of Jesus,
which they witnessed, the disciples found a strengtrascwmmitment that had, to that point,
been missing. Far from abandoning him after death ashtegbgone in his life, the disciples
embraced and carried Jesus’ message and ministry, risidmgvell-being and their very lives
to do so.

When we read Acts after reading the gospels, we migthtdfurselves scratching our
heads in wonder at these motivated, confident, seemiegtiess men who speak and inspire
and bring healing to the masses, despite the facthtbddcal authorities are breathing down
their necks.

These can’t be the same people, can they? What has gati them?

Our answer is in the first chapter of Acts. Luke bsgms book with the account of
Christ’s ascension, and as he is speaking to the disdipllowing his forty days in their midst,
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he tells them that thewill receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon [them| and [they]
will be [his] witnessesin Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.

What they did next, then, the organizing and preaching aoHibggand healing, had
almost nothing to do with them and everything to do with Gblais newfound passion and
strength were not the result of some self-help proghewy énrolled in, not an act of will, but a
gift of God, through the Spirit.

And so it was that when they encountered the angry aiiso as they did in this
morning’s passage, they were able to endure the imprisdrandnnterrogation and remain
strong, not because of their own power, but because giaWver of God at work in them.

| don’'t know what it is about us humans, but we havegdbeen intrigued by, and even
obsessed with power. Itis a real and inescapable paurdizes. For us, as theologian Dan
Migliore writes, “experiences of both power and weaknasd along with them the question of
God, are woven into the fabric of life. . . To be laums to have some power, to be able to do
something, to reach a goal, to make a difference iwtrtl. There is no life where there is no
power.™

This is a natural and acceptable reality, one we woufddiesh to ignore or overlook,
but it has its dangers. In some cases, power is @maditsurvival- for much of human history,
the ones with power were the ones who ate betteliaallonger. In our world, we need power
structures to maintain order, keep peace and make senseligésurBut in cases where
survival isn’t at stake, the pursuit of power can havesadriving force a desire for control and
status, the need to be right, to be feared, to be adinainel none of these things has anything at
all to do with the lives we are called by God to lead.

As humans, we have a different understanding of powarttte which our God has.

Our understanding of power is limited in comparison to groas exercised by God. For the one
whose power was made perfect in weakness, power of &gahymancial, military or coercive
sort is not power at all. But we humans have aisterd track record of not getting that.

And so, when Peter and John were imprisoned in Jerusaiddrnauled up in front of the
priestly leaders over their proclamation of the Godpel,question put to them was not why or
how have you done what you've done, but ratbgmhat power or by what name did you do
this?

Those in a position of power were less interestetlardetails of what they’d done and
more interested in the power behind their actions. Harawvords, the leaders wanted to know
not howthey had gathered such large crowds, teaching and cogvanohhealing them, but
under whose authority they had done these things.

As one commentator notes, “Rulers generally assuniéhiéna control the instruments
and symbols of power, so they are shocked when power appdm £manating from ones so
lowly as Peter and JohA."Peter’s answer was clear and honest, and as Lukedemums, filled
with the Holy Spirit. It was Jesus of Nazareth, ande other, who empowered these men to do
what they did.

The renewed, Spirit-given vigor for Jesus Christ andtéashing, shown by the
disciples, did not sit well with the authorities, @hdt was very dangerous. The disciples were
taking huge risks, going against the religious powerseofitty. But it was working. According
to Luke, thousands were professing faith in Christ asutref the work of the disciples. What

! Daniel Migliore, The Power of God and the gods of Power, (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), p. 3.
2 William H. Willimon, Acts, in Interpretation, (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1998), p.49.



had just recently been a small movement, made upagftag assortment of men, had very
quickly become a force to be reckoned with, the beginrohgsnew religion.

This text is full of power, speaking of the conflict ween human and divine authority,
and highlighting the importance of standing up for whaigisty even at the risk of personal
hardship and injury. But we misread it if we take it aa pass to bully our way past all
authority, criticizing, condemning or resisting anyone in powith whom we happen to
disagree.

Scripture is full of examples of ordinary humans tgkextraordinary steps to resist
unjust and improper exercises of authority. Moses stood Bpdroah and Jesus clashed with
Jewish and Roman authority. Depending upon how we regat@eriwe might assume that it is
our responsibility as people of faith to resist anyléaruthority for the sake of the Lord. This
is a challenging concept. We know that we are to sutwmitives to the Lord, but we also know
that we live in a human world, governed by human authoW do not always agree on how
things ought to be done in our homes, our workplaces, ouctedgirour city or our nation.

But what constitutes a breach of authority that wasranr wholehearted resistance?
How are we to know when and how to confront the powkosioday?

In our world, unfortunately, conflict seems to be a g people often relish the
opportunity to disagree with those in power, to lob potsabtlsem and try to discredit them.
Respect for authority seems to be at an all time Illbws not uncommon for those in leadership
positions- no matter what level- to be criticized anelnelemonized for their beliefs and actions.

Accountability for those in power is important, asasleindividual’s right to their
beliefs. But we must make a distinction betweerstiegj the authority of others because we
disagree with their views or positions and challengunfp@rity that goes against God’s will as
we understand it through the Spirit.

What the disciples did in the early days of the chisatot the same as us angrily
throwing verbal stones at a politician over his ar\news on particular issues. Resisting
authority that sought to contain or quash the spreaditigeafospel cannot be equated to
boycotting an organization because its leadership goegiieaion different from the one |
would choose. Our power, and our response to the exefgmever, must be guided by the
Holy Spirit, and aimed toward God’s kingdom, in orderifdo be legitimately used.

In 2002, long before our current economic situation was dveamed of, but in an eerie
foreshadowing of what we would come to face a few yiedes, a woman named Sherron
Watkins was living in Houston, working for Enron, thea tfation’s seventh-largest company.
She was a high-paid executive who enjoyed a very corblerliéestyle and all the perks of her
position. And so, when in her work she uncoveredessignificant accounting problems which
made her fear for the company’s solvency, she took amens risk by bringing those concerns
to the company CEO. To her dismay, nothing was done aldmitshe described as “an
elaborate accounting hoax.”

Watkins, an active member of First Presbyterian Churdtoiuston, knew that what was
happening at her company was wrong, and even if those imghest positions of authority
were willing to go along with it, she could not. Shedrae the whistle-blower for one of the
largest corporate scandals in recent history. And ohogag, she faced pressure and challenges
the likes of which most of us can only imagine. Watkuas demoted and stripped of many of
the perks she had enjoyed. She later learned that theaogrhad begun taking steps toward her
termination as retribution for her actions. Wherglas understood what she was doing to be in



keeping with “the code of conduct, the vision and the &loéher company, she came to see
that those in power saw it differently.

Though no one can question that what she did was Wdggditkins admits that it was very
difficult. She said, “there were some very bleak matsi¢hroughout when you're just so
disappointed with human nature, with the power of greed!aa power of denial, trying to
rationalize that you've done nothing wrong.”

Looking back on it these years later, Watkins, wh@nresl from Enron in 2002, says
that she, “found God through the Enron debacle.” Sheaheays been a Christian, she says, but
never knew real freedom until that experience. Thrdbglthallenges she faced in speaking
truth to power, in standing up for what is right desgheevery real, very great financial and
personal risks, Watkins’ faith “was sharpened,” in thedsa@f her pastot.

She now speaks to companies and groups, encouraging peopledd andgractice
ethical leadership. She is open and honest about Heafaitits role in her professional life,
saying, “To find a life supplied with one grace after angtggiritual blessing upon spiritual
blessing, favor upon favor and gift heaped upon gift; wenjestl to do one thing — act on our
faith. Don't let your faith be wishful thinking, do sometiwith it that requires couragé.”

Sometimes the courage our faith requires involves stgngirno power wielded in an
improper manner. And sometimes it involves followingadkr even if we don’t agree with
them. Power is a very real part of our lives and cardv It is not, in and of itself, an evil
thing. However, when exercised out of selfish or ememotives, it has the potential to be quite
damaging.

As people of faith, we have a responsibility to undedstarman power in its proper
context. We must abide by and live within the power strastaf our society, but we must also
be prepared to resist when those powers contradicltthrate power of our lives- God.

We don’t need to become anarchists or to separate ourf@ieany power structure
with which we disagree, nor do we need to sit idly by ar s persons in authority break the
law, commit injustice, or violate God’s will as we undarsl it. It is not an easy thing, living as
people accountable both to human and to divine authotiganiget quite confusing. But there
is a way for us to navigate this rocky road.

As Christ promised at his ascension, the Holy Spanbe upon the disciples and others
on the day of Pentecost. It was this power, the poiWé&iod as revealed to us in the flesh of
Jesus Christ, crucified and risen, that enabled Petiedam and many others after them to resist
the human powers that would have kept them silent. Bypdlver of the Holy Spirit also
guided them in their resistance, ensuring that whatdfigythey did for the upbuilding of God’s
kingdom, and not their own egos.

In this life, we will never fully understand the dynasof power as they play out from
day to day. All we can do- what we must do- is commiselves to living a life that seeks first
the authority and the kingdom of God. We do this by ackragitgy God, and God alone, as the
primary power in our lives, by worshiping Him, studying HisMjcand being in fellowship with
others on this journey. We cannot do this alone.

Seeking to follow Christ, led by the Holy Spirit, walvind that we have the strength to
speak truth to power, to follow as we are led, and tolgrachat the ultimate power in our lives
and in the world belongs not to any human being, but enyad.
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