“Rediscover Church: Taking the Heat”
Dr. Jay Howell
October 24, 2021
While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
3

compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
3

compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
1

[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
2

had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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“Rediscover Church: Taking the Heat”
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October 24, 2021
While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
1

[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
3

compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
3

compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
4

“Rediscover Church: Taking the Heat”
Dr. Jay Howell
October 24, 2021
While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
1

[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
2

had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
4

“Rediscover Church: Taking the Heat”
Dr. Jay Howell
October 24, 2021
While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
1

[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
1

[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
3

compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
1

[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
1

[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
3

compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
4

“Rediscover Church: Taking the Heat”
Dr. Jay Howell
October 24, 2021
While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
1

[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the
Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming
that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody
until the next day, for it was already evening. But many of those who heard the word believed; and
they numbered about five thousand.
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest,
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. When they had made
the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we
are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how
this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified,
whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”
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. When they saw the
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said,
“What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the
people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.” So they called them and
ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
Acts 4:1-18
We’re continuing our series “Rediscover Church,” a look at some of the early chapters in the Book of
Acts. The reason we’re going through some of these chapters—parts of Scripture that sadly don’t often get a lot
of airtime in the life of the church—is because as we are discovering or rediscovering what it means to share life
and ministry together again as a church, we recognize that pandemic or no there’s a lot the early church can teach
us, that there are aspects of what it means to be the church together that perhaps we’ve overlooked or even
forgotten, that there’s a lot that the church then can say to the church we are now.
We started at the beginning of Acts chapter three two weeks ago, and in a quick sequence of events, we
saw two disciples/apostles—those terms are kind of used interchangeably at this point—named Peter and John
who went to the temple courts in Jerusalem, and there healed a man who was unable to walk. The healing drew
the attention of the crowd, so they didn’t pass up the opportunity to get into the real stuff with the crowd that was
there at a place called Solomon’s Porch outside the temple.
It’s on the heels of that address that we come back to story now, and at this point, the apostles have drawn
even more attention, but now from those that are not very pleased to see what they have done and said. Let’s go
to God’s Word together.
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[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.
“In this sign, you will conquer.” That’s a phrase that changed the course of the church forever. Accounts
vary, but that phrase, according to tradition, is what a man named Constantine saw in a vision 1700 years ago.
Some of you may already be familiar with the name Constantine, but if you’ve never heard of him, he was a major
political and military figure in the Roman Empire in the 4th century AD. Became the emperor at one point, but
the way he became emperor, so the story goes, is where that phrase “In this sign, you will conquer,” comes into
play.
You see Constantine was in line to become emperor after the death of his father, but some didn’t see it
that way, so there was a big civil war in Rome with a few contenders vying for the throne. Before one of the
battles against one of these contenders, Constantine looks up into the sunny sky and, it is said, sees a vision of a
cross, with the words “In this sign, you will conquer,” next to it. Constantine’s army wins, and he eventually
solidifies his rule over the most powerful empire in the world, with his army bearing Christian symbols on its
banners. And the church would never be the same.
It definitely didn’t look the same as it did about 300 years earlier. Tucked away in a dusty, problematic,
backcountry corner of the empire, a new religious sect had emerged. Its followers claimed that their figurehead,
a firebrand prophet whom the Roman governor had crucified, was in fact alive and had risen from the dead. That
message, it seemed, was gaining some traction, and people were starting to take notice of the potential threat it
posed.
That’s about where we picked up in the Book of Acts. Peter and John, having gone to the Temple and
healed a man lame from birth, now had attracted the attention of the religious authorities of the city. They didn’t
like these two men riling people up with controversial words like the resurrection of the dead, and definitely not
at the temple, which was kind of their turf, so they had them arrested. And then for good measure, they arrested
the man who had been healed too, just to see if he was in on it. Gave them the night in a jail cell to think it all
over. Then they dragged them all out in front of all the rulers and elders and scribes to give an account for the
message they were preaching. Three men stood before the authorities in the city, held under suspicion of causing
a disturbance among the people. One of the men probably wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there. He had just
been healed, but aside from that, he didn’t know these other two until just a little bit before then. But the other
two, Peter and John, they knew what they were facing.
You see Peter and John had seen a gathering like this before. They were there outside the high priest’s
house the night that Jesus had been brought, held overnight. They saw what happened to him. They saw how he
was beaten and tortured and crucified and killed. Of course they knew that wasn’t how the story ended; they knew
Jesus had risen from the dead, but that didn’t mean that they had forgotten all of the horrible things that had
happened the last time one of their own had gone before this same group of people. The Sanhedrin, as the council
was called, didn’t mess around. Now it was a distinct possibility that those horrible things were about to happen
to them. So there they stood.
Three hundred years later as the Emperor Constantine was consolidating his rule, there was a bishop in
Rome named Sylvester, and so the story goes, he once stood in front of the authorities; he once stood in front of
the emperor, but his fortunes went a very different way. This story has probably been embellished, more legend
than anything else, but it is said that the bishop had also miraculously healed someone, just like Peter and John
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had. That someone was Constantine himself. And so out of gratitude, Constantine conferred upon Sylvester
authority and primacy over all other bishops within the Christian Church, effectively recognizing the bishop of
Rome, the pope, as he became known, as the de facto spiritual leader of the entire Christian Church.
Sylvester, in response, bestows upon Constantine a crown. At that point, a precedent had been established,
even though it was probably just a legend, but that legend informed the relationship between the church and the
empire for centuries: that the authority of the Roman emperor was conferred not by the pagan gods of centuries
past, but by the authority of the Christian bishop in Rome, who could in turn take it away, placing the pope, some
would say later, as having a higher authority than that of the emperor himself. And that precedent fundamentally
changed the nature of the church. Now the church was set deep in the halls of power of the most powerful empire
in the world.
The church had come a long way from two of its leaders facing the possibility of torture and execution.
Peter and John, when they stood before the rulers, didn’t have a crown to offer them. They didn’t have political
power; they weren’t well connected. In fact, it was because they were decidedly unimpressive—“uneducated and
ordinary men”—that made their testimony and boldness all the more perplexing to the rulers and elders and
scribes there that day.
“Rulers of the people and elders,” Peter began, “if we are questioned today because of a good deed done
to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the
people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the
builders; it has become the cornerstone.’ There is salvation in no one else, for there no other name under heaven
given among mortals by which we must be saved” (4:8-12).
The council at the time realized that they were in a pickle. On one hand, this was a subversive message
Peter was preaching. On the other, the people had felt they had seen a sign. So they decided not to torture or
execute Peter and John, instead instructing them not to spread this message any further.
The story continues next week as to how they respond to that instruction, but for today, notice that when
these two apostles were dragged in front of the authorities, their message wasn’t a crown to offer to an emperor,
but rather that the one that they served and followed was in fact rejected by the powers before which they stood.
That’s a mark of the early church. A persecuted, rejected group of outsiders worshiping a persecuted,
rejected, crucified Lord. They weren’t movers and shakers. They didn’t rub elbows with the elite. More often than
not, the ones in the halls of power weren’t all too pleased with what they would have to say. But they took the
heat, not because there was any worldly incentive for it. There wasn’t money behind it. No power behind it. They
took the heat because it was something they believed was crucial to their lives and crucial for the world to hear:
that Jesus had risen from the dead and that changes everything.
Yeah, the church changed a lot when the pope offered a crown to Emperor Constantine many years later.
Some things got better for the church, for sure. Christians weren’t a persecuted minority anymore. And you could
argue that because Christians could display their faith more openly and without the threat of persecution that it
became more widely accepted and more easily spread throughout all of the empire.
But with that freedom came a different kind of danger. Because now there was the incentive for every
ruler, every governor, every emperor, every minister, for every bishop, every pope to pay at least some lip service
to religious faith because it was the politically expedient thing to do. And with that incentive came the risk of
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compromising the church’s witness for the sake of power. And it’s a far cry from declaring to the powers that be:
“This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.”
Of course, we’d like to think that we live in a different world now. The world of the Holy Roman Empire
and Catholic popes reigning supreme over global politics, as would eventually happen, isn’t the case anymore.
Popes don’t appoint heads of state, nor do they remove them. In our country, by the Constitution, there’s a good
bit of distance and, ideally, separation between the authority of the church and the authority of the state.
But do you see the church today in our community, in our city, in our country as a place for the rejected,
for the persecuted, or do you see it as a place for the movers and shakers? Do you see the church today as a place
at odds with the halls of power, whatever those may be, or as a place cozying up to them? Is there incentive for
those in power to cozy up to the church?
What we see in the testimony of Peter and John is a glimpse of the passion and clarity for Jesus and his
gospel. We see within the church, free of incentive for anything else, a zeal that the church has perhaps lost during
various seasons of its life, because it’s gotten too easy. And because we are blessed with freedoms and tolerance
of religious practice, we may not even realize it. I preach this sermon today and I have zero fear, zero, that I will
be arrested before I go home. Does that make me too comfortable in my faith? Does it make us in our church too
comfortable in the ministry we share? Maybe. Does our church have the feel of a place for the rejected, for the
persecuted? Hard for me to even say that with a straight face.
But there are places where the church remains a place for the rejected and the persecuted, and we have a
lot to learn from the church there.
About three years ago, about 100 members of a church known as Early Rain Covenant Church in a city in
central China were arrested. The pastor of this church had seen this coming down the pike and in fact had written
a letter to be given to the rest of his congregation if he were kept in jail for more than a couple of days. The letter
read, in part: “Separate me from my wife and children, ruin my reputation, destroy my life…--the authorities are
capable of doing all of these things. However, no one in this world can force me to renounce my faith… Jesus is
the Christ, son of the eternal, living God. He died for sinners and rose to life for us. He is my king and the king
of the whole earth yesterday, today, and forever. I am his servant.”
A far cry from a pope handing an emperor a crown, but much closer to the courage of two apostles standing
before powers that could have killed them, proclaiming a rejected prophet as the risen Lord.
May their faith be a light to ours. It’s a long way from any encounters I tend to have in my role as a pastor.
A long way from anything, I’d wager, that any of us here encounter regularly. And that can be a blessing, not to
face persecution, don’t get me wrong. But it does mean that we’re at risk of feeling too comfortable in faith when
it’s rare that we would face any heat whatsoever for it, especially when the roots of that faith are in being rejected
by those that would make things comfortable for us.
It’s not like we’re to seek out persecution, that’s not the point, but ask yourself this week, does my faith
lead me to side with those that power rejects, casts out? Is that where our church leads us? And if it doesn’t, may
you, I, we seek out and side with the ones that others have rejected. For there the power of the gospel is
unmistakable. Who is that for you?
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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