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Introduction 

 

Good morning, my name is Brad and I’m one of the pastors here. We’ve made it to the 
last three sermons in our current series, Sending God, Sent Church. Our first five 
sermons considered our five main identities as a church: eyeswitnesses, disciples, 
family, worshipers, and blessing. These inform who we are based on what Jesus has 
done for us. The next three will unpack our three main practices as a church: gathering, 
grouping, and going. These are what our identities lead to, what we do out of the 
overflow of who we are.  
 
Today we’re going to be looking at our practice of gathering. It might seem really 
self-explanatory why we gather like this as a church--’isn’t that what churches do?’ But 
there’s so much more behind why we gather, and understanding why might help us fight 
against just going through the motions of showing up on Sunday.  
 
So here’s my primary answer to why we gather: we gather to experience together the 
grace of Jesus over and over. Then there is a secondary answer that flows out of that: 
when we experience together the grace of Jesus over and over, we are sent out into his 
mission over and over. That’s what everything will boil down to this morning, but first it 
will take us unpacking an important story to get there.  
 
With that said, if you are able, please stand with me to honor the reading of God’s word. 
Today’s passage is Acts 4:1-31. You may follow along in your Bible or in one of the 
Bibles in the chairs in front of you. If you’re using one of the Bibles in the chairs, you can 
find today’s Scripture passage on page 911. The verses will also be on the screen if 
you’d like to follow along there. Hear the word of the Lord: 
 
1  And as they were speaking to the people, the priests and the captain of the temple 
and the Sadducees came upon them, 2 greatly annoyed because they were teaching 
the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection from the dead. 3 And they arrested 
them and put them in custody until the next day, for it was already evening. 4 But many 
of those who had heard the word believed, and the number of the men came to about 
five thousand. 5 On the next day their rulers and elders and scribes gathered together in 
Jerusalem, 6 with Annas the high priest and Caiaphas and John and Alexander, and all 
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who were of the high-priestly family. 7 And when they had set them in the midst, they 
inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do this?” 8 Then Peter, filled with the 
Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, 9 if we are being examined 
today concerning a good deed done to a crippled man, by what means this man has 
been healed, 10 let it be known to all of you and to all the people of Israel that by the 
name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the 
dead—by him this man is standing before you well. 11 This Jesus is the stone that was 
rejected by you, the builders, which has become the cornerstone. 12 And there is 
salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by 
which we must be saved.” 13 Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and 
perceived that they were uneducated, common men, they were astonished. And they 
recognized that they had been with Jesus. 14 But seeing the man who was healed 
standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. 15 But when they had 
commanded them to leave the council, they conferred with one another,16 saying, 
“What shall we do with these men? For that a notable sign has been performed through 
them is evident to all the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and we cannot deny it. 17 But in 
order that it may spread no further among the people, let us warn them to speak no 
more to anyone in this name.” 18 So they called them and charged them not to speak or 
teach at all in the name of Jesus.19 But Peter and John answered them, “Whether it is 
right in the sight of God to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge,20 for we 
cannot but speak of what we have seen and heard.” 21 And when they had further 
threatened them, they let them go, finding no way to punish them, because of the 
people, for all were praising God for what had happened. 22 For the man on whom this 
sign of healing was performed was more than forty years old. 23 When they were 
released, they went to their friends and reported what the chief priests and the elders 
had said to them. 24 And when they heard it, they lifted their voices together to God and 
said, “Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything 
in them, 25 who through the mouth of our father David, your servant, said by the Holy 
Spirit, “‘Why did the Gentiles rage, and the peoples plot in vain? 26 The kings of the 
earth set themselves, and the rulers were gathered together, against the Lord and 
against his Anointed’—27 for truly in this city there were gathered together against your 
holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the 
Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, 28 to do whatever your hand and your plan had 
predestined to take place. 29 And now, Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your 
servants to continue to speak your word with all boldness, 30 while you stretch out your 
hand to heal, and signs and wonders are performed through the name of your holy 
servant Jesus.” 31 And when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered 
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together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak 
the word of God with boldness. Acts 4:1-31 

May the Word preached here today echo among the nations. You may be seated.  
 
Exposition 

 
This week we’re actually jumping back several chapters in the book of Acts to where 
Christianity is still primarily a movement in one city, Jerusalem, among one ethnic 
group, the Jewish people. Up to then, the growing church hadn’t faced any trouble. 
They were even still doing Jewish things like going to the Jewish temple daily to pray.  1

However, things were about to get a little squirrely for the first time.   2

 
It’s like when you first become a Christian and God gives you a sweet little season 
where the grass is greener and the sky is bluer and all is well. It’s the honeymoon 
phase, right? But then the first big trial comes and threatens to wreck everything.  
 
One day while a couple of Jesus’ apostles, Peter and John, were going to the temple to 
pray, they saw a forty-something year-old crippled man who probably always sat at the 
same entrance to the temple begging for money. When asked for money, instead of 
giving it they give him a miracle through the power of the Holy Spirit, healing him 
completely in the name of Jesus. As he was “walking and leaping and praising God” 
(3:8) it caught the attention of a lot of people, and Peter took the opportunity to explain 
what just went down, that Jesus Christ, the one they had just killed, was the healer, and 
the healer of much more than just crippled legs. He could heal the wickedness of the 
human heart. And the number of people who turned over their hearts to Christ to be 
healed went from three thousand to five thousand men, not including women and 
children (v. 4). And there’s the true miracle! There’s the unstoppable power of the 
resurrected King Jesus conquering his enemies and making them sons and daughters. 
 
And if this was the full picture of Christianity, then the whole world would probably be 
Christians by now. And this is often what many people think they signed up for when 
they became a Christian. This is often what we expect when we measure a worship 
gathering--is it exciting? Is it enlightening? Does it send you out walking, leaping, and 
praising God with Christian pop songs serenading you? 
 

1 F.F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, 83 
2 John B. Polhill, Acts, 137 
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Perhaps that is an Acts 3 worship gathering. But today we are in Acts 4. And in Acts 4 
there is a world violently opposed to the hype about Jesus. In Acts 4 the opposition 
takes the form primarily of a group called the Sadducees. The Sadducees were 
religious and political leaders of the day. They were the “conservatives” you might say, 
pointing to the good ol’ days of the Torah (the first five books of the Old Testament). 
Angels and demons and messiahs and resurrection were all new-age bull to them. But 
what shaped them more than their theology was their politics. Being upper class, they 
had it made and wanted to keep it that way, so they actually supported the Romans’ 
rule. In exchange for their brown-nosing the Romans gave them power, and not just any 
power, but the most powerful political position among the Jews, the role of the high 
priest.  3

 
Therefore we are told in v. 6 that present among the court of the Sanhedrin was 
Caiaphas the high priest, and Annas his father-in-law who was the former high priest. 
Sound familiar? These were the men who only weeks before had been among the 
leading voices in the crucifixion of Jesus Christ.  In fact, many among the courtroom 4

would have been contributors to the murder of Jesus.  
 
So, what must that have been like for Peter and John? Peter, who at the last trial 
become a cursing coward who outright denied even knowing Jesus. As he and John sat 
in prison all night awaiting this trial, did they have flashbacks? They knew this court 
wouldn’t give them a shot at justice--they had just crucified the most innocent man on 
earth!   5

 
But these were different men from a few weeks before. It wasn’t that they had mustered 
up enough courage to stand up to the bullies. It’s that they had experienced something 
that put everything in perspective. Jesus had gone from living beside them to living 
inside them. Before they trembled and marveled as they watched his courage; now it 
was his courage inside them looking Caiaphas and Annas in the eyes. Rather than 
bowing like a submissive dog and wearing a black mourning cloth, which was the typical 
way to present yourself when on trial before the Sanhedrin,  Peter, filled with the Holy 6

Spirit--filled with Jesus!--preached these words: 
 
let it be known to all of you and to all the people of Israel that by the name of Jesus 
Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead—by him this 

3 John R.W. Stott, The Message of Acts, 95-96; Polhill, 139 
4 Bruce, 98 
5 Stott, 96 
6 Polhill, 143 
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man is standing before you well. This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the 
builders, which has become the cornerstone. And there is salvation in no one else, for 
there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.” 
Acts 4:10-12 

Whether you think of offense and defense in terms of sports or the courtroom, this ain’t 
defense ya’ll. Peter and John are so bold that they have turned the entire situation 
around and put their accusers on trial!  Who does that?! One person: Jesus Christ. 7

Don’t give the credit to Peter and John. Remember the One who said to them regarding 
such situations: 
 
This will be your opportunity to bear witness. Settle it therefore in your minds not to 
meditate beforehand how to answer, for I will give you a mouth and wisdom, which none 
of your adversaries will be able to withstand or contradict. Luke 21:13-15 
 
Where do others look at your life and say, ‘That can only be Jesus in you? Where in 
your life are you pouring out effort in something that can only be done by Jesus in you? 
Where in your life are you hesitating because you don’t trust the power of Jesus in you?
 For me, this gathering is an example of a place where I struggle to trust the power of 8

the Jesus instead of my own strength. I feel the pressure of the unspoken metric for 
pastors: growing the church (numbers). Yet the true growth that needs to happen, 
growth in the way of changes hearts and lives, comes only from God’s effort, not mine. 
Let’s allow the changes in Peter and John to encourage us today. And as we change, 
here’s how people will respond: 
 
Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were 
uneducated, common men, they were astonished. And they recognized that they had 
been with Jesus. Acts 4:13 

Follow the train of thought presented here. The Sanhedrin can tell that Peter and John 
weren’t anything special; average men without any formal training or professional 
status. But they thought to themselves, ‘These guys are just like someone else we’ve 
encountered before...Jesus of Nazareth.’  Now, that realization didn’t lead them to 9

believe in Jesus,  but it did effectively put on display the resurrection in a world of 10

death. What I’m talking about is described in 2 Corinthians 4:7: 
 

7 Bruce, 99 
8 Lloyd Ogilvie, Living Without Fear, 98; William J.Larkin, Jr., Acts, 73 
9 Stott, 98; Bruce 102 
10 Larkin, Acts, 75 
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But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from 
God and not from us. 2 Corinthians 4:7 
 
In a world of death, where everything from birth is either dy-ing or already dead, it is 
really hard to tangibly experience the resurrection of Jesus. Even after you become a 
Christian, you often stop looking at the supernatural things that have happened to you 
and begin focusing on all your flaws that you think surely God wants to fix. But God has 
chosen to work his mission through flawed, average, weak people, people who know 
they’re not a big deal, people who are as prone to breaking as a jar of clay. Remember, 
for example, when we first got our new communion chalices and within an hour they fell 
and broke into pieces? Why did they shatter like that? Because they’re made of clay! 
And clay is fragile. That’s why God compares us to a jar of clay. All of life can be going 
our way, and all it takes is one phone call or conversation or decision to make it all 
break into pieces. And he does this so that the resurrection power of Jesus can be seen 
and experienced for all that it is.   11

 
I. We Gather to Experience Together the Grace of Jesus Over and Over 

 

And that’s why we gather every week. And this is our main point: we gather to 
experience together the grace of Jesus over and over. Despite the boldness they had 
shown and the victory they had won, Peter and John needed to gather with fellow 
followers of Jesus. Just imagine what came with them into that gathering: 

● For one, the opportunity to report what had happened, which along with it came 
the temptation to boast a little bit--’the all-surpassing power came from me !’ 

● Also, the possibility of thinking they were the ones being opposed. In reality, the 
Sadducees were angry because they were “proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection 
from the dead” (v. 2). Jesus was actually the One being opposed. 

● But not only that, they came to the gathering with the opportunity to be shaken, to 
realize what had just happened, which along with it came the temptation to be 
afraid.  

 
They needed to celebrate and give all the credit to God, and they needed to be filled up 
with courage again. In other words, they needed to experience the grace of Jesus 
again. And here is what it looked like: 
 
24  And when they heard it, they lifted their voices together to God and said, “Sovereign 
Lord, who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them, 25 who 

11 Gospel Transformation Bible, 1457 
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through the mouth of our father David, your servant, said by the Holy Spirit, “‘Why did 
the Gentiles rage, and the peoples plot in vain? 26 The kings of the earth set 
themselves, and the rulers were gathered together, against the Lord and against his 
Anointed’—27 for truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy 
servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the 
Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, 28 to do whatever your hand and your plan had 
predestined to take place. Acts 4:24-28 

They cried out to God! This wasn’t a gathering just to learn about him, it was a gathering 
to interact with him. Their first word, which is translated here as Sovereign Lord, refers 
to a ruler of unchallengeable power. They were reminding themselves that the 
Sanhedrin could say whatever they liked, but at the end of the day they answered to a 
higher authority.   12

 
And this theme continued throughout their prayer and they praised the God of creation 
who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them, the God of 
revelation who spoke through the mouth of David by the Holy Spirit, and the God of 
salvation whose holy servant Jesus was opposed by kings and rulers, but just he used 
to accomplish what his hand and plan had already predestined to take place.  13

 
This is why we begin our gathering with a call to worship our sovereign God; why we 
sing songs about him and to him; why we include a time for stories that make the 
resurrection of Jesus tangible to us; why we cry out together in corporate prayer; why 
we come under the authority of God’s words; why we announce Jesus’ death until he 
returns through communion; why we plead with sinners; why we preach the gospel 
every week as though everyone in the room desperately needs to know the one name 
under heaven given among men by which we must be saved--because we all do (no 
matter if you’re a Christian or not)!  
 
It doesn’t matter what kind of week you’ve had leading up to a Sunday gathering, 
whether it’s been victorious or an epic fail. You need to experience the grace of Jesus 
again! And you need to experience it together  with the people of God. Not in a 
lights-out, off-in-my-own-world, Instagrammable church environment, but right in the 
middle of the average old people of God doing the average old things we do every 
week. On this point it’s worth giving the mic to Jared Wilson at length: 
 

12 Stott, 99 
13 Stott, 99-100 
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We don’t need grace at the Instagrammable church. But at the real church? The one 
with the snot-nosed kids and the cantankerous old folks and the arrogant hipsters and 
the out-of-touch baby boomers and the pastor with his short-sleeved button-up shirt 
tucked into his high-waisted Dockers? Well, that’s the kind of place where grace can 
really show off. Grace is pronouncedly stronger in churches profoundly weak...No, the 
actual church isn’t the church in the stock photos. (Not sure what those guys raising 
their hands out in the middle of wheat fields are doing but I’m fairly certain it does not 
resemble what takes place in your worship service.) The actual church is a motley crew 
of sinners who are more primed, together, to really experience grace than they would be 
if they were all apart.  14

...a motley crew of sinners who are more primed, together, to really experience grace 
than they would be if they were all apart. That is why we gather each week.  

II. We Gather to Be Sent Out into God’s Mission Over and Over 

 

But we gather not only to experience together the grace of Jesus over and over, but 
also to be sent out in God’s mission over and over. The believers’ prayer continued this 
way: 
 
29  And now, Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue to 
speak your word with all boldness, 30 while you stretch out your hand to heal, and signs 
and wonders are performed through the name of your holy servant Jesus.” 31 And 
when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, and 
they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with 
boldness. Acts 4:29-31 

The inevitable result of truly experiencing together the grace of Jesus is a renewed 
sense of purpose and desire and confidence in God’s mission, to speak of Jesus with 
boldness, not just to others, but also to yourself; to really believe again that Jesus is 
real, and therefore to be filled again with expectation that he will perform his signs and 
wonders, helping you break out of the monotonous deathtrap of seeing your world 
naturally instead of supernaturally; to remember that you’re just a fragile jar of clay--but 
with the treasure of Jesus inside.  
 
For the believers in the story this gathering was followed with an immediate answer to 
their prayers, and God confirmed it by shaking their gathering place and filling them with 
the Holy Spirit and boldness. I think it’s easy here to get distracted by the wonder of the 

14 Jared C. Wilson, The Imperfect Disciple , 132-133 
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room shaking, but there are several instances in the Old Testament where this same 
thing seems to occur (Isaiah 6:4; Exodus 19:18).  The real wonder is that in contrast to 15

the Old Testament examples of God showing up this way, which left people shaken, this 
experience of the grace of Jesus works the opposite, leaving people unshaken, more 
bold than ever.  
 
This is why we conclude our gatherings each week with a benediction that reminds us 
we are sent out in God’s mission; that the gospel calls us to both come to Jesus, and go 
with Jesus. Is our gathering the way that we as a church speak the word with boldness? 
In one sense. That’s why we want this to be a hospitable place where, where as long as 
we have the freedom to gather publicly, we actively invite people to come and 
experience the grace of Jesus together with us. But the more important way we 
leverage this gathering is so that each of us can experience the grace of Jesus in such 
a way that we are all propelled into our spheres of influence to speak of the name of 
Jesus with boldness.  
 

Conclusion 

 
Gathering with the people of God is a remarkable privilege. It’s preparation for the life to 
come, in which all followers of Jesus from all ages will experience the grace of Jesus 
face to face with him and with one another. In light of this, here is our fitting final words 
of application today from Hebrews 10: 
 
And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to 
meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more 
as you see the Day drawing near. Hebrews 10:24-25 
 
Church, the Day is drawing near. On the night he was betrayed, when he took a loaf of 
bread, and after blessing it, broke it and gave it to his disciples and said to them, “This 
is my body, which is broken for you; eat this in remembrance of me.” He also took a cup 
of wine, and after blessing it, gave it to his disciples and said, “This cup is the new 
covenant marked by the shedding of my blood. For as often as you eat this bread and 
drink from this cup, you announce the Lord’s death until he returns.” We are 

announcing that Jesus Christ is the one name under heaven given among men by 

which we must be saved.  

 

15 Polhill, 150 
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Our tradition here at Antioch is to come forward and break off a piece of bread and dip it 
in the juice. There will be stations here in the front; gluten-free bread will be available to 
my left, your right. If you’re a baptized believer, come and remember what Jesus has 
done for you. If you’re a believer but not yet baptized, let us know so we can help 
prepare you for baptism and communion. If you’re not a Christian, this sacred symbol is 
not for you, but rather than taking communion, we encourage you to take Christ. He has 
made himself available to you this very moment. There will be pastors in the back to 
pray with you. Let’s pray. 
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