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For those of you who were here last week, you will recall that, amidst our Confirmation 

celebrations, we also highlighted the fact that it was Pentecost.  While it’s perhaps not as familiar 

to us as Christmas or Easter, Pentecost is an important day in the life of the church – it’s the day 

we recognize and rejoice in God’s active presence in our world through the inspiration of the 

Holy Spirit.  Pentecost is the day we remember the story I read from Acts, last week, in which 

the Spirit descended upon the people with tongues as of fire – allowing them to do things they’d 

never done before.  So, as I came to worship for today, my heart and mind were enfolded in this 

very notion of walking out of Pentecost Sunday – the day we rejoice in the gift and blessing of 

the Holy Spirit – and moving straight towards Memorial Day weekend.  My heart and mind were 

drawn to an intersection between those who died in service to this country and the Spirit who 

moves us in faithful worship and living every day.  And, it’s that concept, the intersection of 

those two things, that brought me to a story just two chapters after the Pentecost story in the 

book of Acts, this is the beginning of the fourth chapter. 

 

While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the 

temple, and the Sadducees came to them, 2 much annoyed because they were 

teaching the people and proclaiming that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the 

dead. 3 So they arrested them and put them in custody until the next day, for it was 

already evening. 4 But many of those who heard the word believed; and they 

numbered about five thousand. 

 

5 The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, 6 with 

Annas the high priest, Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-

priestly family. 7 When they had made the prisoners stand in their 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 

questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are 

asked how this man has been healed, 10 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. 11 

This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the 
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cornerstone.’  12 There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under 

heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.” 

 

13 Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John and realized that they were 

uneducated and ordinary men, they were amazed and recognized them as 

companions of Jesus. 14 When they saw the man who had been cured standing 

beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. 15 So they ordered them to 

leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. 16 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. 17 But to keep it from 

spreading further among the people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone 

in this name.” 18 So they called them and ordered them not to speak or teach at all 

in the name of Jesus. 

 

Imagine being caught in that position yourself.  You have known Christ, you have followed him, 

you have even been given the power to heal and minister in his name – but someone tries to stop 

you.  Just as they stopped Jesus himself, those guarding the traditions and expectations of the 

establishment imprison you and compel you to stop doing what you know to be right.  That is the 

position in which Peter and John find themselves.  Standing in front of these rulers of the 

community and protectors of the tradition, Peter and John knew that disobeying the orders they 

were given could lead to punishment, imprisonment, maybe even death.  They were stuck!  They 

knew what they were called to do, but faced remarkable recourse, maybe even death, if they tried 

to do it.  Ask yourself, facing that type of persecution, staring at imprisonment and death for 

doing what your faith compels you to do, what would you do?  

 

Now, let me pick up where I left off.  We start now at verse nineteen. 

19 But Peter and John answered them, “Whether it is right in God’s sight to listen 

to you rather than to God, you must judge; 20 for we cannot keep from speaking 

about what we have seen and heard.” 21 After threatening them again, they let them 

go, finding no way to punish them because of the people, for all of them praised 

God for what had happened. 22 For the man on whom this sign of healing had been 

performed was more than forty years old. 

 

23 After they were released, they went to their friends and reported what the chief 

priests and the elders had said to them. 24 When they heard it, they raised their 

voices together to God and said, “Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the 

earth, the sea, and everything in them, 25 it is you who said by the Holy Spirit 

through our ancestor David, your servant: 

 

‘Why did the Gentiles rage, 

    and the peoples imagine vain things? 

26 The kings of the earth took their stand, 

    and the rulers have gathered together 

        against the Lord and against his Messiah.’ 
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27 For in this city, in fact, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, with the Gentiles and the 

peoples of Israel, gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you 

anointed, 28 to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place. 

29 And now, Lord, look at their threats, and grant to your servants 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 When 

they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken; and 

they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God with boldness. 

 

Faced with persecution, imprisonment, maybe even death – these believers knew what they were 

called to do.  Faced with trials few of us can even imagine, these earliest Christians remained 

true to what their faith compelled in them – regardless of what end might come from their 

actions.  Faced with repercussions we can’t fathom, these believers cried out, “Now, Lord, 

consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness. 30 

Stretch out your hand to heal and perform miraculous signs and wonders through the name of 

your holy servant Jesus."  Faced with the possibility of death, these believers called on the Spirit 

– that they might have the strength and courage to face that death for the sake of their faith.  And 

we, some 2,000 years later, continue to reap the benefits of the courage and strength they found 

in the Spirit that day. 

 

And that, for me, is where the Day of Pentecost a week ago, and the Memorial Day remembrance 

tomorrow, come together.  Now, please understand that I don’t mean to imply that all war is a 

Godly thing.  And, I don’t mean to intimate, in any way, that every person that has given his or 

her life in service of this country has done so out of a Christian conviction.  However, those 

people we remember on Memorial Day are people who believed in something greater than 

themselves.  The people we remember on Memorial Day are people who were willing to put 

their own lives on the line in order to preserve the freedoms and privileges we enjoy today.  

Amidst the people we remember tomorrow, are people who saw death as a risk they were willing 

to take if it meant they could stand for what they believed in.  Some of them did this out of a 

conviction for patriotism, others out of a conviction of faith.  Either way, however, they set for 

us an example of what it means to stand for something greater than ourselves.  And I think that’s 

the lesson we can all take from this intersection, this week, between Pentecost and Memorial 

day. 

 

Just as did the countless men and women we remember tomorrow – just as did Peter and John 

before the Jewish leaders – we are called, in faith, to recognize that there are things more 

important than us.  Like those who gave their lives in service, and those who martyred 

themselves for the Christian faith, we are compelled to consider if and when our conviction of 

faith ought to outweigh our concern for the consequence.  I am not going to start another 

conversation fifteen minutes into this sermon.  However, I would argue that one of the great 

challenges in the mainline church in America is that we have become mousy Christians.  One of 

the deepest struggles for the more center, moderate, churches in America is that we’ve lost some 

perspective on what it means to stand up or stand out for a conviction in faith.  While the 

extremes on both ends of the theological spectrum ring out with shouts of exclamation, the rest 

of the Christian Church cowers in the corner hoping not to offend anyone.  While one extremes 

yells that there is no God and the other tries to denigrate anyone who won’t subscribe to their 
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precise picture of God, the rest of the Christian Church won’t even invite their friend to worship 

because we don’t dare talk religion with people we want to keep in our lives!   

 

That is what we can learn from the people we remember this weekend.  Regardless of how you 

feel about war, regardless of how you view our country’s past, present, or any other, military 

actions in the world, we should allow ourselves to be reminded, by those who sacrificed 

themselves, that there are things that are more important than us, and there are things that we 

should stand up for – regardless of the consequence. 

 

And, that’s where these two Sundays, for me, come together.  Because, for those of us in the 

Christian faith – for those of us who come from the perspective that celebrates the gift of the 

Holy Spirit – we are not only reminded that we need to stand for our faith, but are reminded 

through stories of those like Peter and John, precisely how to do it.  Just as these men and 

women who gave their lives remind us that we must stand up for what our faith calls us to be and 

do – our Scriptures remind us how to find the strength, the wisdom and the courage to do it!  

Peter, John and their friends were faced with the challenge and they called upon God.  In the face 

of persecution and death for the sake of their faith, they prayed for boldness, they came in the 

search of strength and courage, they longed for the Spirit – and they received it.  And, with the 

gift of that Spirit they were able to face their challenges with boldness and with God.  With the 

help of the Spirit they were able to launch a legacy that continues to be ours today.   

 

Now, we are blessed, today, that we are not asked to put our lives on the line for the sake of our 

faith.  In the wake of the sacrifice of many we remember this weekend, we are privileged to live 

in a society in which we are free to live out our faith without fear of persecution or 

imprisonment.  But, that doesn’t take away from the underlying truth that the essence of sacrifice 

is still very much a part of our discipleship.  This weekend, we remember those who have given 

of themselves for the privileges that we know in our lives.  This weekend, we are reminded of 

the strength and conviction it took for those individuals to risk themselves for something they 

knew was bigger than themselves.  And, this weekend, we are reminded of the gift of the Holy 

Spirit that will provide us everything we need, if we are willing, to do the very same when it is 

our turn, in faith, to stand up for that which is bigger than ourselves. 

 

 

 

 


