The heavens are telling the glory of God, and the firmament proclaims His handiwork. The law of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul; the decrees of the Lord are sure, making wise the simple; the precepts of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart; the commandment of the Lord is clear, enlightening the eyes; the fear of the Lord is pure, enduring forever; the ordinances of the Lord are true and righteous altogether. More to be desired are they then gold, even much fine gold; sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb. Moreover, by them is Your servant warned; in keeping them there is great reward. But who can detect one’s own errors? Clear me from hidden faults. Keep back Your servant also from the insolent; do not let them have dominion over me. Then I shall be blameless and innocent of great transgression. Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to You, O Lord, my Rock, and my Redeemer.                                                                              Psalm 19:1. 7-14
When they had brought them, they had them stand before the council. The high priest questioned them, saying: “We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching, and you are determined to bring this man’s blood on us.” But Peter and the apostles answered: “We must obey God rather than men. The God of our ancestors raised up Jesus, whom you had killed by hanging Him on a tree. God exalted Him at His right hand as leader and Savior that He might give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins. And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who obey Him.”                                                 Acts 5:27-32
The new army recruit was given a guard duty at 2 a.m. He did his best for a while, but at about 4 a.m. he went to sleep. He awakened to find the officer of the day standing before him. Remembering the heavy penalty for being asleep on guard duty, this smart young man kept his head bowed for another moment then looked upward and said, “A-a-a-men!”
We Must Obey God
1. The first chapters of the book of Acts are dedicated to the establishment of the “Church.” From the “Day of Pentecost,” the Church grew and solidified at an incredible rate. On that particular day, according to the “Book of Acts,” 3000 people accepted Jesus as the Messiah. Furthermore, as Luke writes: “And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” (Acts 2:47) The Church growth exploded, and no matter how we look at the “First Church in Jerusalem,” it is quite obvious that the Jerusalem’s Church might have been the first known “mega church.” The more we read of the book of Acts the more we realize that the Church grew because Jesus’ followers believed in one of the most important tasks to be accomplished by all of them: “sharing the message of Christ with everyone.”
2. This is even more evident following death of Stephen, of which we refer to today as the “first Christian martyrdom.” Stephen was the first “follower of the Way,” to be killed as far as we know it, because he believed in Jesus to be God’s Messiah. Following the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the day of the Pentecost, and in spite of Stephen’s death, those who accepted Jesus as the Messiah and who left Jerusalem, carried the message of the Gospel wherever they travelled, and Jesus as Christ, the Messiah, was preached wherever they went. They did not preach the doctrine of the Church, however. This teaching emerged later on. Instead, they preached the message of salvation only through Jesus Christ, even though this message often made them the prime target for persecution. With the idolatry so widely practiced in the days of antiquity, the message of “One God” was contrary to the public sentiments. Just as it is today, when secularism tends to be overwhelmingly embraced by the public, especially by the  so called “progressive” politicians, leaders, and academics.
3.  I have always been a student of history, because the history is the only tangible witness to what is wrong with the attitudes of the society and of the political leaders and the leadership, and the persecution of the Church never ceases to amaze me as the Church historian. It also shows something very important and familiar over the centuries. The commonality of the persecution of the Church, in every country and by every civilization in any historical period was, and still is very much alive. Nevertheless, wherever the persecution occurs, the Church grows stronger and increases in numbers, even though many contemporary historians and sociologists try to deny this. I have witnessed this firsthand, growing up under the communist regime ideology. We also see this clearly in the “Book of Acts” and in many other historical accounts. Consider this, from the single location in Jerusalem, the “backwoods world” of the Roman Empire, the Church’s message and the body, spread far and wide all over the Empire, from Judea and Samaria, to Northern Africa and Spain to the west, and as far as India to the east. Even to the “center of the Empire,” city of Rome itself, and as far north as the furthest Roman Empire’s province, Brittania. Churches growth in Jerusalem was incredible, but God has had much greater plan, and in His vision, the Gospel was to reach all the people of the world, not only the people of the selected regions, even as great as the Roman Empire. 
4. There is a TV show I like to watch, and it is called: “Forged in Fire.” It is a show dedicated to the skills and the techniques of different blacksmiths who, using the ancient blacksmithing techniques of metal forging, create various practical objects of daily use. Many of them are some sort of a weapon, mainly all sorts of blades, but not only. What is so special about this show, however, is the process in which these smiths transform the piece of metal into something of an incredible strength, beauty, and a practical use. Very often, the blacksmiths on this show have to use the “scrap metal,” otherwise considered a useless junk, to create the final product. It is incredible what these smiths of the different ages, different genders and from the different parts of the USA and even the world, can do. When I watch this program I am always amazed with the possibilities and the various techniques these masters of a coal or gas forges use for the same purpose: to forge metal and to create a purposeful object of a great beauty and value. 
5. I often see the Church as a “forge,” where the expert, “spiritual blacksmith,” crafts something unique, something of an incredible worth. Let’s face it, in the “Church” we are forged by God who forms us and makes us beautiful and useful, sending us into yet another forge, the forge, which is called “the world,” and where we become His “apprentice blacksmiths” charged with forging others into God’s image. Every episode of the “Forge in Fire” begins with a disclaimer: “Forging is very dangerous, do not attempt to do it at home.” To be a Christian is indeed a quite dangerous task. For a Christian the world is like a giant forge, with us being the blacksmiths, while the people we encounter becoming the raw material to be forged and transformed into the “objects of great beauty and value.” In the end, whatever technique the blacksmith use, the outcome is to be always the same, to have the final product to be transformed to be forged, from a useless “junk” into something that is useful and lasting eternally. We may come from different backgrounds; we might be from different churches; we might even worship God differently, but we are all God’s “trainees,” called to forge the human souls, just as the “blacksmith” forges the metal. At certain point of our lives we were forged by God, and now in return, we are to forge others using all the skills God has taught us and provided us with. This is what Peter told the “Temple Council,” and this is what God keeps telling us today.
6. Peter said: “We must obey God rather than men,” meaning “any human authority.” “We must preach the resurrected Christ.” He said so, because of his commitment to Jesus Christ. Today, we too are often confronted by our society, just as Peter and the others were, and we might be under similar: “strict orders not to teach in Jesus’ name.” This indeed happens today to many people who invoke the name of Jesus Christ in the public life. It does not happen to those who invoke the name of any other religion’s figures or any other ideological or political demagogues. However, just as Peter did, we too must offer the same answer: “We must obey God rather than any human authority.” Undoubtedly, it was challenging to preach message of Christ in the culture so very much opposed to Him, and this is still the case today in our culture, but we have no choice, and we have to do it. We cannot “sit on the fence,” and remain indecisive. We are called by God to “forge” others into the likeness of Jesus Christ. 
7. “The Followers of the Way,” as Christians were called before they got the nickname “Christians” in Antioch, were marginalized in the society. They were considered an offshoot of Judaism, a Jewish sect, largely to be ignored after Jesus’ death. The religious leaders wanted the story of that “troublemaker from Nazareth” to be finally over. But His story was not “over.” I wonder, have you ever wondered why Christianity faces so much opposition today, even if our country, country that has been established and build on the very Christian principles and values? This is happening, because Christianity threatens the “status quo” existing in the society, on every level, whether social, moral, ethical, political, and even the spiritual ones. Just as Christ  challenged the religious establishment, and the political structure of His days, so does Christianity today, challenging the establishment, exposing the political, social, moral, and ethical  corruption. It was challenging for the “Early Church” to remain faithful to Christ in the face of the opposition and the persecution, but no matter how  marginalized, how much persecution they endured, they persevered, and in the end the Church flourished. At least, it is sad to say, until the day when the Church lost her true calling and the faithfulness to Jesus Christ became inconvenient. When the Church stopped preaching the uniqueness of Jesus; when the Church began to question the bodily resurrection of Jesus; when the doubts of His virgin birth resurfaced; when turning from sin and changing one’s life stopped to be voiced; when sin and sinful life became accepted as a norm, the Church became just another “cultural entity,” following the “human authority’s” demands, which Peter so strongly opposed.
8. Our commitment to Jesus Christ must be as assured as that of Peter and of the other Apostles. They firmly obeyed God saying that they “are” His witnesses. Not “were,”  not “will or might be,” but they “are!” Their words indicate a continuing action, a lifestyle dictated by the transformation they experienced through acceptance of Jesus’ message. Their ministry in Jesus’ name meant a life-long journey of obedience and faithfulness. We, the modern “followers of the Way,” journey through life with Christ and our journey will end only when we will arrive at the final destination, the home prepared for us by Jesus. Our arrival there will testify to the faithfulness and the uniqueness of Jesus Christ. For a true Christian there is never a moment when the commitment to Jesus Christ ends, and the philosophy and the whims of the society take precedence over Gospel’s message. As Christ’s Church we are challenged every day; challenged by the society and the human authority, but we have no choice, and in the end we must say with Peter and the Apostles: “We must obey God rather than men.”










