
Trinity 5: St John and St Stephen’s Holy Communion 17.07.22. Acts 5:27-41 

SERMON: Faith and action in the name of Jesus, does make a difference in 
the public arena.  
In this talk I’m going to paint two scenes and then try and tie them together with some 
encouragement for us. 
 
SCENE 1. Picture the scene. It’s 7.45am in central London. As far as the eye can see, laid out 
in the vast hall, there are circular tables, covered in tablecloths, with breakfast set out 
already – plates, cups, coffee, tea, pastries. A total of 700 people are sitting chatting and 
waiting for things to begin. Present in the room are bishops, MPs and cabinet members, 
sitting with their constituents, many of whom are church leaders from all denominations.  
 
People have been looking forward to this event being in person again for the last three 
years. There’s a stage at one end of this vast room, with microphones for musicians, a 
cellist, a keyboard player, a drummer, a guitarist. Hymns will be sung, prayers will be 
prayed, a bible reading will be heard. There are cameras everywhere as the event is being 
livestreamed on You Tube.  
 
As it begins, 100s of people watching online share encouragement and prayers as the 
comment feed scrolls up the side of the screen. There are people tuning in from all over the 
world. The venue for this illustrious gathering is the palace of Westminster, and the event, 
which took place on Tuesday last week, was the annual National Parliamentary Prayer 
Breakfast. The speaker was Rev. Les Isaac, founder of the Street Pastors movement. The 
theme was “For the Common Good.”  
 
I don’t know if this event came across anyone’s radar here (?) It came across mine when I 
saw a news item the next day, where Sajiv Javid, the former Health Secretary, told Sophie 
Raworth about how he had attended the event, and about how, after listening to the 
preacher talk about integrity in public life, he went straight back to his office and drafted his 
letter of resignation, the first of many which followed and which led directly to the collapse 
of Boris Johnson’s premiership. 
 
The Prayer Breakfast itself seemed rather remarkable – as I watched it, I was reminded of 
the great blessing of freedom of religion; that right in the heart of the capital, it can be 
possible for Christians from all political persuasions to be united in something higher than 
party politics, united in the name that is above all names and the name that carries higher 
authority than the authority of the government of the day.  
 
It also happened to have been, in that same week, the International Conference on 
Freedom of Religion or Belief, and so the two events seemed to be linked in their 
significance for the life of our nation and our place in the world. 
 
*************************************************************************** 
 
SCENE 2. Let’s cut to a different scene now. Peter and John, leaders of the new Jesus group, 
have been hauled in for questioning and placed in custody. This is not the first time. There 



have been more healings and more people joining the apostles, and it seems to be getting 
out of hand. 
 
They’ve already had a stint in prison, which was cut short when an angel released them, and 
told them to return to the Temple, where they simply carried on as before. Because they 
cannot stop witnessing to Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit. 
 
So here they are standing before the authorities again, and being asked to give an account 
of their disobedience. There’s a kind of backwards and forwards going on between on the 
one hand, the rising irritation of the authorities, and on the other, the proclamation of the 
gospel and its apparent unstoppable spread. 
 
Although our settings are different, we have in this scene the genesis of what we might call 
‘civil disobedience’ or choosing the higher good. Christians and other people of faith and 
conscience have always had to negotiate the narrow path between being a good citizen 
(which St Paul recommended) and principled resistance when the authorities get it wrong. 
 
We might recall Jesus and his canny ‘render to Caesar what is Ceasar’s and to God what is 
God’s’, which, you could argue, legitimised the rightful paying of taxes, whilst at the same 
time suggesting that Caesar was not equal to God. For the Romans, Caesar was Lord. For the 
Christian, Jesus is Lord.  
 
But here in Acts 5 there is a downright clash. The Apostles are being asked to keep quiet 
about their faith, to silence Jesus, and stifle the Holy Spirit, as it were, and they must refuse.  
 
Getting inside this scene, we have the Council – Sadducees and Pharisees, keepers of the 
religious status quo - desperately trying the squash the Jesus movement, driven by jealousy 
and fear. “You have filled Jerusalem with your teaching, and you are determined to bring 
this man’s blood on us”, they say. This is heavily ironic, since in Matthew 27:25 the people 
who cried out for Jesus’ death actually said ‘may his blood be upon us and on our children’. 
It might have been a case of ‘be careful what you wish for’. 
 
And then we have Peter and John. In reference to all these people coming to faith and 
finding release and healing, Peter says: ‘We are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy 
Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him’. A heavy hint that it is God’s power that 
should be obeyed, not the power of the religious ruling class. Which is a red rag to a bull! 
 
We are told: ‘When they heard these things they were enraged and wanted to kill them’. It’s 
the exact same spirit of violence that had Jesus handed over to be crucified. Peter is pretty 
direct in his assessment of what went on: ‘The God of our ancestors raised up Jesus, whom 
you had killed by hanging him on a tree’. 
 
Although, given our sad history of anti-Semitism, it’s probably important here to remember 
that in Acts 3:17 Peter was more nuanced in his assessment of what was behind the 
crucifixion of Jesus: ‘I know you acted in ignorance, as did your rulers.’  
 



As we enter this scene of the Apostles on charge for their beliefs and actions, standing 
against the might of the ruling council with their murderous feelings of rage and jealousy, 
we might see the depressingly familiar binary arguments that we often get caught up in 
today. ‘Them vs. Us’ and a hundred ways this gets played out in our increasingly fractious 
media.  
 
This is where Gamaliel comes in. An interesting character who is entirely missing from the 
lectionary. Whether from real godly wisdom, or from expedience, Gamaliel suggests that 
the rulers, effectively, do nothing and let this new movement die out naturally – as did other 
movements of enthusiastic people that gathered momentum initially, only to fizzle out 
when the founder died.  
 
If this movement is from God, he argues, it will be impossible to stamp it out, and in 
addition, they might find themselves in opposition to God in so trying. 
 
Amazingly, his voice of reason prevails, and the apostles are flogged and released. The 
passage ends with them rejoicing that they were worthy to suffer for the Name and carrying 
on exalting that Name in their daily life. 
 
*************************************************************************** 
 
As I found myself glued to the news last week, witnessing the swiftest fall from power of any 
Prime Minister in recent times, I wondered about the timing of that Prayer Breakfast. For 
months we have been praying at Morning Prayer for integrity in public life, for wise and 
good leaders, for decisions that promote the common good. And it’s right to do this. But 
how often have we prayed these prayers, and it seemed as though nothing changed? 
 
Can our prayers and actions really make a difference in the world? 
 
This week I am encouraged because the Church, in the form of a prayer breakfast with a 
dynamic speaker, inspired a politician with a conscience to act to stand up for something 
higher than the political authority he felt had been compromised through duplicity. 
 
We’ve also seen that eventually the voice of ordinary people does make a difference. We 
elect leaders in this country to serve, in the same spirit that ministers are ordained, in fact – 
‘minister’, ‘servant’, they are the same words in the New Testament. But leaders who lose 
the trust of their people, cannot stand for long. Leadership in our country’s context, always 
relies eventually on a collective promotion of the common good. 
 
Jesus taught us that action and contemplation go together. We embody both Martha and 
Mary. We pray, but we are also called to act, and sometimes to say NO to things that are 
wrong. We pray and we take positive action. And we know why we are taking action. We 
are taking action in the world because of Jesus. As the Eucharistic Prayer says: ‘through him, 
and with him, and in him…’ 
 
Faith and action, in the name of Jesus, does make a difference in the public arena. Maybe 
next year you’d like to sign up to attend the Prayer Breakfast in the Palace of Westminster. 



May we pray for courage if we’re ever called upon to stand up for what we believe, against 
corrupted authority. May we pray for more Gamaliels in society. And may you be 
encouraged this week as you continue to work out your faith in daily life, for the glory of the 
name of Jesus. Amen. 
 
 


