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Reece Frith 14 - 2 - 21 

 
A Word in Season -  

Free (Speech) 
Acts 5:17 - 32; Colossians 4:5 - 6 

 
 
As I said last week, February is the time of the year when I try and get a sense of 
what the Lord wants to speak into this church for the year ahead. 
 
So it’s a four week series and last week I touched on the issue of doubt. 
We talked about doubt and I said that like Thomas, behind people’s doubts are 
often significant disappointments that haven’t been addressed. 
 
So that was last week. 
 
In today’s reading, just to recap, the apostles - all twelve of them - find themselves 
in trouble. 
They’re in hot water; they are hauled before the authorities (twice), they’re 
reprimanded and find themselves in jail.  
This is not the first time either.  
And if you read further on they’re finally released after being flogged, which was 
common practice.  
 
Now, my first question is this: what got them in such trouble, to the extent they 
were willing to face imprisonment and beatings?  
 
Well for one, it wasn’t their good deeds. 
The apostles did good deeds. They organised a means by the poor of their church 
community could have all their needs meet. 
It wasn’t for their miracles. 
In the Holy Spirit, God worked miraculously through the apostles, healings and 
exorcisms and other acts of power. 
Again, though it wasn’t the miracles that caused them strife. 
 
So what was it? 
 
It was their speech 
They were telling people, there was teaching, they were giving witness to what 
they have seen and know to be true.  
 
And their speech is results in arrest and imprisonment. 
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So I just wondered, who here has ever got in trouble for what they’ve said? 
 
I mean, in school did anyone get in trouble for something you’ve uttered? 
Who has got in trouble for what they’ve said in their homes, maybe to a 
significant other? 
 
Has anyone here got into trouble in public forum? 
 
I don’t if you’ve noticed but speech is a contested area today. 
Have you noticed that? 
 
It’s almost like what you say can and will be used against you in the court of public 
opinion, especially in the realm of social media, Twitter and Facebook and so on. 
 
Which of course means we’re talking about the area of free speech.  
 

“Where are you up to on the issue of free speech?” 
Have you thought about it much? 
 
On a scale of 1 to 10, 10 being this is the issue of our times, we should be terrified, 
while 1 being I don’t even know what you’re talking about - where are you? 
 
It is an area that is fraught. 
 
New Zealand is going to draft new laws in the coming year around free speech and 
hate speech, the content of which at this point is unknown.  
It has many people concerned though.  
 
When it comes to being a follower of Jesus the issue of free speech, Scripture 
states that our speech matters. 
 
For one, it is our through our speech we encourage each other, we pray, we 
communicate our faith. 
 
On other hand we’re not actually free to say what we want. 
Its places boundaries around what can should be said. 
Some speech is unacceptable. 
 
I mean, here’s short list: 

Gossip – the (often) malicious spreading of rumours and innuendo’s. 
 
Slander – to slur another’s reputation through false accusation. 
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Lies – perversion of and deviation from the truth. 
 
Grumbling and stirring up dissent – the spreading of unhappiness, 
discontent and critical attitude. 
 
Manipulation – using words to control others and get your own way.  
 
Domination – “Did you hear the way that person dominated the 
conversation?” Verbally overbearing and not really listening but simply 
waiting for the next opportunity to speak. 
 
Straight out verbal abuse – face to face a person cuts you down with their 
words, and that includes racism and sexism. 

 
 Obscene and foul spoken discourse 
 
So for a Christian to speak about free speech does not mean you can go being a 
prig (P-R-I-G) to other people. 
 
For followers of Jesus, it’s a bit more crystallised.  
 
When it comes to the Gospel - the good news about Jesus - it’s about freedom 
that includes the freedom of belief, worship and conscience, freedom to espouse 
the faith in homes and among young people in its care and freedom to 
proselytize.  
 
It is the freedom to hold and espouse unpopular ideas. 
 
And you know, there are aspects of our faith that are unpopular.  
I don’t know if you’ve notice that? 
 
For example, among Muslims people, it is deeply offensive to say that Jesus died 
on the cross for our sins and rose from the dead. 
 
As Western culture has shifted, the Christian faith has been seen in some areas to 
be out of step. 
In turn there has been an increased antagonism to what you can and might say. 
 

 Scotland is proposing that criminalising speech that they deem hateful, 
even in the home or a private residence. How they would monitor this is 
uncertain. This has received push back from Christian groups but also BBC 
Scotland he Humanist Society of Scotland, and the Scottish Police 
Federation. 



4 
 

 

 Denmark currently has a bill before parliament requiring that all sermons 
not in Danish be translated and submitted to the state. It’s uncertain 
whether that means sermons have to be submitted before or after they’ve 
been preached. It’s uncertain who will do the translating. 

 

 Just this week a group called Lifesite, which opposes abortion from a 
Christian and often Catholic viewpoint, had its entire channel shutdown and 
all its videos completely deleted from Youtube. 
They’re not a radical group; Christians from the beginning have always 
opposed abortion. 
The followers of Jesus who came after the New Testament Apostles make 
this clear. 
They hold views that the majority of Christians on planet hold about 
abortion. 
And yet, in today’s climate such views are deemed unacceptable. 

 

 Closer to home, in 2015 in Australia, the Catholic Archbishop of Hobart 
released a booklet entitled Don't Mess with Marriage explaining the 
Catholic Church's position on marriage, which of course touched on the 
issue of same-sex marriage. 
 
This was for parents of children in Catholic schools explaining the Catholic 
Church’s position. The pamphlet was a clear, pastoral and sensitive 
description of Catholic teaching on marriage that was disseminated among 
Catholic schools. There was nothing incendiary.  
 
Yet a Greens political candidate and activist lodged a complaint with the 
Tasmania’s anti-discrimination commissioner, and the commissioner agreed 
that the archbishop had a case to answer. 
 
Thankfully with a federal election looming, the complaint was withdrawn. 
He was scheduled to be hauled before judicial proceedings because he did 
conspire to teach Catholic beliefs about marriage to Catholics.  
It was concerning to find a Catholic bishop facing prosecution for 
disseminating Catholic beliefs to Catholics. 

 
As one commentator out it, Christians are no longer just a moral minority. For 
many journalists and progressive activists, we are the new barbarians, enemies of 
the state. 
 
And yet Christians are called to hold the line, to keep the faith.  
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We may not have encountered these challenges on scale I’ve just mentioned but 
we may have in our workplaces or places of education or even in the home or 
among family. 
 
What then?  
How do you do it? 
So the question then is: 
 

“How do you hold to and express unpopular aspects of the Christian faith?” 
 
There are times when we need to just hold our tongues. 1 
 
However, there is a temptation to mumble, and to avoid at all costs talk about 
following Jesus among those who don’t believe the same. 
 
There is pressure for followers of Jesus to either remain quiet or affirm and 
celebrate that which we cannot affirm and celebrate. 
So what do you do? 
 
If you have your Bibles let’s turn to Colossians 4 verse 5 - 6: 
 

“Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders; make the most of every 
opportunity.  
Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that 
you may know how to answer everyone.” 

 
Your actions matter and so does your speech - in Paul’s words, “full of grace”. 
You know, that kind of winsome, open and engaging kinds of conversation that 
invites people in, that puts people at ease. 
And of course, we like that; who wouldn’t? 
  
It’s also speech “seasoned with salt” - it’s speech that has . 
It’s speech that isn’t dull or insipid but knows just what to say at the appropriate 
time.  
It takes what we have seen, known and experienced to be true about Jesus and 
knows what part of that we speak. 
 
 
 

                                                
1
 See Matthew 7:6. 



6 
 

Here’s the thing though: you may be clear, polite and nuanced, warm and 
winsome, and yet that won’t be enough.  
There are and will be people who won’t be satisfied unless the good news of Jesus 
is silenced.  
Your speech for them will even seem hateful. 
That’s what the early believers - and believers of every age - have faced.  
 
And that’s tough.  
It tough being personally vilified or socially reprimanded. 
 

-------------------------------------------------- 
 
So two things to finish: 
 
For one, we don’t how this year, the next 5 years or next decade will go in this 
area. 
I don’t want to alarmist but cultural winds are not in our favour.  
 
We may at different places in regards to free speech. 
Yet when it comes to the gospel and aspects relating to the Christian faith, I think 
there needs to be for each of us, a settled conviction.  
That settled conviction is this: when it comes to following Jesus, whatever culture 
may say, we will respond, “We must obey God rather than human beings!” 
 
I also want to suggest this conviction won’t be enough.  
 
It’s all fine to hold to these convictions on a blue sky day when the sun is shining 
brightly.  
But happens when the winds began to buffet and pummel? 
 
We need an enabler; you need an enabler, I need an enabler. 
I need something other than my own resources to stand against those broken, 
rebellious aspects of our world.  
 
What did Jesus say to his followers - Acts chapter 1 verse 8: 

“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you 
will be my witnesses...” 

 
You know, the Holy Spirit is a Counsellor and a Comforter. 
He is also an empowerer; He is an Enabler who enables you to obey God rather 
than human beings, to speak of the One we haveseen, known and experienced to 
be true. 
 


