7 February 2016 : Acts 1 :1-11  [p. 1092]

Welcome to the book of Acts – the Acts of the Apostles, to give it its full title. Over the coming months and, yes, let’s admit it, years, we’re going to get our teeth into this radical material which has the potential to start a revival or a revolt, or possibly both at the same time. Today I want just to give a brief introduction, and if I could start by drawing your attention to the opening few words : In my former book, Theophilus.
What former book? Turn with me, please to Luke 1.1-4 : Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. With this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.
Luke’s gospel, in chapters 1-24, tells us about all that Jesus began to do and to teach during his own earthly flesh-and-blood ministry. It is Luke alone who shares with us the visit of the angel to Mary at Nazareth, the birth of Jesus in a manger at Bethlehem because there was no room at the inn, the shepherds watching over their flocks by night, the time a 12-year-old Jesus had Mary and Joseph tearing their hair out after going missing from a village outing to the Passover at Jerusalem and turning up in the Temple.

Matthew, Mark and John make no mention of the prodigal son, nor of the rich man and Lazarus, nor of Zacchaeus. There stories are unique to the gospel of Luke, and they reflect an interest Luke has in the individual, the unsung hero. What do we know of Luke himself – he is not one of the original 12 disciples, but as we will see he was a companion of Paul during his missionary journeys, and so writes much of Acts in the first person – “we”. 

In Rome, toward the end of Paul’s life, he remarks in 2 Timothy 4:11: Only Luke is with me, and he seems to have been there quite some time as in Acts 28.16 we read : And when we came to Rome. Part of his role in Paul’s ministry team was almost certainly medical – as in Colossians 4.14 Paul writes : Our dear friend Luke, the doctor. 

Going beyond the scriptures into early church writings, we believe Luke to have been a native of Antioch, Syria, a well-educated man, a physician, a man who thought and wrote in an orderly, scholarly, fashion. Opinion is divided as to whether he was a Gentile or what they call a Hellenic Jew, that is, someone who was Jewish by conviction but who was not part of the religious club in Jerusalem, but either way, that made him just exactly the sort of person that Paul’s ministry reached out to.

And if, as Acts 1.1-2 indicates, his first book was a well-researched account about all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven, his second book, the 28 chapters of the Acts of the Apostles, is a well-researched account, enriched by personal eye-witness experience, about all that Jesus began to do and to teach through the life and witness of the early church. This is the story of what happened when ordinary men and women received the gospel, were filled with the Holy Spirit, and followed the call of the Risen Lord on their lives. 
And I have to say to you that Acts is, in one sense, an unfinished work. It is an open-ended masterpiece. The purpose of Luke’s first book, the life and times of the earthly Jesus in Luke 1-24, and of his second book, the life and times of Jesus working through the early church in Acts 1-28, is essentially to challenge, encourage, prepare and equip you and me for our contribution to the yet unwritten volume, the third book, Acts 29, the life and times of Jesus working through His body, the church, in the present day.

We have a lot more that you might think in common with Luke and Paul and the other heroes of the Acts story. Like them, you and I are in a minority situation and a missionary situation. Like them, we live in a culture that is nervous about the good news that Jesus came to bring, because the good news of Jesus has power to set people free from bondage to the various deceptions that make a lot of people a lot of money. 
For example, there seem to be far tighter controls on Christian broadcasting than on the broadcasting of explicit sexual material or the advertising of gambling. What’s that all about? Agendas, basically, and the non-Christian world has been far cleverer at getting its agenda out there than the church has. We’ve tried to be nice, to be polite, to play fair, and that’s very honourable, but it rather misses the point that the devil, who comes only to steal, kill and destroy, isn’t nice, isn’t polite, and doesn’t play fair. 

We have a choice to make. Do we choose to keep our heads down and do our own religious thing quietly and privately, consenting adults behind closed doors, tying ourselves in knots striving not to upset or offend anyone? And never mind trying to reach out and share Jesus with the hurting, confused, struggling people all around us? 

Or do we choose to shine for Jesus, to live the gospel without embarrassment, up front and out in the open, day after day after day, and let the people around us see that there is a better way, there is a better life? That’s what the folks we read about in Acts did, and as we shall see, it wasn’t always easy or comfortable for them, but they made Jesus known throughout the length and breadth of the Roman Empire in a matter of a few decades.

What does Jesus say about it? Matthew 10.32-33 : Whoever acknowledges me before others, I will also acknowledge before my Father in heaven. But whoever disowns me before others, I will disown before my Father in heaven. The words ascribed to Dietrich Bonhoeffer come to mind : There can be no such thing as secret discipleship, because either the secrecy will destroy the discipleship, or the discipleship will destroy the secrecy.
I hope that our study of Acts will inspire us to have the courage of our convictions, and the eagerness to share the wonderful grace of our Lord Jesus Christ that we enjoy. We have a great message to proclaim, and we have great power and authority to do so. What is our message? Just this. John 3.16-17 : God loved the world so much that he gave his one and only Son so that whoever believes in him may not be lost, but have eternal life. God did not send his Son into the world to judge the world guilty, but to save the world through him.

There it is. A simple message of love and grace that threatens or intimidates no-one – except the devil! And it’s available to everyone. 2 Peter 3.9 : God is patient with you. He does not want anyone to be lost, but he wants all people to change their hearts and lives.
And 1 John 2.2 : Jesus died in our place to take away our sins, and not only our sins but the sins of all people. The fullness of God’s forgiveness and freedom forever is only one decision away from any human being. No matter how hard-boiled their heart, no matter how deeply engrained their destructive behaviour patterns, one touch of the love of Jesus, one drop of the blood of Jesus, can and will change it all for eternity.
That’s the message Jesus entrusted to the disciples long ago, that’s the message handed down to us now to share with the people whose paths we cross every day, and it has not changed one little bit. No watering down, no small print. God’s saving grace is for anyone who will receive it. But it doesn’t happen by God pressing a remote control in Heaven!

To make peace between Father God and His rebellious children took personal intervention by Jesus. He came down from Heaven, right into the middle of the mess humanity had made, because just as man had made the mess, from the time of Adam onward, it had to be a man who cleared up that mess. Jesus came to earth as the Son of Man, in a human body.

And after He went back to Heaven, His ministry of reconciliation was committed to the church, the human body of Christ here on earth. It still is. Jesus cannot save the people of this world without our personal commitment and involvement. We often sing, as we did today : I need thee every hour, most gracious Lord. And that’s true. We often sing, as we did today :Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so. Yes. Absolutely. But we could legitimately add a verse : Jesus needs me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so
The unwritten 29th chapter of the book of Acts can never be completed without you and me getting involved, fulfilling God’s call on our life. And just as the essential message has never changed, neither has our authority and our power to share it. When we said Yes! to Jesus, it was the work of the Holy Spirit in our life that enabled us to do so. That we are Christians means that we have the Holy Spirit. But it doesn’t stop there. 

One big question that will be posed by the book of Acts is : does the Holy Spirit have us? Are we, as a daily reality, filled to overflowing by the person and the presence and the power of Jesus Himself? As we study Acts, we will see that it is God’s will, plainly revealed in God’s Word, that we ought to be, and that we can be.

If we’re going to fulfil the destiny God has for us, and do the job God have us to do, we will need the tools for the job. Jesus told His disciples : Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about.  For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit. You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.

That anointing cascades through the centuries to us. In the coming weeks we will see what it means to be baptized with the Holy Spirit, and how that will change our lives for good. Let me give you fair warning. This series will stretch our thinking and our believing, and it times it will be uncomfortable, for me too, as we learn and grow together. But stick with it, for the harvest in our own lives and in the lives of those around will be wonderful. 
