Uniquely Jesus: The Ongoing Story

 

September 10, 17
Acts 1:1-8 

An Impossible Task; An Unstoppable Power
“Origins finds the future in the beginning.”
Erwin McManus, An Unstoppable Force, p.11

Explain this quote

This series in the book of Acts will impress upon us that the story of Jesus didn’t end when he returned to his Father’s home.

In our study of Mark, we looked in great detail at “what Jesus began to do and teach…” Acts 1:1.  

Dr. Luke wrote the book of Acts, in order to tell the story of what Jesus continued to do through his people, as he “worked with them, and confirmed his word by the signs that accompanied it.”
When Jesus returned home, 40 days after his resurrection, (Acts 1:2-3), the Father didn’t welcome him back, hand him a Pina colada and point him to a hammock, where he could kick back and relax, while waiting for the end of time to come.
The early church was a church where Jesus was very much present and active. It was a church on the move.
Erwin McManus wrote this poem about the early church:

A movement begins. Defying tradition. 
Strangely sacred yet sacrilegious. 
Without title or privilege. Revolutionary. 
Out of obscurity into history.

A movement begins. Against all odds. 
Uniting reverence with relevance.

Unstoppable. Questioning everything and answering only to God.
An Unstoppable Force, p.11.

When we finally get to Acts 28, the strange ending to this book will teach us that the story Luke told, didn’t end. 
It’s a story that you and I are involved in; a story that continues to unfold.

The book of Acts will challenge us with Jesus’ call on his followers to be his church.

Without intentionality, our human default is to drift towards mediocrity.
It happens in cities.

It happens in businesses.

It happens in schools.

It happens in families.

It happens in nations.

And yes, it even happens in local expressions of Jesus’ church.
This is why you and I need regular reminders of who Jesus is and who we are because of him; why we need ongoing encouragement and exhortation to not just come to church, but to be the church… on mission with Jesus.
Otherwise

…we too will drift towards spiritual lethargy
…we too will opt for “predictability over surprise” 
…we too will choose “comfort,” rather than “servanthood and sacrifice.”
An Unstoppable Force, p.14.
I remind all of us, this local church is not an institution, but a movement.
Institutions preserve; movements create.

We are the body of Jesus Christ.
The calling on our lives is not to build a spiritual bunker, where we huddle, waiting for the return of Jesus; bemoaning how tough life; and cowering as we look out at the moral and spiritual darkness that surrounds us. 
Jesus calls us, not to hunker down, but to storm the gates of hell, confident that he has already overcome; that he is right beside us; that he provides all that we need.

Jesus intends to change the world… through his church; and that includes Sooke Baptist.
The book of Acts will challenge us regarding: 
our mission; 
our commitment;
our use of time and the resources entrusted to us.

The resolve of Paul, expressed in Philippians 3:13-14 is our resolve:

“I focus on this one thing: Forgetting the past and looking forward to what lies ahead, I press on to reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, is calling us.”
We are not a museum…dedicated to preserving what once was.

Our focus as a church… is not on the past; not on what is behind, not on what we once did; but on what is ahead.

Through Jesus, we, as his church, are called to shape the future.
Read Acts 1:1-8
There are several things to take note of in these opening verses.
* This book and all that it describes, happened because of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Tom Wright says, “Jesus’ transformed body is now the beginning of God’s new creation. In God’s new creation…heaven and earth will come together in a new way. Jesus’ risen body is the beginning of that, the beginning of a heavenly reality which is fully at home on, and in, this physical world, and the beginning of a transformed physical world which is fully at home in God’s sphere…. The resurrection of Jesus who died under the weight of the world’s evil, is the foundation of…God’s new world, whose opening scenes Luke is describing.” Acts for Everyone, p.3-4.
* We see that the game plan of the disciples continued to be redrawn.
The 12 had had their ideas of what Jesus would do as the Messiah.
But when Jesus died, those plans had crashed and burned.
However, after his resurrection, they wondered what now? 
Are we back on track? 
Especially when Jesus repeatedly spoke to them about the kingdom of God – as v.3 says.

This is why they asked Jesus: “Are you going to… at this time… restore the kingdom to Israel.” v.6.

Before he died, Jesus had told them they would have to lose their lives in order to save them. 
The same thing had to happen with their kingdom dreams! 
They wanted a timetable.

But where they were on the calendar of God’s unfolding purpose, was not the issue they needed to focus on.

Jesus was calling them to be his witnesses.

Acts for Everyone, p.7,
What would they have understood a witness to be?

A witness was a herald; a person who travelled through a region announcing important news.

We learn from what Jesus told them, that there was to be an interlude between the beginning of God’s new creation and its complete implementation.

And during that interlude, Jesus gave to his followers an important assignment – “announce to the world that I have risen from the dead; that I have defeated sin and death; that I sit on the throne of heaven and from there rule over the earth; that I will return.”
* The juxtaposition in v.7-8 of the words “authority” and “power.”
Who has all authority?  v.7 – God the Father.

According to Jesus, the Father gave to him all authority in heaven and on earth – Matthew 28:18. 

It is on the basis of that authority, Jesus sends his followers into the world.

What Jesus promised all his followers…is power, to be his witnesses.

That word power in the Greek language is “dynamis,” from which we get the English word “dynamite.”

____________________________
So, in these opening verses, these significant emphases are made.

The resurrection of Jesus.

The responsibility of Jesus’ followers to be witnesses.

The authority of God and the giving of power to Jesus’ people.
What we want to do this morning, is press into Jesus’ command to his followers…
v.8b – “you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”
and his promise of power…
v.8a – “…you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you…”
** Not only is Jesus’ command extremely difficult; but to all appearances it is impossible to do.
In Acts 1, Jesus is talking to 120 followers who at that moment were staying in Jerusalem.

That’s where they were to start - Jerusalem.
Then they were to go on… and inform everyone in Israel. 

And when they had done that, they still weren’t finished.
They were to go to every nation in the world and tell every person about Jesus.
How could 120 people reach 200 million?
What Jesus asked of his first followers, is what he asks of those who follow him in every generation.
We are to tell everyone in Sooke.

And when we’ve completed that part, we are to tell everyone in British Columbia. And when we’ve done that, we are to tell everyone in Canada.

And when we’ve done that, we are to tell every person in every nation about Jesus.
Do you feel the enormity of the task given to us? Does it overwhelm you?

Does it feel so big that you are tempted to give up before even beginning to try and carry it out?

How can 140 of us be expected to represent Jesus and speak of who he is 

and all he has done… to the entire world?

Don’t you think, that’s exactly how those first disciples thought and felt?
The same reality that confronted them, confronts us.

But Jesus didn’t just give them; nor does he just give us, a task to do.
** The promise made by Jesus is that the unlimited resources of heaven will be made available to his followers to complete the task he is giving to them.

What kind of resources?
v.5b – “you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.”
v.8   – “you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you…”
All that we need is provided through God the Spirit.

What does it mean to be ‘baptized with the Holy Spirit?’ 
Illustrate: take a piece of cloth and ‘baptize it.’ 
To be baptized with the Spirit is to have every aspect of our life be immersed in; to be saturated by and with God’s Spirit.
Why does God do this?

There are a number of reasons why.

But for today we will focus on the one identified in verse 8.

God’s Spirit permeates a person’s being, so that he might bring into their life, the power of God to carry out the task assigned by Jesus to his church.

“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.”

Jesus told those first followers to wait; to not begin the task of being his witnesses, until they were baptized with the Holy Spirit.
Is it the same with you and I today?

Are we too, also, to wait to be baptized with the Holy Spirit, before we join Jesus in his mission?

Let me give you the short answer.
1 Corinthians 12:13 – “For we were all baptized by [or, with] 

one Spirit into one body…”
If you are a follower of Jesus, you don’t have to wait to be baptized with the Spirit…because you’ve already been baptized with the Spirit.

When is a follower of Jesus baptized with the Spirit?

Colossians 2:12 – “…[you have been] buried with [Jesus] in baptism 


and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, 


who raised [Jesus] from the dead.”
If you have already committed your life to Jesus, trusting him alone for your salvation, then your life has already been immersed in God’s Spirit.

Because of the ups and downs of life that can wear us down; because of those times when we make choices that grieve God’s Spirit; all of us who follow Jesus, regularly need to experience a fresh infilling of God’s Spirit, that happens as we confess our sins, as we place our life in his hands; as we trust him with the circumstances before us; as we wait for his timing.
The resources of God are available to Jesus’ followers.

Peter wrote in his second epistle, 1:3, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness…”
It is as we are in relationship with the Holy Spirit, yielded to him; as he is fully at home in our lives, that the resources of heaven are given to and expressed through our lives.
The emphasis of our passage today, is that through the Holy Spirit we have what we need, in order to do what Jesus asks of us.

The mission of Jesus has not changed.
Jesus’ plan to announce to the world the good news of his salvation … 
is still through his followers; through you and me.

There is no back up plan; no alternative.
The plan of the Father, Son and Spirit to change the world…is us.
And the power to do so, still is the power given through the Holy Spirit.

What do we do with this?
Do you remember the question asked by Jesus to a paralyzed man who had spent his days by a pool, waiting for a miracle?

Jesus asked him: Do you want to get well?
Why do you think Jesus asked him that question?

Because…Jesus won’t fix what a person wants to keep broken.
I believe Jesus asks a question of us this morning.

Do we want to be his church on mission with him?

If we say yes, to be his body, to be on mission with him, he will stretch us, teach us, discipline us, challenge us, change us… in order to make us usable.

Our next level with God always is beyond the boundaries of our current experience, and the only way you and I can get there is to risk more than we are comfortable with, or even capable of.

As David Livingstone traveled in the Congo, he came to a particular region where the custom required him to request and have an audience with the chief before entering the village. 

Once the request had been made, custom required the guest to wait 

with all their possessions placed out on the ground. 

If the chief accepted the request to enter the village, he would come to the visitor and take whatever he desired of the visitor’s possessions. 

Then the chief would give the visitor something of his own. 

As Livingstone waited, he set out his Bible, writing pad, clothes, shoes, blanket – and his goat. 

Livingstone suffered from severe stomach ailments.

Because the water was often questionable, he needed that goat to survive.

His sickness had been the topic of many prayers, that up until that point had not been answered.

Finally, the chief emerged, dressed in ivory and gold. He made his way slowly towards David, accompanied by his advisors and priests. 

As the chief looked over Livingstone’s possessions, David silently prayed – 

“Lord, let him take anything he wants except the goat. 

You know I need its milk for my very survival. 

Please Lord, don’t let him notice the goat. Please, don’t let him take it.”

The chief chose the goat and walked away. Livingstone stood there stunned. 

Why would God allow the very thing that enabled Livingstone to function each day to be taken away?

Several minutes later one of the advisors returned with the chief’s gift for Livingstone.  He handed him a stick. David couldn’t believe it. 

The chief had taken his life’s sustenance, in return for an old stick.

One of the men traveling with David, noted his confusion and whispered to him, “My friend the chief has not given you just any old stick. That stick is his very own scepter. With it, you gain entry to every tribe and village in this region. That stick gives you safe passage.”
God asked Livingstone to give up the security the goat had provided for his health. In exchange, he gained a stick that permitted him to share God’s words with thousands and thousands of people. 

But there was more.

As Livingstone risked his life by relinquishing the goat, it was at that point God intervened to answer his prayer. 
His stomach ailments were healed.

________________
When you and I act and do as Jesus asks, and the Holy Spirit enables, we discover the amazing, stunning, incredible fact that God’s only plan to change the world – through people like you and me – actually works.

The question before us as a church is this: will we wholeheartedly take on this task, trusting that as we step forward, God’s power will be enable us to do what we cannot possibly do on our own?

The consequence of our choice is enormous.

If we refuse to choose mission, there is only one result - spiritual lethargy and atrophy.
If we opt for what is safe and certain, we will gain predictability, but we will lose surprise.

If we chose comfort, rather than servanthood and sacrifice, at some point, the doors of this church will close, and we will be a story of yet another church that died a slow death.

I remind you of what I earlier said to you.

The calling on this church is not to build a spiritual bunker, where we huddle, waiting for the return of Jesus.

Nor are we to be a museum dedicated to preserving what once was.

Our Savior calls us to go into the world, confident that he has already overcome; that he is right beside us; that he provides all that we need.

In a few moments, we are going to celebrate the Lord’s Table.

The Lord’s Table is a reminder of sacrifice.

Jesus did not give a little.

Nor did he give his left-overs.

He gave his all.

If Jesus gave his all, will he not require of us the same?

Through Jesus, we, as his church, are called to change the world; to shape the future.

If radical change is to take place within our culture, it will require even more radical sacrifice within the church.

Erwin McManus says, “Atrophy is never simply about style; it is always about the loss of servanthood.” p.34.
The heart of God is to serve a broken world.

Jesus seeks after those who are lost in order to serve them.

And he calls his church to do the same.

To be his witnesses will require us to have direct contact with people who are disconnected from God.

You can’t wash dirty feet without touching a foot.

If we join Jesus on mission, our hands will get dirty; it will cost us.
So, what do you say?

Will we be the body of Christ on mission with our Savior?

_________________________
I’m going to ask you to stand to your feet if your answer is yes.
And please, don’t just stand because others do.

Only stand, if that is the response of your heart.

Now if you are a follower of Jesus and you remained seated because there are heart issues that you need to deal with, then I invite you to come to our prayer spots, where there are people ready to pray with you, as you make things right with God.

If you said yes, but sense that your life is spiritually dry, then invite God’s Spirit to fill you afresh with his presence. 
Only as the Holy Spirit is welcomed in every aspect of your life, will your life be a conduit… through which power from heaven can flow, as you would live for and share Jesus to those in your circle of influence.

You can do that where you sit or you can come for prayer, with those who are ready to pray with you.

We are going to sing a number of songs.

I invite you to use these songs to interact with; and to respond to your Savior.

If you haven’t yet welcomed Jesus into your life, but you sense his tug on your heart, I invite you as well, to come to those on either side of the room, who are ready to help you invite him into your life.

Life Group Discussion Questions

week of September 10, 17
1. What would you say is the unstated goal of our congregation?           To survive or to thrive? Explain.

2. How oriented is our church towards servant leadership? Explain.

3. How well does our approach towards worship and evangelism reflect the needs and culture of our unchurched community? Explain.

4. What things could threaten to sink our church? Explain.

5. In what ways do you think our church needs to be mobilized in order to serve a broken world?

6. In 2 Corinthians 11:23-28 Paul described how he faced many fears as he lived on mission with Jesus. What fears do you face? What could potentially hold you back?

7. How can we catalyze the shift from “getting fed” to exercising faith?

Read Mathew 14:27-31a.

Peter walked on water, and that was strange enough. But then what did he see? Not the waves. He saw the wind. The wind made him afraid.

To follow Jesus is to engage the invisible.

To lead the church is to advance God’s invisible kingdom.

To go with Jesus is to see the gates of hell; the powers and principalities.

But it is also to see the “field, white to harvest.”

Those who dare to follow Jesus, will encounter the wind that rages against them. Who will not shrink back?

Read Hebrews 11:24-27.

What enabled Moses to do what he did?

What will enable you to do what Jesus asks of you?

*An Unstoppable Force, Erwin McManus, p.36-37.
Acts 4. 

This chapter helps us to understand 

that while God has given us 

everything we need and more to carry out the task Jesus has given to us, 

there are things we need to do.

Two things stand out:

They were wholeheartedly committed to the task

Background of Acts 4:

When a crippled man asked Peter and John for money, 

they asked God to heal him and he did. 

Everyone who saw this miracle wanted to know 

how they had done what they done.

This led to Peter and John preaching about Jesus in the Temple.

The religious leaders present 

were disturbed by the attentiveness of those listening.

So they arrested Peter and John and then interrogated them as to how

they had managed to heal this man. 

Peter and John told them we didn’t – Jesus did. 

And that led them into declaring to the same religious leaders 

who had put Jesus to death, 

that God had raised Jesus from the dead 

and that salvation was now available to all people.

Acts 4:18-21.

Did the threats of the religious leaders create fear in the believers?

Yes.

What did the believers do?

Acts 4:23-31.

They prayed.

They asked the Lord to grant them fresh enabling 

so that they might speak of Jesus with great boldness.

How did the Lord respond to their request?

He didn’t re-baptize them with the Holy Spirit.

The Scripture says they were filled with the Spirit.

That is, they were given a fresh infusion of the Spirit’s life and presence 

which gave to them the ability to speak God’s word with boldness.

We too will need to pray together because we too 

need God’s enabling for boldness.
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