TEXT: Acts 1PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Acts 1


Today, with the Lord's blessing, we'll begin a Christ-centered study of Acts.  

THEME


I say "Christ-centered" very carefully.  For there's a lot of confusion on this point.  The editors of your Bible have named this Book The Acts of the Apostles. A study Bible I own has divided it into two parts: (1) The Birth of the Church Through the Ministry of Peter and (2) The Missionary Expansion of the Church Through the Ministry of Paul.  Commentators and pastors have done the same.  


Do you see the problem?  The words focus on The Apostles, on the Church, on Peter, and on Paul.   The author of the Book, however, says it's about Someone else.  


"The former account I made, O Theophilus, of all that Jesus began both to do and to teach".  


The Book, therefore, is not about "What Peter did" or "What Paul did" or "What the early disciples did".  It's about What Christ did--and what He is doing--in His Church.  


Acts is nothing less than a Fifth Gospel!  Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John tell us what Christ "began to do and teach".  Acts picks up the story where they left off.  

DIVISIONS


How is the Book divided?  Most  divide into two big parts: The work of Peter, chapters 1-12 and The work of Paul, chapters 12ff.  This, again, is man-centered.  A better outline is this one: (1) Christ in heaven, (2) Christ in Jerusalem and Judea,  (3) Christ is Samaria, and (4) Christ in the world.  The sections overlap a bit--but not much.  In any event, this outline exalts the Lord Jesus and shows us what we are--The Body of Christ on Earth.

AUTHOR/FIRST READER


The author does not identify himself.  In the later chapters, we find out he was a friend of Paul.  Tradition names him Luke.  And there's no good reason for thinking otherwise.  


The first man to read Acts was "Theophilus".  This is a Greek name that means "lover of God".  Some have taken it metaphorically--it's to all lovers of God.  That's bad exegesis, but good doctrine.  Everyone who loves God ought to read this book. Though Luke sent it to Theophilus, God sends it to you.

THE FAITH


The author's faith is stated right up front.  Unlike today's historians who pretend to be objective, Luke tells us precisely what he believes.  And why he believes it.  


Jesus died on a Roman cross.  On that point, everyone is agreed.  But Luke doesn't leave it there.  He goes on to say that the Crucified Man rose from the dead.  


That seems unlikely, doesn't it?  Why would he believe it?  He wasn't a stupid man, for he was a physician.  Nor was he brought up to expect a resurrection, for he was a Greek--and they mocked at the whole idea and thought it a Hebrew superstition. 


Luke believed our Lord rose from the dead because he looked into the matter and discovered "many infallible proofs".  For forty days, Christ "showed Himself alive" to honest men and women who weren't predisposed to believe in fairy tales.  Yet they all agreed, 

"The Lord is risen


The Lord is risen indeed!"

He took their word for it.  But not only their word.  He also cites verse after verse  proving that the resurrection of Jesus Christ fulfilled the prophecies of Scripture.   Thus, he took--not only Peter's word for it--or Paul's or John's.  But God's Word for it.  


We know Christ rose from the dead because God says so.  And "God cannot lie".  


If it's that clear, why doesn't everyone believe in the resurrection of our Lord?  


1.
Most people have not even looked into it.  The evidence is there.  But it's easier to  say, "Baloney" than to do the work.    


2.
Most people don't want it to be true.  If Jesus rose from the dead, then He's the Son of God.  And if He's the Son of God, then they're obliged to serve Him.  Which, of course, they don't want to do.

THE PARTING WORDS


After introducing the topic, Luke takes us to the Mount of Olives where our Lord and His disciples are having one last conversation.  


It starts with a promise.  Our Lord wants them to wait in Jerusalem, for God is about to do something for them.  What is it?  He's about to baptize them with the Holy Spirit.


The imagery is not foreign to them.  God had made that promise before in the Old Testament.  And the work of John had foreshadowed it.  A few years before he "Baptized with water" to anticipate the greater Baptism Messiah had for God's People.  


This is a very great promise!  For this Baptism promises a fullness of God's Spirit never before known.  The disciples should have greatly rejoiced in what God was about to do.  


But, of course, they didn't.  Because they weren't interested in that.  What they cared about was the Millennium.  


"Lord, will You at this time restore the kingdom to Israel"?    


They still didn't get it!  Like so many today, they preferred empty speculations to solid promises and known duties.  The Lord rebukes them sharply:


"It is not for you to know the times or seasons which the Father has put in His own authority".


It's none of their business when the Lord is coming again.  Or what He's going to do when He does.  


The disciples have a more immediate concern.  Instead of setting dates, they must 


"Be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, in Judea, in Samaria, and to the end of the earth".

This is what they must do.  But not yet.  At the moment, they must "Wait for the promise of the Father".  This is a command of Jesus Christ.  But it's a temporary measure.  It expires on the Day of Pentecost.  On that Day, the Church must begin witnessing for Christ.  And not stop till He comes again.  There's a hymn, 


"We'll work till Jesus comes,



And we'll be gathered home". 


For ten days the command was "Wait".  Since then, it has been "Go".  Once it was "Stay in Jerusalem".  Now it is "Preach the Gospel to every creature".  


How are we doing on this Command?  For a church our size, I think our missionary program is amazing.  We support five people full-time and several others part-time.  That's great.  But is that it?  Does the Lord say, "You shall support My witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the end of the earth"?  

No He doesn't.  He says "You shall be My witnesses".  The Apostles were first to do it, but they weren't the only ones.  The whole church, "Went everywhere preaching the Word".  Not just the Apostles or missionaries or pastors or teachers.  But everybody!  J.B. Philips was on to something when he said, "They went everywhere gossiping the Word".    

THE ASCENSION


The conversation is over.  It's time for Christ to "Enter into His glory".  He does in a very impressive way.  A cloud of Glory picks Him up and takes Him to heaven where He is enthroned at God's Right Hand.  


Needless to say, the Apostles are mesmerized by the sight.  They stand there in awe of what God has done for Christ.  But the moment doesn't last.  An angel appears to them--and he's mad!  He wonders what they're doing gawking into heaven as though they'd never see anything like this again.  


In fact, they will.  The Lord who once rode into heaven on a cloud will one day return in the same glory and power and majesty.  


We don't know when Jesus will come again.  But we know He will.  And not privately in a personal vision, but in a spectacular display of His Lordship!  "Every eye shall see Him".
WAITING ROOM


The Apostles come to themselves and go back to an Upper Room where they and their friends are meeting.  About 120 people are there, including the Lord's mother.  


What are they doing?  They're praying.  What are they praying about?  We don't know for sure, but some things seem quite likely.  They're certainly praising God and thanking Him for raising Christ from the dead!  And for giving them a new life in union with Christ.  These are things we ought to pray about.  Our prayers, I suspect, have too many requests and not enough praise and thanksgiving!  There is a time to not ask for things.  But there's no time when praising and thanking God is uncalled for!  Psalm 92:1-2.  


They're also praying for wisdom, as the later verses indicate.  That too is a good thing to pray for.  We need it--that's for sure.  And God loves giving it to us.  James 1:5.  


They've got one more thing to do.  They've got to fill an opening in the Apostolate.  Judas was an Apostle, but because he loved money more than Christ, he betrayed the Lord, lost his office, and committed suicide.  


A new man is needed.  Why?  Because eleven won't do!  Why not?  Because the Church is to become "The New Israel" or "The Israel of God".  And just as the old nation was built on twelve patriarchs, so the New People must be built on Twelve Apostles.  


The qualifications are simple: (1) He must have seen our Lord's whole public life, "Beginning with the baptism of John" and ending with the resurrection.  Two men, it seems, fit that bill: Barsabas and Matthias.


The other qualification: (2) He must be God's Choice.  This is not a popularity contest!  God must choose the New Apostle as He had the others.  He did it, this time, through casting lots.  In answer to prayer, the lot fell on Matthias, and he joined the others as Apostles of Christ and witnesses to His Resurrection. 


What does this teach us?  


Some say it proves the believers were a church before Pentecost.  See?  They had a business meeting, and so on.  That may or may not be true.  But--true or false--that is not the message of these verses.


What is it?  The key word is "Witness".  A twelfth Apostle is needed to provide a full and credible witness to the Risen Lord.

APPLICATION


Long ago, our Lord commanded His Church to witness for Him in the world.  If He commands them to do it, He provides for them everything they need to carry out the work.  He gave them a message, a mandate, a Spirit, and a full complement of preachers.  


He has not withdrawn these gifts.  We have the same Gospel that the first Church had.  We have the same mandate: "Preach it to the world".  We have the same Spirit (Who was poured out at Pentecost), and we have the people to do the work under the blessing of Christ.  


The only question that remains: Are we doing it?  Are you bearing witness for Christ at your work?  In your school?  To your neighbors?  With your family?  Christ has given us everything we need to witness for Him.  But now we've got to do it.  


May God make us a missionary church.  Not just to the distant jungles of Brazil or the frozen tundra of Siberia, but in our own homes and neighborhoods and worksites and schools.    

