THE ACTS OF THE LORD JESUS CHRIST

Luke 24:21-49   Acts 1:1-5 (text)

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, we often observe that the church in our day is not in a very good state. 

#
Many churches have completely given away the faith. So you have this man, Mr Geering, a minister in good standing in the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa-New Zealand, writing a book entitled Christianity without God. What a ludicrous thing. 

#
You have on the fringes of the charismatic movement men and women espousing heresies. I could refer you to Dake's Annotated Bible, a chap by the name of Kenyon, Kenneth Copeland, Benny Hinn, and so forth.

#
Evangelical Christians often seem to be trying desperately to increase and retain their 'market share' by turning to entertainment – nightclub-type worship format, user-friendly evangelism. Of course we must not put stumbling blocks before people, more than the stumbling block of the gospel, but the gospel is a stumbling block! A gospel that begins by declaring that "all have sinned and come short of the glory of God" and "the wages of sin is death" is not 'user-friendly.' 

#
But we reformed people are not happy either. And we’re not happy with ourselves. I hope we’re not happy with ourselves. We are aware that there seems sometimes a lack of power. We ought to ask difficult questions about our discipleship and our obedience to the Lord. We are not sure how to live in the 21st century and not be of it. We feel in our own hearts a luke-warmness but we’re not sure how to turn up the heat. Do we see much of the passion and the fervour of Peter and of Paul among us? Do we very often see the love of John? Paul is constantly talking about praying always and praying continually and we have trouble praying for a quarter of an hour. 

#
Nor do we often, it seems, see people converted – I mean really converted, so that they are different people from what they were yesterday; so that for them everything really has become new; they’re new creatures (2 Corinthians chapter 5). Conversion doesn’t have to be instant like that, nor outwardly dramatic. But it sure can be and it often has been throughout history. But do we see it? 

Isaiah, in chapter 32, told Israel that that’s the way it’s going to be "until the Spirit is poured out from on high." That is in one way a sad comment because it seems to be saying there’s nothing we can do about this sad spiritual condition; and in a certain sense that is true. But in another way that statement is a wonderful encouragement because Isaiah didn’t say that’s the way it will be unless “the Spirit is poured out from on high.” He said that’s the way it will be "until the Spirit is poured out from on high," the implication being that the Spirit will one day be poured out from on high. 

The book of Acts is the fulfilment of that prophecy. The book of Acts is the record of what happens when the Spirit is poured out from on high. John Calvin says, “The book of Acts is about the beginning of the reign of Christ.” Of course it is. It begins with his ascension. And Calvin goes on to say, “…and the renewal of the world is being shown us in the book of Acts.” That is exactly right. And that is because the Spirit was poured out from on high. We read about that in chapter 2, the Day of Pentecost, and we’ll come to that. That was a unique event in history. It will never be repeated. The Holy Spirit does not always, for reasons that we will see later, work in the obviously and openly powerful way that he does in this book. On the other hand, the Lord always works on the principles we see operating in the book of Acts. We cannot, by anything we do, bring God to act again in this openly powerful way. On the other hand, as we study the book of Acts, we might see for what reason the Lord hides his face from us; and what perhaps we must put right with him that he no longer be grieved; and that instead he look on us with mercy and work again in us in great power. 

Well, what are these five verses that we are looking at this morning about? They are about this: what Jesus in person began to do and teach, by the Holy Spirit, before his ascension into heaven, he continues through the obedience of the apostles and the church, by his Holy Spirit, to do after his ascension. That is these five verses in summary. Let’s work it out. First of all, 

1.
THE BOOK OF ACTS IS ABOUT THE WORK AND TEACHING OF JESUS CHRIST 

#
In our Bibles it is called the Acts of the Apostles. And that can hardly be wrong. The first eight chapters are about Peter and John and the growth of the church in Jerusalem and in Samaria. In chapter nine Saul is converted and becomes the apostle Paul and most of the rest of the book is about the work God does through him. So it is about the acts of the Apostles.

#
Over the past 100 years or so at least, some writers have said it should be called the Acts of the Holy Spirit, and it’s a bit hard not to see that there either. Chapter two is about Pentecost and the baptism of the church by the Spirit. In chapter eight the Spirit comes on the believers in Samaria. In chapter ten the Spirit comes on the Gentiles. In chapter 19 he comes on those straggling disciples of John the Baptist, who got left in a sort of time warp. Then in between and all along you read about Peter and John being full of the Holy Spirit and speaking boldly before the Sanhedrin; you read about the deacons in chapter six who have to be full of the Holy Spirit; and Paul is led by the Spirit or he is hindered by the Spirit and so forth. So the book can also be said to be about the acts of the Holy Spirit. 

#
But what does our text say? In verse one Luke, who wrote the book of Acts, tells Theophilus that the first book he wrote to him, his gospel, was about what Jesus began to do and to teach. And what he began to do and teach he did until the day he was taken up – until he ascended into heaven. That is a very interesting statement and it tells us two things. 

First of all; “Jesus began to do and teach.” That phrase is talking about his ministry here on earth from the time he was about thirty years of age until his death on the cross. But Luke tells us that, “what Jesus began to do and teach he did until the day he was taken up.” So what Jesus began to do and teach is not only talking about his work and his preaching until he died on the cross; it is also talking about his work and teaching among the disciples after he rose from the dead. 

What Jesus did in those forty days after his resurrection and before his ascension into heaven was the same work and teaching that he did before his death. Now it’s true, after the resurrection he didn’t preach to multitudes of ordinary people. His work and his teaching were only among the disciples. Mind you, it was mainly among the disciples before then. 

But secondly – and the especially interesting thing that the first two verses of our text tell us – there is something in that word, "began." Luke had written his first book – the gospel – to tell Theophilus what Jesus began to do and teach until the day he was taken up into heaven. That tells us something about this, his second book. It implies that the book of Acts is about what Jesus is continuing to do and teach – after his ascension into heaven. So the book of Acts should really be called The (continuing) Acts of the Lord Jesus Christ; because that is what it is all about. 

And when you think about some other things in the New Testament, it’s so obvious. Paul talks, for example, in Ephesians chapter one about Christians being "in Christ." In one Corinthians twelve he expands on that and talks about the church being the body of Christ with Christ as the head and we as the members, the other body parts. And therefore, in Philippians chapter two, he speaks about God who “is at work in you both to will and to do of his good pleasure.” In John chapter 14 Jesus speaks about himself and the Father coming to live within believers while, personally, he goes to heaven. He and the Father live within us by his Spirit. 

So you see, it is not wrong to call this second book of Luke the Acts of the Apostles or even the Acts of the Early Church; it's not wrong to call it the Acts of the Holy Spirit either; but really it’s about the continuing acts of the Lord Jesus Christ, through the Church, in the power of the Holy Spirit. And the really important point here is this: anything the Holy Spirit does or says is what Jesus has sent him to do and say; and anything the church does or says is to be what Jesus sends the church, and the apostles first off, to do and say. 

Some of you young people wear those armbands with WWJD on them – What Would Jesus Do? Now that’s not a bad question and it’s a very good reminder. We need to be a bit careful because we, ourselves, are not Jesus. He had a very special work to do that only he could do and in a unique way. Furthermore, we don’t live in the first century in Palestine; we live in the 21st century in New Zealand. And what Jesus wants to do and is doing through the church in the power of the Holy Spirit today is not, in a wooden, imitative sort of way, what he did two thousand years ago in Palestine. 

Still, it is our risen and glorified Lord Jesus Christ who is to work through us. And any work that is really being done by his people today is Jesus Christ himself working through them. Jesus told us that he would not leave us alone. He told us that he would come to us and he would comfort us and he would strengthen us (John 14, 15, 16). He told us that he would send the Holy Spirit “to guide us into all truth” and he told us he would be with us to the end of the age, with all the power there is in heaven and on earth. 

Jesus Christ has never stopped working. He did not die in vain and he will not allow his suffering and death to be wasted. So, people of God, we must not get our tails between our legs because things don’t look too good sometimes for the church and for the gospel and for Christianity in the western world particularly, at present. What Jesus began to do and teach he is still doing and he is still teaching in this his world over which he is the ascended Lord and King. 
Secondly,

2.
THE WORK AND TEACHING OF THE LORD JESUS CHRIST, AND THEREFORE OF THE CHURCH, IS ABOUT THE KINGDOM OF GOD 

The risen and glorified Lord Jesus Christ is still working and teaching. But what is that work and teaching that he is doing? It is essentially the same work he did while he was here on earth. And the first thing we need to notice about it is that it is work and teaching. 

While Jesus was here on earth, we read in Acts chapter ten, “He went about doing good and healing.” People often take this to mean that the church today should still be doing good and healing, and so she should. She should do good to all men (Galatians 6:10). But people say we should still be healing people and especially healing people miraculously, and if we would engage in this miracle ministry, people would believe and people would become Christians. 

But brothers and sisters, great and miraculous deeds in themselves do not convince people of the Lordship of Jesus Christ. When Thomas finally saw Jesus, true, he did believe but Jesus said, “Blessed are those who don’t see such things and yet believe.” Miracles – and of course God may do any kind of miracle at any time; he may heal miraculously whenever he wants to. But whether people still have the gift of performing miracles is quite another matter and we’ll have a look at that a little later on. But miracles in themselves don’t make people believers. People will always find other explanations for them or they will even deny them. They did in Jesus day, throughout his ministry. So Jesus said to the rich man who wanted Abraham to send Lazarus to his brothers that they would believe and not come to hell where he was – Jesus said to him, “If they don’t believe Moses and the prophets they won’t believe one risen from the dead.” 

We need to think about this a bit more broadly. 

#
Sometimes people say; Christianity is not a religion. Christianity is not so much about doctrine. Christianity is about a living relationship with Jesus Christ. And of course, that’s true. But without doctrine, without teaching, who is this Jesus Christ whom we are to know personally and love personally? 

#
Sometimes people speak about their spiritual experiences – maybe it is speaking in tongues or maybe they believe the Lord spoke to them and they have a sense of the Lord being very close to them. But how do they know that experience is true? Never forget, the devil is the great imitator, and the greater imitator he is, the closer to the real he will perform. So when the devil deceives, you can expect him to sound just how you might expect Jesus to sound. 

Jesus never expected people to believe him just by the works he did. The works of Jesus, that he began to do and teach and which he continued to do and teach through the apostles and now continues to do and teach through the church, are simply that – good works and teaching. So when those two disciples on the road to Emmaus didn’t understand, and therefore didn’t really accept the resurrection, Jesus said to them, “O foolish men, and slow of heart to believe in all that the prophets have spoken. Then, beginning with Moses and the prophets he explained to them the things concerning himself in all the Scriptures.” And it wasn’t until Jesus had explained what the Bible had said about him that those two disciples understood and believed and their doubt and disappointment disappeared. And that’s just what we find in our text. “To these,” verse three, “he also presented himself alive after his suffering by many convincing proofs, appearing to them over a period of forty days and speaking of the things concerning the kingdom of God.” 

Until Jesus spoke to Mary she didn’t recognize him. And when those two disciples went back to Jerusalem and started telling the other disciples that Jesus had appeared to them and how he had explained everything to them, and finally when he had broken bread with them, they recognized him in the light of that teaching. When Jesus all of a sudden appeared to the eleven disciples, did they believe in the resurrection? No. We read they thought they were seeing a ghost and he had to start all over again explaining to them from Moses and the prophets, the Bible as they then had it. 

The gospel of Luke is about what Jesus began to do and teach and Acts is about what he now, in the New Testament age, continues to do and teach. He continues to do that through the apostles and through us. He continues to teach as we take the whole Bible and show Jesus Christ to be he in and through whom God is saving the world; in and through whom God is renewing the world; in and through whom God is bringing his kingdom to the world. And it is only ultimately by the force of the truth of the Bible explained that people will believe. Miracles in themselves do nothing. Spiritual experiences in themselves do nothing. Deeds of love and mercy in themselves do nothing. We must bring people the Word of God because, as Paul says in Romans ten, “Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God.” Or as Peter put it, people can only be “born again by the living and abiding Word of God.” 

I spoke of Jesus’ teaching here as "things concerning the kingdom of God." What do we mean by that term? Well, think about that What Would Jesus Do? bracelet again. If you mean by asking yourself that question, “How do I obey Jesus?” then that is very good. And for now, that will do to understand what Jesus meant by speaking of the things concerning the kingdom. To be in Jesus’ kingdom means to live in obedience to him as king in every aspect of life. As Jesus came and lived in obedience to the Father and preached only what the Father gave him to say, so he brought salvation and the kingdom of God into this world. That is what Jesus began to do and teach. We are now to go into the world obeying the king and teaching only what he taught and so we bring salvation and the kingdom of God to this world. That is what Jesus is continuing to do and teach.
 

But there are two other very important verses – verses four and five and so, thirdly,

3.
THE WORK AND TEACHING OF JESUS, AND THEREFORE OF THE CHURCH, ONLY EVER ACHIEVES ANYTHING BY THE HOLY SPIRIT

I said a moment ago that miracles in themselves achieve nothing for Jesus Christ in people’s hearts; spiritual experiences, in themselves, likewise; and so on. Rather, we must bring the truth of the Bible to people because only through the Bible, the living and abiding Word of God, can people be born again and come to faith in Jesus Christ and be saved and serve in his kingdom and become part of the wonderful renewal that God is bringing to the world. That is true. But it’s not the whole truth. The Bible, the Word of God in itself, achieves nothing either. And that was so for Jesus’ teaching too. Did you notice that? “The first account I composed Theophilus about all that Jesus began to do and teach until the day when he was taken up to heaven, after that he had by the Holy Spirit given orders to the apostles whom he had chosen.” 

Before Jesus began his ministry when he was thirty years old, he was baptised by John the Baptist in the Jordan River and the Holy Spirit came down upon him to empower him for his work on the earth as a man. But Luke tells us here that even after he was raised from the dead, even after he was therefore the glorified Lord, he still did his work and teaching by the Holy Spirit. By the Holy Spirit he gave orders to the apostles whom he had chosen right up until the day he was taken up into heaven. 

Now brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, if that is so for the eternal Son of God, it sure must be true for the apostles and for the church in general and for us. So we see, verse four, “Gathering them together he commanded them not to leave Jerusalem but to wait for what the Father had promised; which he said, You heard of from me, for John baptised with water but you will be baptised by the Holy Spirit not many days from now.”

There is a lot to be said about the Holy Spirit and the baptism of the Holy Spirit and the promise of the Father and, for that matter, about baptism, from these two verses – baptism in water; baptism in the Holy Spirit; the baptism of John; the baptism of Jesus. We will have a look at these things as we work our way through the book. But what I want you to see right now is the most important point. There is a very important parallel here between Jesus and Jesus’ church; between Jesus and you and me. 

At this moment Jesus is calling on the Church “to do the works that he did – only greater,” he said.
 “As the Father has sent me,” John chapter twenty, “so I send you.” Jesus came to bring joy and life and salvation to the world. We are called to bring the message of joy and life and salvation to the world. 

Before Jesus began his ministry he was baptised by the Holy Spirit, even as John the Baptist was filled with the Holy Spirit from his mother’s womb to announce that Jesus and the kingdom were coming. Jesus as a man and John the Baptist, the greatest man of the Old Testament, had no power without the Holy Spirit. They could do nothing. They could achieve nothing. And neither did the apostles. And neither can the church. So they had to wait for ten days in Jerusalem until Pentecost when the church would be baptised with the Holy Spirit and, as it says in verse 8, “you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you.” 

People of God, the same is true for us today. I’m not talking about another baptism of the Holy Spirit. The Church was only baptised with the Holy Spirit once, even as Jesus only ever died once – once-for-all. Both events, the cross and Pentecost, were once-for-all events. We are never commanded in the New Testament to be baptised with the Holy Spirit. The point is this: God does nothing in the world except through the Holy Spirit. He created the world through the Holy Spirit. All the Old Testament prophets, priests and kings had to be anointed with the Holy Spirit to do their work. The temple was built as the artisans and artists were empowered by the Holy Spirit even as the New Testament temple, the church, is built by the Holy Spirit. Jesus was conceived in the virgin Mary by the Holy Spirit. The new birth comes by the Holy Spirit. Conversion comes by the Holy Spirit. And John the Baptist, Jesus, and the apostles in the early church, could achieve nothing except they were empowered by the Holy Spirit. And neither can we. And all our concerns about being in the 21st century but not of it will not be overcome by doing whatever you want to church services or anything else. All our concerns about the apparent powerlessness of the church and even the gospel, in the West at the present time, will not be overcome by seeking miracles or new baptisms of the Spirit or speaking in tongues or anything else of that order. 

Indeed, if Israel, the kingdom of God in Isaiah’s day, was to remain in a sad and sorry state until the Spirit was poured out from on high, the same principle is true today. Nothing of God will happen until the Holy Spirit works. 

So what does that mean for us? Do we sit back and twiddle our thumbs until something happens? No. Perhaps we have grieved the Holy Spirit. Perhaps we have quenched him. Well then, let us repent! And let us obey. And while we are never commanded to be baptised by the Holy Spirit, we are commanded to be filled with the Holy Spirit. And the book of Colossians tells us, as the book of Acts will show us, that we are filled by the Holy Spirit as we give ourselves to the Word, as "the Word of Christ dwells in us richly," and as we give ourselves to prayer. We are in every way to obey all things Jesus has commanded us because if we do not God will not hear our prayers for the Holy Spirit to work again amongst us, even as he’ll not hear any other prayer. 

Before he went to the cross Jesus said, “Without me you can do nothing; therefore abide in me.” Jesus works only through his Word, and his Word only ever achieves anything in people’s hearts by the power of the Spirit of Christ. And the way we are to abide in and remain connected with Jesus and in his truth and so bear fruit, is to be filled with the Spirit. To be filled with the Spirit we must live in prayer and in the Word of Christ. 

Brothers and sisters do we do that? Do we not want to see Jesus carry on this wonderful saving work in our hearts and in the hearts of our children and in the hearts of our land and in this whole sin-racked and ruined and therefore miserable world? Do we not want to be filled with the Spirit? Do we not want to be filled with the Word? Do we not want to pray for the Spirit’s work? Only that will revive the church. Only that will bring another time like Pentecost and the Reformation, when millions are converted, when millions become new creatures in Jesus Christ. And only so will God himself be praised and become all in all. For the filling of the Spirit then, through the Word, let us labour and let us pray.

Amen

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 18th September, 2005

Appendix
We sometimes have a question time after the evening Service and on this Sunday I was asked two questions that somewhat anticipate coming sermons, but they arise out of this sermon naturally enough and are questions in many people's minds on this subject. So I give them, and my answers, as follows:
1.
I had mentioned in the sermon that the baptism of the church by, or in, the Holy Spirit was a once-only event. It happened at Pentecost and then only. Question: What then about the Spirit coming on those believers in Acts 19 and maybe other places? Answer: The baptism of the Holy Spirit is not something that happens individually in or to each believer; it is something that happened once in human history at Pentecost, the benefits of which each believer enters into when he is born again and converted; even as the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ were once-only events in history, the benefits of which each believer enters into when he is born again and converted. 
What then about those other baptisms of the Holy Spirit in Acts? There are three of them. I would call them postscripts to Pentecost. Pentecost is recorded in Acts 2. What was the significance of Pentecost? Sometimes it is thought that the Spirit came at Pentecost to work salvation in the world by causing people to be born again so that they may believe and be saved. But Jesus told Nicodemus, still under the Old Testament, pre-Pentecost 'regime' that he needed to be born again even to see the kingdom of God, let alone get into it. Ephesians two (among other places) tells us that we are "dead in sin" and are saved when we are "made alive" by an act of God's pure grace. They are principial statements; they are true of men and women in both the OT and the NT. How were people born again then in the OT if the Holy Spirit was not given? In Acts 1:8 Jesus told the disciples to wait in Jerusalem until the Spirit came upon them and when he did, they would "receive power …and be my witnesses."  We have to see Pentecost in terms of the new situation ushered in by the coming of the NT age, an age when the Gospel would no longer be confined, more or less, to Israel but would go to the whole world. People were being born again and converted in OT times just as they are today. But there is also this work of power. In the OT the Holy Spirit came upon every prophet, priest and king to empower them for their work in those offices. In the NT, every believer is a prophet, priest and king; we all have gifts to use in the service of the church and the gospel. Pentecost has got to do with power to fulfil our task as prophets, priests and kings taking the gospel to the whole world. 

#
Jesus said it was to go first to the Jews and all Judea. Thus the Holy Spirit came upon the Jewish believers in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost. 

#
The gospel then had to go to Samaria, so Jesus said in Acts 1:8. That was a bit radical for the Jewish believers for "the Jews have no dealings with the Samaritans." So when the Samaritans believed the gospel, Peter and John had to go there and investigate the matter and there was a 'postscript Pentecost' to show the Jews that the gospel really was for Samaritans also. 

#
But it was also to go “the uttermost parts of the earth”; that also was rather radical. Peter had to be convinced by the miraculous vision about eating unclean animals before he would go into the Gentile Cornelius' house. But when he did, and preached to them, another 'postscript Pentecost' took place and again it was the Jews with Peter who were surprised to see that God really had sent salvation to the Gentiles (Acts 10-11). 

#
The final 'postscript Pentecost' was in Acts 19 when Paul met those disciples of John the Baptist who had not even heard of the Holy Spirit, having only received the baptism of John. 

The first three occasions fit nicely with the spread of the Gospel to the three different groups of people according to the paradigm of Acts 1:8; what is the rationale for Acts 19? I am not completely sure – except for the obvious fact that they had not received the message of Christ in the full NT sense, not having heard of the Holy Spirit; they were still essentially OT believers. But perhaps it was to demonstrate with finality (to other lingering converts of the John the Baptist?) that the OT scheme was gone forever, completely superseded. Even the greatest man (so Jesus) of the OT, John the Baptist, could not save. He must indeed decrease and Jesus must increase (and the Spirit is the Spirit of Christ, of course). Maybe we will see more when we get to chapter 19.
2.
What is the difference between the baptism of the Holy Spirit and the filling of the Holy Spirit? Answer:  The baptism of the Holy Spirit is the once-for-all coming of the Holy Spirit upon the church in power for the work of world-wide evangelisation given to the NT people of God. But we can grieve or quench the Holy Spirit by our sin. In Ephesians we are told to “be filled with the Holy Spirit”; but nowhere in the whole NT are we ever commanded to be baptised with the Holy Spirit. In a very similar passage in Colossians (in terms of subject matter and the order the subjects are treated) we are told, and this is the only significant difference between the two passages, to “let the word of Christ dwell in you richly.” I take it that, as we let the word of Christ dwell in us richly, so we are filled with the Spirit. Even as Jesus said it was the Spirit's task to take what was his and give it to us. I deal with this question some more in the next sermon, and it will come up in later chapters. 

� Cf. also Acts 8:12; 20:24f; 28:23,31; and from the OT; Exodus 15:18; Psalm 103:19 (concerning the universality of the kingdom of God). The background of the NT idea is Daniel 2:44; 7:13f. When Jesus came, the kingdom came (Mk 1:14f) and when he died, rose and ascended into heaven, the kingdom was released with power upon the earth. Jesus taught the disciples in these forty days what his life's work meant for the kingdom; cf. Luke 24:45-47; it also included his second coming and judgment (Acts 10:42; 17:31; Philippians 2:10f; Matthew 6:10).


�   John 14:12.
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