POWER FOR THE PARADIGM SHIFT

Acts 1:1-12 (text: vv.4-11)

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Jews traditionally understood history to be divided into two ages. This was spoken about and described in various ways in the Old Testament. In general the understanding was that in the Old Testament times they lived in the first age – the old age, but that one day a new age would come upon the world and that would be an age when all the promises that God had given to Israel would be fulfilled. That new age would be brought in by the Messiah, the promised deliverer, the new Moses, the greater Moses; the new David, the greater David. 

One of the prophecies about this was that given to Daniel in Nebuchadnezzar’s time. I’m thinking of his first great vision – that of the great image,
 showing the four great Gentile empires: firstly Babylon, then Medo-Persia, then the empire of Greece from the west and then Rome – described as “made of iron” and “very strong”. But all of these empires and, as a matter of fact, the whole idea of world empires, the whole succession of world empires, would be destroyed by a new empire, described in the vision as "a stone, cut not with hands" (meaning: not of human construction), that would fall out of heaven. That stone would fall on the feet of the image. The legs and feet represented the Roman Empire. But not just Rome was destroyed; the whole image was destroyed. And this stone would be the final world empire and it would grow and fill the whole earth. It would be the final empire because it would also be an eternal empire. The stone was understood to be the Messiah, the Christ and his coming into the world would bring the new age, the last age – sometimes called "the latter days", upon the earth. 

In John chapter 12, verse 31, before he went to the cross, Jesus said to the disciples, “Now judgment is upon this world. Now the ruler of this world shall be cast out.” By the time we get to Acts chapter one it had happened and the disciples knew it had happened. They understood that “upon them the ends of the ages”, the final age had come, 1 Corinthians chapter 10. And Jesus is now, in our text this morning, talking to them about things concerning the kingdom – the Messiah’s kingdom. “Oh Lord, then,” they ask, “is it at this time you are going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” 

But they still had not understood, because this new age was truly new – so new it involved a complete paradigm shift. It was not just another empire in the succession of world empires. It brought a whole new way of looking at the world and the way God worked in the nations of the world. The kingdom of the Messiah was a completely different empire, and by their question you see that the disciples had not grasped that yet. But I must say, I can sympathize with them. It’s like someone like me who grew up using a fountain pen, trying to get to terms with a computer. When it comes to a computer – look, show me how to do a few operations and I can get it to perform certain activities that I want it to do. But if something goes awry, I’m lost. I don’t understand computers. That’s a paradigm shift that I’ve not been able to make. And at the moment here, the disciples were faced with a paradigm shift that they had not as yet been able to make. Because the new age was not just new, it was a different kind of age; it had quite different aims in view than the disciples and perhaps all Jews understood. It was working in a certain sense on quite different principles. Let’s have a look at this this morning. First of all,  

1.
THE KINGDOM OF GOD ACCORDING TO THE NEW PARADIGM 

The disciples were still thinking in the old Jewish way. They were thinking that when those world empires were destroyed, they would be destroyed by a renewed Israel, led by the Messiah and the new empire that would fill the earth and which would be a Jewish empire in which the Messiah would rule from a throne in Jerusalem; pretty much, as a matter of fact, what many evangelical Christians are still looking for today when Jesus comes again. 

But Jesus tells them that the new age of the Messiah is different from that. The new age of the Messiah is, verse 8, about being a witness to me. In other words, the kingdom in the new age was all about the person of Jesus Christ and to him they were to witness. John talked about this later in his first letter in the first chapter. He said, “What was from the beginning, what we have seen and heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the Word of Life, and the Word was manifested and we have seen and testify and proclaim to you the eternal life which was with the Father and was manifested to us; what we have seen and heard, we proclaim to you, so that you too may have fellowship with us. And indeed, our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.” 

John is telling us here that, for a certain period of time already, the apostles have been fulfilling the mandate of the Messiah. What he describes there is the new kingdom in operation. It was not about a political and military kingdom at all; it was a spiritual kingdom. Jesus had told the Jews that back in Matthew chapter 12 when he said to them, “If I by the Spirit of God cast out demons, then, thus so, the Kingdom of God has come upon you.” Or, as he said to Pilate, “My kingdom is not of this world.” And he meant not of this world in any way. He didn’t just mean that he had come down from heaven. He meant also that his kingdom was not about nations and empires as we think of them. He meant that it was a spiritual kingdom, working in the hearts of people of all nations by the gospel of the love of God. That is why Jesus could say, “The peace I give you is not the kind of peace that the world gives. … Indeed in the world you will have tribulation but in me you will have peace.”
  You see, the whole way that Jesus speaks about his work is about a kingdom that is spiritual and completely different from kingdoms as we normally think of them. 

Furthermore, it wasn’t a Jewish kingdom. It was about being witnesses to me, "both in Jerusalem and in all Judea and in Samaria and to the uttermost parts of the earth." And this ought not to have been all that new to the disciples because it was hinted at, or even prophesied directly, in the Old Testament. 

#
Way back in Genesis chapter 12 God promised Abraham that he "would be a father of many nations and that all the families of the earth would be blessed in him"; in the gospel which would go out from Israel,
 or from Zion as we sang it in that first hymn and as we sang it in Psalm 110. 

#
In Isaiah 49 God says about his servant Israel (at the time, but then ultimately The Servant is the Lord Jesus Christ who came from Israel), “It is too small a thing that you should restore Israel; I will make you a light to the nations that my salvation shall reach to the ends of the earth.” 

John later explained what Jesus meant when he talked about the ruler of this world being cast out; in Revelation 20, when he said, “An angel came down from heaven with a great chain in his hand and laid hold of the dragon, the serpent of old, who is the devil and satan, and bound him for a thousand years – a thousand years being a symbolic way of speaking of this new age – and threw him into the abyss and shut it and sealed it over him so that he should not deceive the nations any longer until the thousand years were completed.” 

In Old Testament times, in the old age, the first age of the world, all the nations of the world entirely, except Israel, had been almost completely deceived by the devil and did not know the truth of God. But now in this new age of the kingdom, satan cannot do that. He is bound so that he cannot deceive the nations like that anymore. And Jesus' spiritual kingdom, "the kingdom of love and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit," grows throughout the earth. And the disciples had not yet grasped this – that they now had to look at the world and the promises of God in quite a different way from how they had in the past. They were primarily spiritual and eternal – not political and military and of this world. 

So then, this new kingdom of God, the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ is quite a different thing from that which the disciples and the Jews in general had understood. And that means that it also works with a different idea of power. So secondly, 

2.
POWER FOR THE KINGDOM OF GOD ACCORDING TO THE NEW PARADIGM

It is true that one day the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ will rule the world, but that is not talking about something like Babylon or Rome or the British Empire, or like Soviet hegemony over Eastern Europe and Central Asia maintained by tanks and armoured cars. The kingdom of God is not, firstly, concerned about politics or power blocs. The kingdom of God is concerned about the moral and religious spirit that rules in the hearts of men and women and any change the kingdom of God makes in the political and military affairs of the nations, as nations, it will bring about by the change it makes in the hearts of the men and women who make up those nations. And in that way, because eventually the gospel will convert the nations, the spiritual empire of the Lord Jesus Christ that transcends individual nations will one day fill and rule the entire world. 

Every empire, every authority ultimately rules with some kind of power. The nations and empires of this world rule by military power – the coercive power of the police force or the army. How does a spiritual empire rule? It rules by spiritual power and it must overcome resistance to its advance in the world by spiritual power. 

I quoted a moment ago the Lord Jesus when he spoke to the Jews in Matthew chapter 12; “If I cast out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.”  “If my kingdom were of this world,” Jesus said to Pilate, “then my servants would fight, but my kingdom is not of this world.” I’m playing a different ball game, Pilate. And the disciples had to learn that too. 

So Jesus more or less passes over their question about restoring the kingdom to Israel. He corrects it by the bye, by telling them that his kingdom is about witnessing to the nations about him. In effect he is saying, “Listen, you just forget about times and seasons and epochs and the kingdom of Israel and,” as Luke 24 fills in Acts chapter one, verse 8, “Go back to Jerusalem and the Holy Spirit will come upon you and you will receive power and so you will be my witnesses.” That happened on the day of Pentecost, ten days after this. And what a change it made to the disciples. In the gospels we see them quivering behind locked doors for fear of the Jews. After Pentecost we see them defying the Sanhedrin, the Roman authorities, the whole world, just as Jesus had before them – boldly proclaiming the gospel even though they had been forbidden to do so. And the reason they were bold just like Jesus was because they now had the Spirit just like Jesus. 

And this is what we must understand about the day of Pentecost. The Holy Spirit coming down upon the church at Pentecost is not about something that happens in the heart of every individual believer; whether when they are converted or at some time later. The Holy Spirit coming down upon the church at Pentecost is something that happened only once in history, even as Jesus only died once in history. And just as every true believer, whether he lived before Christ came or after Christ came, receives the benefit of forgiveness from the once-only death of the Lord Jesus Christ on the cross, so also every true believer, whether he lived before Pentecost or after Pentecost, receives benefit from the once-only coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. 

That is why, through the whole New Testament, we are never commanded to be baptised by the Spirit. Paul simply tells us that “we are baptised by the Holy Spirit” (1 Corinthians 12:13). It is similar to what he says in Romans chapter 6 that, “all believers have died to sin when Christ died to sin on their behalf.” And what is that benefit that we receive from the once-only coming of the Holy Spirit upon the church at Pentecost? Jesus says in verse 8, “You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you.” We need to note a couple of things about this. 

First of all; what is this power for? It’s not the power of the Holy Spirit in regeneration, to receive the new birth, to be born again so that we receive that spiritual ability to repent of our sins and believe in Jesus Christ – what Jesus told Nicodemus he needed. People of the Old Testament had to repent of their sins and had to believe in God. And if it’s true that we are all born dead in sin and as natural men and women we cannot please God in any way,
 that is true both in the Old Testament and in the New Testament. The Spirit was working causing people to be born again right through history.
 So what particularly did the power of the Spirit come upon the church at Pentecost for? 

Jesus told the disciples that “when the Holy Spirit came upon them you will receive power to be witnesses to me," beginning in Jerusalem and ultimately going to the whole world. That is the power that the church received from the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, the power to evangelize the world, the power to bring the gospel to disciple the nations. And Peter goes on on the day of Pentecost to quote the prophecy of Joel that, “the Spirit in power would be poured out on all flesh – sons and daughters, young men and old” and so forth. In the Old Testament, in the old age, the first age of the world, the Holy Spirit came in power only upon those few prophets, priests and kings. But in the New Testament all believers are prophets, priests and kings. We all have an office in the kingdom of God and are to perform the work of prophets, priests and kings. And we all receive the benefit of the Spirit of power from the gift of Pentecost. 

And perhaps that raises another question. Maybe you say, “Well, I don’t feel very powerful.” Let’s go back to the parallel I made with Romans 6 where we are taught that, when Christ died to sin once for all, we too died to sin. Brothers and sisters, there are times when I don’t feel very dead to sin at all. And so too, there are times when I don’t feel very powerful. Let me say two things about that: 

First of all, it does seem from the history of Acts and also from general church history that there are times when the Church is more full or more aware of this power of the Holy Spirit than at others and so she is used more effectively for the gospel at certain periods of history than at others. And it does seem to me that we are in a low period at the present time – maybe a Laodicean period? We need to be praying about that – constantly, because I think we will see, as we work through the book of Acts, that it is after times of prayer, and the humbling before God that necessarily goes with true prayer, that the Lord then filled the early church with greater spiritual power. 

The other thing I think we need to remember about this is this: don’t forget that Paul said, “When I am weak, then I am strong.” When you or I, as human beings, feel powerless then the Lord’s power works through us so that what is wrought through us is obviously seen to be done by the power of God. Perhaps we have to be made humbler. 

But there is also something else. The Holy Spirit came upon the church as a body and it is the church as a body, as a whole group of believers, looking out not only for ourselves but also looking out for each other so that the world will know that we are his by our love. The church is a body, weeping for those that weep, rejoicing with those that rejoice, the more sophisticated being willing to befriend those who are a bit more humble. It is the church as a body with each member doing its part, pulling its weight, each one of us using our gifts, working together; each one contributing our little bit to the whole work of the church – some witnessing in a more obvious manner, others teaching, some helping in a more practical way, others behind the scenes, showing hospitality maybe. It is the Spirit come upon the whole church as we work as a body that the Lord uses her. 

Maybe we need to think about this too. Are we a body? Do we really feel a part of one another and live as part of one another? Or are we just a group of individual Christians who happen to meet together on the Lord’s Day? People of God, this is our task – to worship God; to call others to worship him through the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ. And to empower the church to carry that gospel and to convert the nations, the Holy Spirit came upon the church in power and he stills lives within her in power. For it is the church, not so much as individual Christians, but it is the church as a body that is the temple of the Holy Spirit. Thirdly, 

3.
WE HAVE THIS POWER BECAUSE WE KNOW CHRIST IS KING

We have this power and we know we have this power because we know Christ is King; and we know Christ is king because the gift of the Spirit is the infallible sign he has been given the kingdom. 

After Jesus explained all these things to the disciples he was lifted up on a cloud out of their sight. Luke’s gospel tells us something that he leaves out of Acts and it is very interesting. He tells us that after Jesus had gone to heaven these disciples “returned to Jerusalem with great joy and were continually in the Temple, praising God” (Luke 24:53). Not long before they were completely despondent and when Jesus told them in John 14, 15, 16 that he was going to go back to the Father they were upset and said to him, “Lord, you’re not going to leave us are you?” But then he rose from the dead and they became convinced of that and were full of joy. But now he was leaving them again. How come that did not throw a wet blanket on their joy again? How come they go back to Jerusalem with great joy? Why also, after he sent the Spirit upon them at Pentecost, were they if anything more joyful, rejoicing even that they were counted worthy to suffer for Christ? 

The joy was because they had received the promise of the Father – the Holy Spirit, and they knew it was true. And the fact that they received the promise of the Father, the Holy Spirit, was a sure and infallible sign of something else, something very wonderful, even more wonderful, and that was that Jesus had received the kingdom from the Father. The Holy Spirit at Pentecost was the indisputable proof of that. 

Let me give an illustration – maybe it’s a bit corny but you’ll get the point. Imagine if I received a letter one day from a solicitor in England to tell me that I’d received from some relative in England some great property worth many millions of pounds and a great house and a title to go with it. Well I think you can imagine that Sheryl and I would think it is a bit funny to get a letter like that. But our lawyer says, “No this is kosher. This is one of the most reputable law firms in England that this letter comes from." So I spend a couple of thousand of the few that we’ve got and fly to England. Then a couple of weeks later, the lawyer here in New Zealand phones Sheryl and says, “Listen, I’ve got a cheque for half a million dollars,” and she banks it and it doesn’t bounce. “Oh and by the way,” he says, “um, your husband has also taken up his seat in the House of Lords.” Now I can assure you that to the best of my knowledge there are none among my relatives who are anywhere near anything like that! So this is definitely a very tall story. But when Sheryl found that she could draw on that half a million dollars and buy some nice new jewelry and real ladies’ clothes, then she would know that I had indeed received a great inheritance and that she would soon have to go to England too to become Lady so-and-so. 

That is exactly what happened at the Ascension and at Pentecost. Pentecost was the indubitable proof to the apostles and the early church that Jesus had in fact ascended into heaven and received the crown of David’s kingdom from his Father and received the gift of power for his kingdom from the Father and poured it, the Holy Spirit, out upon the church. And they knew today, when he ascended before their eyes, that he was going to his eternal throne. At Pentecost they received the proof of it because he sent them some of the inheritance of the kingdom – the power to take it throughout the world. Indeed, they already saw that power working. 

4.
THEREFORE, HOW SHALL WE MEMBERS OF JESUS’ KINGDOM LIVE?

There are two mistakes that the disciples made in our story. One before Jesus explained to them what the new-age kingdom was really like and one before the angels explained to them what his ascension meant. 

The first mistake. Jesus explained to them that his kingdom is an eternal and universal kingdom. It includes all the races of mankind. It is a spiritual kingdom. It wins victories by the power of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of men and women by the gospel. It’s not a kingdom of this world, won by the sword. 

And congregation, many Christians need to learn that because they too, like the disciples, are busy with times and seasons and speculations about when Jesus is coming again and the rapture and being left behind perhaps and so on. There are many books that have been written about this. I suppose the most popular one over the last forty years was Hal Lindsay’s Late, Great Planet Earth. It made him a good deal of money. And Timothy La Haye’s Left Behind series of novels. These books are all based on a complete misunderstanding of what Jesus was saying to his disciples here. 

Not that we should not be interested in Jesus coming back again – we should; for to be with him is in a sense what salvation is all about. 

But that brings us to the second mistake the disciples made. There they were, standing gazing up into heaven. What were they hoping for? Did they expect Jesus to reappear again as he did after he was enveloped in a cloud on the Mount of Transfiguration? We are not told what the expected. But then the angel came along and said, “No, Jesus has been taken up from you but he will come back.” And maybe the angel reminded them of what Jesus had just said, “Go back to Jerusalem and you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you to be my witnesses to the remotest part of the earth.” 

People of God, so far as it has to do with us, that’s the best way to bring Jesus back – to get busy about being witnesses to Christ; within the church, to our own children; and then to our neighbourhood around about, to the whole country, to the uttermost parts of the earth. 

The Holy Spirit has come, congregation. The power of Jesus’ kingdom is here. It has come upon the church. We are the temple of the Holy Spirit. Let us be busy with the gospel. Let’s make sure we teach our children well, first of all – and not just doctrines either, but pray that they be born again. And then through the street team or witnessing personally as you go about your daily business; memorizing and using the Two Ways to Live course or some other, or none at all, as long as you’ve got the gospel in your heart and you can explain it in an orderly way; and then as a church. Well, some of these things I've mentioned pertain to us as a church. But maybe, as we should soon have paid off this building, we should be thinking: what do we then do with that surplus in our budget? Maybe we should be thinking where we go in the future; do we call another man especially for evangelism, working with people personally? Maybe we should. 

In the meantime let us do what we can. Let us ask the Lord to give us opportunities and the gumption to know how to take them up when they’re presented to us, and for power to be given to us, remembering all the time that we can achieve nothing unless the Holy Spirit himself works. And so let us pray that he will. 

Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 25th September, 2005
� Daniel 2.


� John 16:33.


� So Isaiah 2:3, Micah 4:2, in which nations come up to Zion, are fulfilled in the NT with the church going out among the nations, Revelation 7:9. But it is still that the gospel goes out from the church.


� Ephesians 2:1; Romans 8:5-8.


� Just as it was before Pentecost that Jesus told Nicodemus in John 3 that he needed to be regenerated.
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