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This first chapter of the book of Acts is especially significant for us for the reason that we get to listen in on a significant conversation between the risen Lord Jesus and the founding Apostles of His Church.  In fact, that conversation even includes a kind of blue-print for ministry.  You find it in verses 8, You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.  This remains the Church’s mandate two thousand years later.  


The word witness is the Greek word from which we get the English martyr.  Christians are called to testify to the reality of the risen Christ by the lives they live, and the words they speak.  Sometimes this is costly.  Of course, you can’t bear witness to God’s saving power if you have never experienced it.


They were to begin in Jerusalem, which means they were to start at home.  The picture develops into an expanding series of co-centric circles that reaches out the ends of the earth.  Judea and Samaria were more than points on a map.  They represented certain things.  In the case of Samaria, it represented the marginalized of the world, such as people with aids.  The ends of the earth would included cultures completely foreign to us.


An Englishman went on holiday to Spain.  When he returned he complained that it was full of foreigners.  As we read the book of Acts we find that attitudinal adjustments were needed for this mandate to be fulfilled.  They had to think differently about people who lived on their doorstep.  These Apostles didn’t have a clue what this mandate was going to mean for them.  We shouldn’t be too hard on them because we have problems here too.  


If we are to fulfill the mandate we have received in the context of our own times then we will need to cross significant cultural, linguistic, and social barriers.  This is nothing new. God is always calling his people to leave their comfort zone.  Of course, this is easier to do when its far away.  The real challenge comes we have cross these social barriers at home.  Not all of us are called to go out and do “close encounter” evangelism.  On the other hand, none of us are permitted to live in a kind of religious ghetto closed to the environment around us.  That is not an option God will allow us to take.  All of us are called to model the kingdom in communities that transcend the things that divide people, such as race, culture, and class.


In his book The problem of wineskins Howard Snyder describes the Church as a community whose discipleship is manifested through suffering, and where fellowship crosses social lines.  What you too often find in the Church is the reinforcement of social lines.  He adds a sentence which convicted me.  The Church, he says, is not only to be a vehicle of the good news, it is to be a part of the good news.  According to Paul, we are supposed to make non-Christians jealous.  Do we do that?  Do people in this city look at what goes on here and say, “Wow, I want some of what they have.”  


There’s the first thing then, we have in this text the mandate God has given his people.  Second, we are reminded again of the connection we observed last week, between mission and the power of God.  My friends, this mandate cannot be carried out without the presence and enabling of the Holy Spirit.  You will receive power, Jesus said, when the Holy Spirit comes upon you.


This is often the one thing that’s missing.  You can take courses in homiletics in any of our Seminaries, including our evangelical ones, and never hear anything about the need to be filled with the Spirit.  Too often the entire emphasis is on technique, and the kinds of hand gestures to use.  Those things have their place.  But what did the prophet mean when he said, It is not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord.


We can have all the skills and money in the world, but if our witness and mission is not the result of being filled with the Spirit we will not accomplish very much.  A church witnesses effectively to the Lord Jesus Christ only to the extent that it does so out of the Spirit’s gifts and resources. 


You find this in the ministry of Jesus.  His ministry began when the Holy Spirit descended upon him in the Jordan.  Peter makes this clear in one of his sermons recorded in Acts 10.  The secret of his ministry, he said, was that he was anointed with the Holy Spirit and with the power of God.   


When Paul reminisced about his ministry in Corinth what was clearest in his memory was that the preaching was done in the demonstration of the Spirit’s power.  This is what defined the early Church.  It wasn’t buildings and programs and campaigns.  It was a unique supernatural dynamic that set them apart.  


In this conversation we have the Gospel mandate of the Church, and the means by which it is accomplished.  Third, we are given a glimpse of what the Church looks like when she is not filled with the Spirit.  In verse 4 Jesus is talking about a powerful outpouring of the Spirit.  If you read verse 6 you find what was on the minds of the Apostles.  It was politics.  They wanted to know when Israel would become the kind of world power it was under David, verse 6.  Luke puts the word ask in the imperfect tense, which in Greek means they kept asking.  This was what dominated their thoughts.  The bottom line, my friends, is that they had a different agenda from their Master.   


They had been with Jesus for three years.  They had learned a great deal from him. The forty days of teaching that had passed was an extraordinary season.  The truth is, however, that just like us they were, in the final analysis, men of their times. 


For most Jews the kingdom of God was a largely political idea.  As I said a moment ago, it was about the exaltation of Israel in the world.  For so long this people had lived beneath the sway of tyrants.  It was time for the Davidic throne to rise again.  That was what they understood by the word messiah.  David’s greater son would restore and re-establish his throne.  


When Jesus spoke of receiving power their minds would have processed his words so that it meant they would be given raw, divine power to fulfill the hope of the prophets, as they understood them.  The Rabbis taught that the restoration of Israel’s fortunes would be associated with a renewed activity of the prophetic spirit.  They even believed the gift of prophecy would be restored to Israel at that time.  When Jesus spoke of a baptism of power and of fire he fanned these expectations.


The point I want to emphasize is this: when the church is moving and acting in something other than the fullness and power of the Holy Spirit the focus is invariably on the wrong things.  Its often on the past, when the church had her glory days, whatever they may have looked like.  When the Spirit is not at work nostalgia and memory replace his activity.  The concern is not with revival.  Its with having things restored to the way they used to be.  


When we are not acting in the power of the Spirit we try to do God’s work in the world’s way.  This is perhaps the greatest temptations of our times, and the churches that depend on the power of the flesh rather than the anointing of the Spirit are particularly vulnerable to it.  This was the problem during the middle ages when the Spirit was driven out of the church through superstition and heresy.  The result was the Inquisition and religious wars.  The Apostle Paul insisted that the weapons of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty through God to the pulling down of strongholds.  But that’s not the case when the church tries to fight spiritual battles with carnal weapons.


When we get to the second chapter of this book you will see what happens when the church is filled with the Spirit.  Its members are filled with His presence and with his gifts.  There is a manifestation of His power.  There is a shaking, as it were, a bringing together of dry bones, a demonstration of the power of God, an authentication of His Word.  This is why there is nothing more urgent for any generation than to seek God for revival.  What we need is for God to open the windows of heaven and pour out a blessing the likes of which we have never seen and can hardly contain.  This is why Jesus shifts their focus from this earthly kingdom to the power they would receive when once the Holy Spirit came upon them.  The times and seasons of history, Jesus says, belong to the hand of God.  But when the Spirit is poured out priorities inevitably change.  They become God’s priorities which often look very different from our’s.   


Their focus needed shifting after the ascension.  We read in verse 9 that when Jesus disappeared into a cloud they kept gazing into the sky, mouths open like fish, hoping he’d come right back.  They didn’t want him to go because they couldn’t imagine how they could survive without being able to see his face and hear his voice as they had for more than three years.  


You notice how the Father responded to their trauma.  He didn’t tell them to get over it.  He sent heavenly messengers to comfort their hearts with the assurance that he would return to them just as they had seen him go.  God begins with us where we are, and that is precisely what they needed to hear at that point.  At the same time, they were immediately shifted from even the hope of his return to the agenda Jesus had left them. They were told to do what they had been told to do.  They were told to make the main thing the main thing.  They needed to be filled with the Spirit so that they could fulfill the mandate they had received.  When they turned away from the site of his absence to the site of his presence they made a decision that changed the course of history.


That leads me to the fourth and last reason why this first chapter of Acts is so important.  It gives us our mandate; it shows us how it is to be fulfilled; we see a picture of the church when it is not walking in the power of the Spirit; we also see how God prepares His Church for blessing.  


Now, I can’t go into as much detail as I would like, but I do need to emphasize this great truth, that before God pours out his blessing upon his church he almost always prepare them for it. Now, this is a principle that is fraught with danger.  There was a man who lived in the nineteenth century called Charles Finney.  He was mightily used of God, but he also sowed a terrible heresy in the church.  It’s the idea that revival can be arranged.  It led to the revival service and the saw-dust trail.  He thought that if God’s people fulfilled certain conditions revivals would invariably happen.  It was, he argued, the result of certain practices.  You get people to pray in a certain way, get them to confess their sins, or sing in a certain manner.   



We must be clear on this.  There is absolutely nothing we can do to guarantee revival!  We do not have the power to arrange it.  We cannot initiate it.  That’s clear from these first two chapters of Acts.  When the wind of heaven blew it was sudden.  It came without warning.  What is true is that before God pours out His Spirit upon his church he prepares his people for it.


Lets go back to verse 4.  Jesus told the Apostles not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait for the promise of the Father.  Revival often comes because people waited upon God for it.


We live in a culture and at a time where wait really is a four letter word.  I remember standing behind a young man who was getting money from an ATM machine.  There was a slight hesitation after he pressed the keys.  I thought it would give him a heart attack.  He puffed and fussed.  It was only a matter of a few seconds, but they almost killed him.  I’m afraid the same is true for the Christian Church.  We want God to act yesterday, and we are troubled to have to wait for anything.  It’s as though waiting times are wasted times, which is just not the case.


In the mid twentieth century there was a mighty move of God in the New Hebrides off the coast of Scotland.  A vital part of the history of the awakening was that for eighteen years two women met to pray for revival every Tuesday and Thursday.  One was blind and the other was two thirds deaf.  One evening as they prayed God gave the one who was blind a vision, at which point they decided they should probably tell the pastor what they had been doing all those years.  


Revival happens because the Holy Spirit enables someone to wait upon Him for it.  When God is preparing his church for revival he will often give people a burden to pray.  We are told in verse 14 how these people joined together for that purpose.  


There’s a wonderful story about the 1859 revival in Wales.  This great move of God had spread to all the towns around the people of Dolgellau, though, for some reason it had bypassed them.  The worst thing was that the people didn’t seem to care.  Worship was cold and formal, and it appeared that the Holy Spirit had decided to avoid the town.  Well, a group of children began to talk.  It wasn’t fair, they said.  They wanted God to move among them too.  So they decided they would meet at the chapel that night after their parents had gone to bed.  


When they were certain the coast was clear, they made their way by candle-light to the chapel.  They prized open the window to the minister’s room.  When they got in they stood to pray.  They decided the oldest should start.  He was twelve.  He wasn’t sure what to say so he began to pray in Welsh the only prayer he knew.  “Our Father who art in heaven hallowed be thy name.”  As they prayed anxious parents were searching the area for their missing children.  Their lamps were like fireflies dancing in the night until someone saw a flickering flame in the chapel.  There they found their children praying for revival.  They threw open the doors, and the Spirit was poured out upon them.  


I must add one final thing.  What we see from verse 15 is that while we wait and pray for revival we must go on with the normal business of the church.  That is what Peter did when he had what was, for all intents and purposes, a nominating committee meeting to fill Judas’ place among the apostles.  People disagree on whether he was right to do so.  Luke seems to think he was, because in chapter 2:14 he acknowledges Matthias’ place among the Apostles when he says that Peter stood with the eleven.  What ever we may make of the action itself Peter did not wait to do this until the Spirit was poured out. 


We don’t wait for revival to live the Christian life.  We pray and study the Bible.  We gather with God’s people in both large and small groups to exhort and encourage one another.  We worship and listen to preaching.  The choir and the praise-team continue to practice.  I continue to prepare my sermons.  But we do it all waiting and praying and longing for God to move in power. 

Oh breath of life come sweeping through us, 

Revive thy church with life and power; 

Oh, breath of life, come cleanse renew us, 

And fit thy church to meet this hour.  

O wind of God come bend us break us, 

Till humbly we confess our need, 

Then in thy tenderness remake us, 

Revive, restore, for this we plead.  

Revive us, Lord!  Is zeal abating, 

While harvest fields are vast and white?  

Revive us Lord, the world is waiting, 

Equip thy church to spread the light.

