Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #1

“Keep Your Eye on the Ball”

Acts 1:1-11

This morning we embark on a new series of sermons, and our text will be the book of Acts. Having completed a group of studies on sharing our faith, I want to continue the flow by learning important lessons from the early Christians in how this is done. Those who have attended college may be aware of how courses are numbered: usually freshman classes are in the 100s, sophomore classes in the 200’s, etc. When a class is numbered 101, that number designates the initial course of study in that field, covering the basics on which other courses will be built. With that in mind, this series is entitled, “Evangelism 101: Lessons from Acts.” This will not be a verse-by-verse study of the entire book, but rather a thematic approach centered on bringing others to Jesus. Our initial study comes from Acts 1:1-11.

Like many boys in grade school, I participated in Little League baseball for a number of years. One of the fundamental statements I heard every coach of every level say was, “Keep your eye on the ball!” Whether up to bat or in the field, staying focused on the ball all the way to the bat (or the glove) is essential for success. Taking our eye off the ball dooms us to failure.

Though He did not use the same words, Jesus delivered a similar statement to His disciples in the early verses of Acts chapter one. We will see that His words are still relevant today.

The Discussion

In the first three verses we read of the discussion:

In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen. After his suffering, he showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God.
The “former book” mentioned in verse one is the gospel of Luke. The book of Acts is a sequel, if you will, of the third gospel. Scholars are divided as to whether the name “Theophilus” (which means “friend of God” in Greek) is an actual person’s name, a nickname, or a hypothetical figure representing anybody reading the book.

Verse three speaks of the forty-day period between Jesus’ resurrection and His ascension into Heaven. He appeared to His disciples on numerous occasions, several of which are recorded in the New Testament. Notice, though, the content of His talks with them during this time: He “spoke about the kingdom of God.”

The kingdom was not a new concept to the disciples. The Gospels mention the kingdom of God or the kingdom of heaven eighty-five times. All but two of these are found in direct or indirect quotes from Jesus.

The kingdom was the essence of Jesus’ initial preaching, as we see in Mark 1:15, "The time has come," he said. "The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!" This theme of the coming of the Kingdom of God was central in His mission. His teaching was designed to show men how they might enter the Kingdom of God. His miracles were intended to prove that the Kingdom of God had come upon them. His parables illustrated to His disciples the truth about the Kingdom of God. And when He taught His followers to pray, at the heart of their petition were the words, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10). On the eve of His death, He assured His disciples that He would yet share with them the happiness and the fellowship of the Kingdom. And He promised that He would appear again on the earth in glory to bring the blessedness of the Kingdom to those for whom it was prepared.
 When Pilate asked if He was a king, Jesus answered in John 18:36, “My kingdom is not of this world.”
What did Jesus mean by, “the kingdom of God,” then? In the English language, a “kingdom” is usually a territorial sphere that can be located on a map. But the kingdom of God is not a territorial concept. It does not—and cannot—be drawn on any map.
 Nor is the kingdom the exclusive claim of any one nationality. Yes, God chose the people of Israel as His chosen people, but only as a means through which the kingdom would come and encompass the whole earth. The kingdom of which Jesus spoke was firmly grounded in the promises of the Old Testament, which Jesus frequently quoted. His kingdom was a continuation of the kingdom of Israel, not a replacement of it. Furthermore, Jesus taught that the kingdom would be realized progressively.
 As George Eldon Ladd coined the phrase in his landmark book, The Gospel of the Kingdom, the kingdom of God is “already but not yet.”
 Jesus spoke of the kingdom as “in your midst” yet taught the disciples to pray, “Thy kingdom come.” There is a present sense in which the kingdom is here and now, yet the fulfillment of the kingdom will not come until the King returns to earth.

So, how are we to understand the “kingdom of God”? Negatively, the kingdom is not a territory, nor is it an ethnic group of people. Positively, I refer once again to Ladd’s book: “When the word refers to God’s Kingdom, it always refers to His reign, His rule, His sovereignty, and not to the realm in which it is exercised.”
 It is spiritual, not material or earthly. Wherever God’s sovereignty is acknowledged, there we find His kingdom.

This was the content of the discussion between Jesus and His disciples during the forty days from His resurrection to His ascension. Though Luke does not spell out all that Jesus said in those conversations, we know from His previous teaching what He taught on the subject.

The Distraction

Verse six reveals the distraction that came up during this time: “So when they met together, they asked him, ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’” 
I can imagine Jesus closing His eyes and shaking His head. “After all this time, you still don’t get it?” He must have thought. The mistake they made was to misunderstand both the nature of the kingdom and the relation between the kingdom and the Spirit. John Calvin commented, “There are as many errors in the question as words.” The verb, the noun and the adverb of their sentence all betray confusion about the kingdom. The verb restore shows that they were expecting a political and territorial kingdom; the noun Israel that they were expecting a national kingdom; and the adverbial clause at this time that they were expecting its immediate establishment.
 They still expected Jesus to seize the reins of religious and political power and become the leader of a worldwide Jewish empire, through which God would rule the earth.
 In this context, one could infer that these disciples’ understanding of the nature of Christ’s kingdom was little better than had been displayed by the Jews in the days of the Maccabees or by the Zealots in Jesus’ own day.

Jesus replies in verse seven, “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority.” His answer is not really a “yes” or a “no,” but rather, if I may paraphrase, “that’s not your concern.” Earlier in His earthly ministry Jesus said in Mark 13:32, “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” Since this is God’s secret, there is no place for human speculation—a point that might well be borne in mind by those who still anxiously try to calculate the probable course of events in the last days.
 Note that He didn’t refute or correct their understanding of the coming kingdom, only its timing and method.

The Direction

Continuing in the text we come to verse eight, one of the best-known verses in the book of Acts: “But 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.” Many consider this verse the theme of the book, even establishing an outline for the rest of the book.
 Here Jesus gives the direction to His followers, past and present.

Unfortunately, we tend to take this verse by itself, out of its context. The first word of the verse, “but,” indicates contrast, or a change in direction.
 To what is this verse contrasting?

Verse eight is tied to what is written before it—the discussion about the kingdom and the disciples’ distraction regarding it. Palmer Robertson notes,

But it must not be presumed that Jesus’ response to his disciples’ question consists solely of his rather curt rebuke to their query concerning the timing of the kingdom’s arrival. On the contrary, the resurrected Christ proceeds to indicate that the presence of the kingdom will be established by a display of its power in just a few days: “You shall receive kingdom-power (dynamis) when the Holy Spirit comes on you.” The power of the kingdom of God would come down on the apostles in the form of the promised Holy Spirit, thereby manifesting the current reality of the kingdom.

Instead of indulging in wishful thinking or speculation, the disciples were to accomplish their task of being witnesses to Jesus.
 God has not revealed His final timetable to us and it is futile for us to speculate. The important thing is not to be curious about the future but to be busy in the present, sharing the message of God’s kingdom.
 Clint Gill adds, 

They need to let God run history while they concentrate on their assigned responsibility. We, as they, would be well advised not to dilute our effectiveness by trying to chart God’s timetable for history!

The disciples (and, by application, us) are to be “witnesses.” The term “witness” is a key word in the Book of Acts and is used twenty-nine times as either a verb or a noun. The term for “witness” is martys, from which we derive the English term “martyr,” although back then it didn’t have a strong religious connotation. First-century Greek writers understood martys as a legal term describing one who testified in court about something he or she had personally seen.
 When you are on the witness stand, the judge is not interested in your ideas or opinions; he only wants to hear what you know.

Being a witness does not require us to be especially gifted or a Bible expert. One author writes of witnessing as “Gossiping Jesus wherever you go.”
 Not all of us have evangelistic gifts. One evangelist estimates that only one in ten Christians has the gift of evangelism, so few members of the body of Christ will find evangelism to be their primary ministry. But all members of the body of Christ are able to “be witnesses” to what Jesus has done in their lives.

Jesus provides the pattern for this witness as “in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Geographically, this forms ever-growing circles, beginning in the city of Jerusalem, then expanding throughout the home country of Judea, then to neighboring Samaria, and ultimately to the far-reaching ends of the earth. Luke charts the progression of the gospel precisely along these lines: Jerusalem (where it all began), surrounding Judea, Samaria (in chapter 8), and to the whole Roman world. 

But I think there is a way of applying this in a different way. I believe we should start our witnessing at home (“Jerusalem”), reaching out to friends and family we already know. Then we are to share our faith with those we like, those with whom we have much in common (“Judea”). Rather than seeing Samaria as a geographic location, however, we can take this to mean places we would normally avoid, those people with whom we may have little in common, or even like.
 And we cannot neglect our responsibility to the worldwide outreach of the Church with the gospel, whether by going ourselves or supporting those who have gone through our prayers and financial support.

In order to be witnesses, though, we need to have power, which Jesus promises in verse eight. The Greek term translated “power,” dynamis, could be translated “ability.” Jesus is not talking about physical power; He’s talking about the ability to accomplish what He wants them to. Ordinary people were able to do extraordinary things because the Spirit of God was at work in their lives. The ministry of the Holy Spirit is not a luxury; it is an absolute necessity.
 You see, the Holy Spirit does not come for our own personal enjoyment. The Spirit of God is a missionary Spirit, sending us out to witness for Christ.

This explains the command of Jesus recorded in verses 4-5, “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” A literal translation of the Lord’s promise in verse five reads, “You will be baptized into the Holy Spirit.” John Stott explains,

The ritual of baptism in ancient cultures symbolized identification. An organization or society initiated a new member by immersing him or her in a liquid of some kind—usually water, or in the case of many pagan rituals, the blood of sacrificed animals. So, when one was “baptized into” a community, he or she became one with it and, therefore, identified with it. After being “baptized into” a society, the initiate was considered both a member and a representative of the community’s beliefs. A person “baptized into” a society, therefore, received everything that goes along with membership: rights, benefits, powers, and responsibilities.

This baptism into the Holy Spirit was something new. This was part of the “New Covenant” predicted in the Old Testament that would be inaugurated by the Messiah. Before this time, the Holy Spirit would come upon a person temporarily in order to fulfill a task; now He would come and indwell the believer permanently. He would provide the authority and ability for us to fulfill our commission—to make disciples of all nations.

Some equate the baptism of the Holy Spirit with water baptism. I do not, and in a later message in this series we will take more time to consider this matter. Suffice it to say for now that these are two separate, though related, concepts.

We have entitled this series, “Evangelism 101: Lessons from Acts.” What lessons do we learn from these initial verses?

· The primary content of our mission is the kingdom of God. But this does not mean a particular territory or ethnic group. Nor is the kingdom identified with one church body or denomination. The Kingdom of God is anywhere where the rule and reign of Jesus is acknowledged.

· We must beware of distractions that keep us away from our mission. Distractions can be good in and of themselves—they can even be biblical, such as the study of prophecy—but if they keep us from accomplishing our mission, they must be put in proper place. Keep your eye on the ball!

· We must rely upon the wisdom, enablement, and guidance of the Holy Spirit in everything we do, especially when it comes to sharing our faith with others.

As one commentator concludes, “Men and women have no business preaching the gospel to anybody until they themselves have received the power of the Holy Spirit. After that, they have no business keeping silent.”
 For those of us who have committed our lives to Christ, the person and power of the Holy Spirit is already within us. There is no need to wait. Get off the bench, grab a bat, and get into the game!

And, don’t forget, keep your eye on the ball!

�Larry Richards, Dan Pegoda, and Paul Gross, Every Teaching of Jesus in the Bible (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©2001).


�George Eldon Ladd, The Gospel of the Kingdom (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1959).


�John R. W. Stott, The Message of Acts: The Spirit, the Church & the World, (Leicester, UK; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1994).


�O. Palmer Robertson, The Israel of God: Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., ©2000).


�Ladd, op. cit.


�Ibid.; see also Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Dynamic (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1987).


�Stott, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on Acts (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2016).


�Robertson, op. cit.


�I. Howard Marshall, Acts: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1980).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Richard N. Longenecker, “The Acts of the Apostles,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: John and Acts, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein, vol. 9 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1981); see also Kenneth L. Barker, ed., The NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1985).


�Howard G. Hendricks and William D. Hendricks, Living by the Book (Chicago: Moody Press, 1991).


�Robertson, op. cit.


�Marshall, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Clint Gill, Worlds in Collision: A Study of Acts (Tuscon, AZ: Wheatmark, ©2008).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�George Mallone, Furnace of Renewal (Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1981).


�Ibid.


�Hendricks and Hendricks, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Mallone, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�William Sanford LaSor, Church Alive! A Bible Commentary for Laymen (Glendale, CA: Regal Books, ©1972).





PAGE  
6

