Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #2

“Essentials for Effective Evangelism”

Acts 2:1-4

A few weeks ago I was involved in a discussion about the greatest basketball player in NBA history. Without mentioning any names, I made my case that the player I feel is the greatest of all time has “done more with less” than the others mentioned in the discussion.

When it comes to the contemporary church, I believe we have “done less with more” than any preceding generation. We have more information available today than ever before, and we can access it with lightning speed. We have the technology to reach more people with print, audio, and even video presentations of the gospel than ever before. We have state of the art buildings and custom made apps for our smart phones. Yet the church of the first century won multitudes of people to Christ and established churches throughout the Roman world, putting the church of the twenty-first century to shame. 

Consider the beginning of the Christian church as recorded in Acts 2. Jumping to the end of the story, we read in Acts 2:41, “Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number that day.” Think about that! By day’s end, the church had grown from about 120 all the way to three thousand people!
 We just finished a series of studies entitled, “Planting Seeds, Harvesting Souls.” This verse speaks of a great harvest of three thousand souls that day!
 A short time later, Acts 4:4 records that “the number of men grew to about five thousand.” Talk about church growth! And that was before there were “church growth experts”!

Now that we know how it ended, let’s go back to see how it all started. Reading from Acts 2:1-4,

When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. 

Who is referred to as “they” in verse one? These were the early followers of Jesus, including but not restricted to the twelve apostles. Acts 1:15 mentions “a group numbering about a hundred and twenty.” In addition to the Twelve were several women who followed Jesus and His half-brothers, named elsewhere as James, Jude, Joseph, and Simeon. The brothers did not initially believe in Jesus, but after His resurrection joined the others by faith. It is likely that this group of 120 was part of the group of 500 who saw Jesus after His resurrection according to 1 Corinthians 15:6.

Our text also identifies when this took place: on the day of Pentecost. What is that? The word “Pentecost” is a transliteration of the Greek word pentekoste, which means “fiftieth.”
 Pentecost was a Jewish holiday celebrated fifty days following the Feast of Firstfruits, which took place on the day after the Sabbath (or seventh day—we call it “Saturday”) following Passover. We know that Jesus was crucified on Passover and rose that Sunday, what we call “Easter.” Fifty days from that day would be seven weeks plus one day, meaning that Pentecost always fell on the first day of the week.
 Warren Wiersbe points out, “Christians assemble and worship on Sunday, the first day of the week, because on that day our Lord arose from the dead, but it was also the day on which the Holy Spirit was given to the church.”

Pentecost was one of the important festivals of the Jewish year, and originally required the attendance at the sanctuary of every male Israelite (Lev. 23:21). With the Dispersion, this requirement, of course, was possible only for those making a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. There were two other annual holy days that had the same requirement: Passover, in early spring, and the Feast of Tabernacles in the fall. Because of the danger of sailing in bad weather, the Mediterranean was closed to shipping, making travel by sea impossible for Passover and Tabernacles. Pentecost, therefore, came to be the occasion when the greatest number of pilgrims would be present in Jerusalem, as Luke indicates in Acts 2:9-11.

Jesus had instructed His disciples in Acts 1:4-5, “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.” We know that Jesus appeared to them for a period of forty days after His resurrection, so this would make the day of Pentecost ten days after His ascension to Heaven. During this time the group selected a replacement for Judas Iscariot, and they chose a man named Matthias (distinguished from Matthew, the tax-collector who wrote the first gospel in the New Testament). And then they waited for the promise of the Holy Spirit to come.

You may be familiar with what happened on that day—even if you may not quite understand it all. Certainly no one could have anticipated what occurred on that particular day.
 And as much as we may agree with the sentiment of the author who writes, “The greatest need in the church today is for contemporary Pentecost,”
 we know that the day of Pentecost cannot be duplicated, any more than Good Friday or Easter Sunday can be duplicated. But I do believe we can learn some lessons from this event that demonstrate essentials for effective evangelism, and these we can duplicate.

For the survival of the Christian Church, I believe we must.

They Were One in Place

The first essential is something so obvious in the text that we often overlook it. Acts 2:1 states, “When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place.” So much attention is paid to the day of Pentecost and the phrase “with one accord” (we will consider that in a moment) that we skim over the last phrase, “in one place.” Yet I believe it is an essential for effective evangelism. They were one in place.
Most scholars agree that “they” refers to the 120 believers mentioned in chapter one. What scholars do not agree on is where they were at this time. Luke records in Acts 1:13, “When they arrived [from the Mount of Olives, where Jesus ascended to Heaven], they went upstairs to the room where they were staying.” Since Luke does not mention a different location in chapter two, it might seem logical to think they were in that same upper room meeting place. Yet later in the chapter, they could be seen by a very large number of devout Jews living in Jerusalem. Chuck Swindoll writes, “Perhaps they had decided to celebrate together in the courtyard of a private home near the center of town.”
 F. F. Bruce concurs, envisaging the disciples in a private house when the Spirit first took possession of them, then leaving that place for the streets, where the crowds would certainly have gathered at the sound, and then they followed the disciples to the temple area, where Peter turned and addressed them.
 Others believe they were already gathered somewhere in the temple precincts, for we read in Luke 24:53 that the apostles were “continually at the temple” when it was open.
 To be honest, we cannot know for sure.
 I’m not convinced it matters exactly where they were. The point is, they “were all together in one place.” 

At one time “going to church” was such a regular part of American life that even unbelievers went to church. Now we have a hard time getting Christians through the church doors! Years ago, church membership was low and attendance, proportionately, was high. Today the reverse is true. An astoundingly low percentage of church members attend regularly.
 The latest statistic I heard was the average churchgoer attends church once every four weeks. Increasingly Christians see church attendance as optional, church membership as unnecessary, and church authority as unimportant.

Church attendance may not be trendy, but it is necessary for the Christian! For one thing, the Bible commands it. We read in Hebrews 10:25, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.” 
“That doesn’t say, ‘go to church,’” you might object, “just ‘meet together.’”

Well, I looked up the original Greek term translated “meeting together.” It is the term episunagoge, made up of two words, epi—a prefix meaning “together”, and sunagoge—from which we get the English “synagogue,” or “place of instruction and worship.” We call it “church.” So this verse could literally read, “Let us not give up churching together…” The Living Bible comes close: “Let us not neglect our church meetings…”
Why is this so important? The story is told about a man who had previously been attending services regularly suddenly stopped coming to church. After some weeks, the minister decided to visit the absent member. It was a chilly evening, and the minister found the man at home alone, sitting before a blazing fire. Guessing the reason for his pastor’s visit, the man welcomed him, led him to a big chair by the fireplace, and waited.

The minister made himself comfortable and said nothing, watching the play of the flames around the burning logs. After a time, he took the fire tongs, carefully picked up a brightly burning ember and placed it to one side of the hearth. Then he sat back in his chair, still silent. As the lone ember’s flame diminished, there was a momentary glow, but then its fire was no more. Then the minister took the tongs and placed the ember back on the fire, and soon it was aflame again. Not a word had been spoken since the initial greetings. But as the minister rose to leave, the host said, “Thank you so much for your visit—and especially for your fiery sermon. I shall be at church next Sunday.”

Weakness comes through division, but togetherness fosters unity and strength. There can be no mutual encouragement if there is separation. Personal interaction of ministry is absolutely necessary. As Paul vividly illustrates in 1 Corinthians 12, each member of the body needs the other members.

Last week I heard a statistic that shocked me. In the past year in DeWitt County, there were 106 emergency calls for overdoses; but only 6 went to the hospital. Why? People want to feel better without actually getting better, so they get treated on scene then refuse treatment in the hospital. People are like that spiritually—they want God to make them “feel better” without going to where they could “get better.” And so they avoid church. 

Defensiveness often reveals an area of our lives where we’re in denial. So most of us avoid the personal trainers. We want to avoid the people and places that force us to be brutally honest. I’ve discovered that this is often why people have significant lapses in church attendance. I’ll talk to people who come back to church after being away from it for a period of months or years, and they’ll usually say something like:

“When I went to college, I started partying, and I guess that was about the time I stopped going to church…”

“I started dating this guy, and it wasn’t long after that when I stopped going to church…”

“My marriage was falling apart, and it was about the same time I filed for divorce that I stopped going to church…”

I’m not even sure they realize the connection they are making. They avoided the people and places that might confront them with the truth about where they were.

They Were One in Purpose

Not only were the early Christians one in place, they were one in purpose. The niv renders the end of verse one, “they were all together in one place.” Here is one place where I prefer the kjv, “with one accord in one place.” We tend to think of “all together” meaning “in the same location,” but since the next phrase is “in one place,” I think it means more than just a physical site. So what is meant by “one accord”?

Five times in the first five chapters of Acts (and six times total in the book
), Scripture records that the disciples were in “one accord.” In each instance the Greek word homothumadon is used. The word is a compound from homos meaning “same or together,” and thumos meaning “passion, anger, fierceness, wrath, indignation, heat, or glow.” Joining these concepts together, the word can be understood as the same burning of heart, or same heart passion.
 Adam Clarke writes,

This word is very expressive: it signifies that all their minds, affections, desires, and wishes, were [concentrated] in one object, every man having the same end in view; and, having but one desire, they had but one prayer to God, and every heart uttered it. There was no person uninterested—none unconcerned—none lukewarm; all were in earnest; and the Spirit of God came down to meet their united faith and prayer. When any assembly of God’s people meet in the same spirit they may expect every blessing they need.

Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest adds, “‘being of one accord,’ literally means, ‘soul with soul,’ or unity of sentiment.”
 It has the idea of uniting believers in a common cause.
 And throughout the Book of the Acts you find the saints of God in one accord.

This does not mean, however, that we must agree on every point of preference or practice. Unity does not mean uniformity. When you attend a symphony concert you don’t hear a stage full of people all playing the same note. Neither are they all playing their own compositions. Rather they are all playing different parts clearly defined in the score under the direction of the conductor. And the result is not unison, but harmony.
 The early church was one in purpose—to fulfill the Great Commission their Lord had given just before He returned to Heaven. We ought to be one in the same purpose as well. 

Do you belong to a local church? Do you regularly attend a local church? You ought to! If you know Jesus Christ as your Saviour, you ought to be in active fellowship in a local church because that’s where every Christian belongs.
 Going to church does not make you a Christian, but it can make you a better Christian. 

At the very least, going to church will make you an obedient Christian.

They Were One in Power

Thirdly, they were one in power. Verses 2-3 record, “Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them.” This was the fulfillment of the promise in Acts chapter one—the coming of the Holy Spirit upon them all. His coming was marked by audible (wind) and visible (fire) signs.
 

Luke writes that a noise shook the house. It was “like a violent rushing wind,” a sound we might compare with standing next to a 747 at takeoff. Luke doesn’t say, “a wind blew through”; he describes a noise. The curtains didn’t blow. They felt no current or movement of air.
 Why would the coming of the Spirit be like the sound of wind? In both Hebrew and Greek (the original languages of the Bible), the word translated “spirit” is the name word translated “breath” or “wind.”
 

Why fire? John the Baptist had predicted about Jesus in Matthew 3:11, “He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.” Swindoll suggests, “Perhaps it looked like the ethereal light of God’s fiery glory, which later Judaism came to call the shekinah. This “fire” always appeared when God wanted His presence known,” such as at the burning bush, the pillar of fire in the wilderness, or the glory of God covering the summit of Mount Sinai.
 

Vance Havner once said, “We are not going to move this world by criticism of it nor conformity to it, but by the combustion within it of lives ignited by the Spirit of God.” He was right. The early church had none of the things that we think are so essential for success today—buildings, money, political influence, social status—and yet the church won multitudes to Christ and saw many churches established throughout the Roman world. Why? Because the church had the power of the Holy Spirit energizing its ministry. They were a people who “were ignited by the Spirit of God.” That same Holy Spirit power is available to us today to make us more effective witnesses for Christ.

Notice that Luke describes the energy as coming from “tongues” (plural) like fire, a blazing substance dividing and distributing itself into one stream per individual. Unlike a lightning strike, the flames came to rest on each person. I suggest the image remained in place long enough for each person to look around and see that everyone in the group received the same flaming power, the same gift of the Holy Spirit. Each received the same empowerment. No one was left out.

This is reiterated in verse four, “All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.” Not just some—all were filled with the Holy Spirit. Their spirits were completely under the control of the Spirit; their words were his words.

“Wait a minute,” you might be thinking. “I thought they were baptized in the Spirit, but this speaks of being filled with the Spirit. What’s that all about?”

Without going into great detail, the baptism of the Spirit is the entrance of the Holy Spirit that happens when a person is saved; while the filling of the Spirit is the empowerment of the Holy Spirit that happens throughout the Christian’s life to enable us to serve God.
 Wiersbe puts it this way:

The baptism of the Spirit means that I belong to His body; the fullness of the Spirit means that my body belongs to Him. The baptism is final; the fullness is repeated as we trust God for new power to witness. The baptism involves all other believers, for it makes us one in the body of Christ; while the fullness is personal and individual. These are two distinct experiences and they must not be confused.

Yes, the early Christians experienced both the baptism and the filling of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. This was the inauguration of something new—not that the Holy Spirit did not exist or empower people before, but His ministry took on a new dynamic from this point forward. The New Testament unquestioningly associates the notion of power with the ministry of the Holy Spirit.
 Now He would indwell and empower the followers of Jesus permanently.

This gift of the Holy Spirit is the necessary equipment for Christian service. From this point on, Acts is full of what people did when the Holy Spirit was at work in and through them.
 Without the Holy Spirit, Christian discipleship would be inconceivable, even impossible. There can be no life without the life-giver, no understanding without the Spirit of truth, no fellowship without the unity of the Spirit, no Christlikeness of character apart from his fruit, and no effective witness without his power. As a body without breath is a corpse, so the church without the Spirit is dead.
 

I began this message by stating that the Christian Church today has done less with more than previous generations. Yes, we have all the benefits of modern technology at our disposal, but what we lack are the basics, the essentials of effective evangelism. 

We need to be one in place as a church. If you are not regularly attending church, shame on you! The church needs you, and you need the church! Not just when you feel like it, or if you don’t have anything better to do, but consistently coming together to worship. And this isn’t just a preacher trying to protect his job security; God’s Word says so!

We need to be one in purpose as a church. It is possible to be in the same location but not be on the same page. We need to get back to the basics of knowing Jesus and making Him known. We need to put our pettiness and personal preferences aside and focus on what we ought to be doing.

We need to be one in power as a church. What are we trusting God to do that we can’t do for ourselves? Let’s rely on the power of the Holy Spirit and watch what He will do through us to reach our world around us. Like Pentecost, it will be mind-blowing!
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