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 Acts 1

 It’s all about Jesus!

Midweekchurch      File: Acts 1

When I was at school, every six months or so D-Day came around, the day when your school report cards were sent home. The day that Mum & Dad found out how well you really were going, as against how well you said you were going. 

But what do you think about this report card? "Christina started off the year with great enthusiasm. She wanted to learn and was keen to pass on what she learnt to others. She made quite an impression on the rest of the class. But after a while, she began to think she knew it all. She stopped listening to her teacher. She isolated herself from her fellow classmates. And she got into some bad habits which she has failed to rectify. Christina's results have since suffered and she's in danger of being left behind"

Now if we were Christina's parents, we would be rightly concerned, wouldn't we? And we would probably want her to think about what she was doing at the start of the year. So that Christina could get back to basics and try and do again what she had been doing earlier.

I think if we were going to give the Christian Church a report card, it would be very similar to the one that Christina received. The Church started off with great enthusiasm. It listened to its teachers, the Lord Jesus and the Holy Spirit. It achieved great results, but it began to look inward. It began to forget why it was placed here by God. It began to concentrate on itself. And now it is in danger of being left behind.

That's a tough assessment I know, but I believe it is an honest one. For the amount of people going to Church on any given Sunday has dropped dramatically. The Church' influence on its society has also declined. Yet the amount of people who believe in god is still around 85%! It's just that they don't believe they can find god in Church.

So that is why tonight I want us to turn to the book of Acts and look at the early days of the Church, when the Church knew what it was on about. When the Church was full of life and growth. Maybe contained in those pages is a solution to the modern church. Maybe then we can see what God wants us to do and how we are to grow in our faith.
So how did the Church begin? Well it was to be dependent upon God, completely dependent upon God. But being dependent upon God doesn’t mean waiting for God to do everything. No way! It meant firstly,

1. Looking to Jesus. You see the writer of Acts, the doctor Luke, begins in v.1 by saying "In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up into heaven." And the key word in that sentence is the one began. Began. Jesus began his work before he went to heaven, but the implication from that sentence is that he doesn’t end his work when he goes to heaven. 
You see the book of Acts then is the sequel, Luke’s sequel to the gospel of Luke.  In Luke, Jesus begins his work while here on earth. In the sequel, Jesus continues his work here on earth through his followers, through the Church. So in Acts 1, Jesus appears to them for a period of 40 days, he points them toward the Kingdom of God and he tells them to wait in Jerusalem for the Holy Spirit. He answers their questions, he is patient with their misunderstandings, he talks about the fact that He will come again. And then after this final crash course in being a Church, he ascends before their very eyes up into heaven.

It’s been well said that:  "At the Ascension Jesus left the Here for the Everywhere; He left the Time for the Eternal; He left the First Century to fill All the Centuries." At the ascension, Jesus miraculously leaves this earth and goes to heaven. At the ascension, Jesus begins a new part of his ministry, he starts interceding for his followers on behalf of the Father. He begins to rule the world. He takes us his position as head of the Church.

Which just means that the Church needs to be as dependent upon Jesus now as when he was here physically. Dependent upon his teaching, which we find in the gospels and in the NT. Dependent upon his suffering where by his death he is able to forgive our sins and dependent upon his resurrection because by this one event we see that God's strength is stronger than anything else in the entire universe. We in the Church need to show our dependence upon God by continually looking to Jesus.

Now when I was a bit younger, I was a Scout, and one of the things our unit loved to do was to hike. I know that lugging a 20 pound pack up and down hills, when you can often take a car and see the same scenery, is not everyone's idea of fun, but I really loved it. And on one of our hikes we had a young kid, aged about 10, who was on his first hike. And no one noticed at first but his pack was among the biggest and heaviest out of the whole group.

Scott managed to carry it for about three hours, but it just wore him out, he was absolutely exhausted. For him to continue he became dependent upon one of the leaders who for most of the next 4 or 5 hours carried the pack for him, as well as his own. It was the only way he was able to keep going. Likewise Jesus said to his followers before he left, "Come to me all who are heavy leaden and I will give you rest. Take my yoke, upon you and learn from me, for I am gently and humble in heart, and you will find rest for you souls."

We need to be dependent upon God as a Church. We need to ask him to take our packs and our burdens. Which I think we Australians find really hard, because we told all the time that it is important to stand on our own two feet, to be self-sufficient, to grin and bear it, and to never, ever appear weak. But this is an attitude we can't afford to take into our Christian life, for there we need to be dependent upon God, he needs to take our burdens on himself.

The funny thing about Scott's pack was that when we reached our campfire, he was the one passing around a pack full of comic books. Sometimes we make our burdens greater by not listening to others around us, and by not listening to God.

So how should we at midweekchurch mark this part of our report card? Are we dependent upon Jesus? Do we depend upon his rule as head of the Church or do we rely solely on our own wisdom and insight? Do we rely on Jesus strength to run our home groups and Church services? Is a desire to have our sins forgiven and our relationship with God restored, high on our list of priorities when we came tonight or do we come to get our spiritual buzz for the week? Are we still on the edge or are we getting very comfortable? 
 We will see the answer to these questions by looking at our prayer life, for that will show us how much we really depend upon God. And unfortunately our Church’s prayer life is less then what it should be. Individually and together we rely too much on our own strength and maybe that is why we have had the difficulties that we have had this year – because we don’t really depend upon him, we haven’t searched his will, we have been in our comfort zone rather than on the edge looking wholly and solely to Jesus. 
2. Looking to the Holy Spirit A growing Church will be dependent upon Jesus. But secondly a growing Church will be dependent upon Jesus replacement, God’s Holy Spirit. For when Jesus was going to the Father he said, it is better that I go, for unless I go the Spirit will not come. So the apostles had to wait in Jerusalem until the gift of the Holy Spirit came upon the believers. That’s interesting isn't it? 
The world needs to hear the good news, but the disciples wait. For it is the Holy Spirit that opens men’s hearts and minds, it is the Holy Spirit that convicts men of sin, it is the Holy Spirit who guides us into the whole truth. The early church was dependent upon the gift of the Holy Spirit & so when the Spirit arrived the Church received power from on high to be God's witnesses in Jerusalem, in Judea & Samaria and to the ends of the earth. Power! What sort of power? Power to be witnesses for Christ. 

It was preacher, Vance Havner, who said, "We do not have a secret to be hidden, but a story to be heralded... The Gospel is not something we come to church to hear; it is something we go from church to tell"  But do we? The average member of the Church has heard 2,000 sermons, sung 10,000 songs, prayed 4,000 public prayers & converted zero sinners to Christ. A sobering & chilling statistic.  I wonder how close are you to average? How close am I?

But it’s hard to be witnesses, I know. But that is why we as Christians have been put here, that is one of the reasons that the Church exists. Not only to look to Jesus, but to look to the Holy Spirit so that he can give us the power to be God’s witnesses. That is why Jesus says "Be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”

And the rest of the Book of Acts shows how the early Church did just that. In chapters 1 to 7 we see them being witnesses in Jerusalem, in chapters 8 to 11 it was Judea and Samaria turn: and chapters 12 to 28 takes us to Rome, which in one sense for the people of that time was the end of the earth. But this is more than just a pattern for the early Church I believe it is a pattern for us now. We start with Terranora and we work out so that we too can be witnesses in Banora and Pottsville, in NSW & Qld, and then to the ends of the earth. 
For if we have been convinced that Jesus took our sins on the cross, if we are sure that the cross shows us how God really has forgiven us. If we are certain that the empty tomb means that life eternal awaits us then we have the sort of good news that we will want to share. 

I heard recently the story of Herbert Jackson who as a new missionary was assigned a car that would not start without a push. After pondering his problem, he devised a plan. He went to the school near his home, got permission to take some children out of class, and had them push his car off. As he made his rounds, he would either park on a hill or leave the engine running. He used this ingenious procedure for two years.

Then ill health forced the Jackson family to leave and a new missionary came to that location. When Jackson proudly began to explain his arrangement for getting the car started, the new man began looking under the hood. Before the explanation was complete, the new missionary interrupted, "Dr. Jackson, I believe the only trouble is this loose cable." He gave the cable a twist and suddenly the engine roared to life.  For two years needless trouble had come become a routine. The power was there all the time. Only a loose connection kept Jackson from putting the power to work.

That is true of the Church, the power to be witnesses is within us, it’s here right now. It’s only a loose connection with God, it’s only a lack of dependence upon God Spirit that stops putting the power to work. So if we were marking this part of our report card, how would we go? Do we really depend upon the Holy Spirit? When you were filling your gifts sheet out a few weeks ago did you just put down what you know you can do without anyone’s help? Or did you look deeply into the gifts that God has given, into the challenge that is all around us & say with God’s help I can do this! And so that is what I am willing to attempt. What did the missionary CD Studd say, “Attempt great things for God, expect great things from God!”

Author, Dr Carl Bates once commented, ’If God were to take the Holy Spirit out of our midst today, about 95 % of what we are doing in our churches would go on & we would not know the difference.’ Is that true of us? Friends, we need to look to Jesus, look to the HS and

3. Look for guidance. Which leads us to a Case Study that Luke gives us. For after Jesus leaves, and before the Spirit comes, the Church has to make a decision, an important decision. And that is who what happens to Judas’ place? 
In this case study we see how any group of Christians should make a decision. Notice firstly they met regularly to pray. Prayer after all shows our dependence upon God, for we are seeking God to lead us, to guide us. And it seems out of this time of prayer, they realise that they need to replace Judas.

And once they make that decision, they find that Scripture confirms their need to replace Judas. They find two passages from the Psalms that back up their hearts promptings. When it comes to guidance, here is where we always need to start. What does God want me to do? How should I live? How can I really help my friends, my family? If we are often in prayer, God will convict us, and we can confirm these convictions through the Scriptures.

Next they used their common sense. To be an apostle, they had to know Jesus, which meant being there from the beginning. And because the death and resurrection and ascension is the key to who Jesus was that person had to be there at the end as well. So they sifted through all the possible candidates and choose two who were suitable. Friends relying on God doesn't mean throwing away our brain. 

And lastly they left the final decision up to God by drawing lots, and Matthias was chosen. This is the only use of lots in the NT, and personally I think that once the HS comes, there are probably better ways. But you can see that the early Church is keen to let God make the final decisions.

So how do we mark this last section of our report card? How do we make our decisions? As a family? As a Church? As individuals? When we come to the question of planting a Church, of knowing how we should act within the home, are these decisions made after prayer, and searching the scriptures? Do we think though the issues with the mind that God gives us? Do we then leave the decision in God's hands and look for his answer. Or do just decide to do what we did last year? Or do we think how will it affect our bank account? 

Depending upon God, it seems such an obvious thing to do, yet this is the first way that the early church grew. Depending upon God means going outside our comfort zone. Because if we’re not outside that zone, then nothing will force you to depend upon God, because we can probably do it all by ourselves. So are we in our comfort zone? Are we looking to Jesus, are we relying on His Spirit, are we seeking God’s guidance?

When the missionaries were forced out of China by the Japanese during WW2, one lady Gladys Aylward decided she couldn't leave her work behind. So with only one assistant she led more than 100 orphans over the mountains to Free China. It was a harrowing journey in a war torn country. She was filled with despair and it seemed that she had no hope of reaching safety. One of the orphans, a 13 year old girl reminded her of the story of Moses and the Israelites crossing the Red Sea. "But I'm not Moses", Gladys cried out. 

"Of course you aren't,” the girl said “but Jehovah is still God." God hasn't changed. He is still able to do all things. And the amazing thing is that he uses people like you and me, people who depend upon him. We're not Moses, but God is still God, and he knows what he is asking us to do. Let's look to Jesus, let’s rely on His Spirit and let’s be open to his guidance. In short, let’s trust him, and go out and be his witnesses.
