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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

This morning we begin a new series on the book of Acts.  Before delving into the details of the book, let’s first consider just what this book is and why we should want to study it.  To these ends I would build an argument.
If you examined how Acts has been approached by Christians over the centuries, you would find its message has often been overlooked.  The book itself has been treated as less important among other books of the New Testament.  

Our earliest record of this book being preached dates to the 4th century, almost 400 years after Pentecost, when Chrysostom, Bishop of Constantinople, preached over fifty-five messages on the book.  Chrysostom saw its relevance because he saw it for what it is.  It is just as relevant today, because of what it is.
So what is it?

Acts, written by Luke as companion to his Gospel on the life of Jesus, was addressed to the same man, Theophilus.  Both his name and Luke’s formal manner of addressing him tell us it was written for an influential Roman who was forming his opinion of Christianity.  Whether as a believer or unbeliever – that is debated.

Here was a man with authority and power who was seeking to understand the faith.  From the way Luke wrote to him, Theophilus was clearly familiar with the objections and attacks leveled against the Gospel and the Church.  In a lesser or greater way, Christianity was being weighed and evaluated.  
Together with Luke’s Gospel, Acts is the first great work of Christian apologetics in the church.  It is a defense of the Christian Gospel and the Christian Church.
Compare this view of Acts with that description of Acts as mainly a transitional book, the in-between book bridging the Gospels with the epistles, or the truth of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection with the church that followed, and you see Acts as a New Testament bridge falls short of doing it justice.  
A bridge is only as important as the two places that it joins.  Acts itself has a central message.  Acts is more than a transitional book, more than binding for the rest of the New Testament.

Here are 52 pages of text, dividing just over 1,000 verses into 28 chapters.  The only other New Testament book that compares is Matthew at 28 chapters and just over 1,000 verses and 52 pages of text.  Acts is no less purposeful or significant than Matthew.
You know Matthew is full of history from Jesus’ life, but you also  know Matthew is far more  than a record of facts.  It has a message about Jesus.  The same may be said about Acts, how often it is treated as mere history -- I mean as a transitional book consisting of history.

In fact it is as an argument from history, the orderly presentation of evidence in support of a great central theme.

Let me pause to say Acts as an historical document is terribly important.  Since the latter part of the 19th century, no New Testament book has been the subject of more scholarly writing.  And for this reason – its recognized historic accuracy.  The recent resurgence of respect for Acts as history originated with Sir William Ramsey, the famous humanities professor at Aberdeen who undertook extensive archaeological work in Turkey and Bible lands.  He began as an agnostic and ended as a believer. 

In his groundbreaking book, St. Paul: the traveler and the Roman Citizen, the first section of his first chapter is an essay on the trustworthiness of Acts. 
Further, I would say it is better to study Acts as history than to neglect.    Still, to view it as history alone leads to people approaching it in ways that are deficient.

When Acts is treated as the compiled record of the early church, people can slip into approaching it with a salvage mentality.  They pick from it what they find useful and discard the rest.  They use it as a reference work, a source of footnotes, illustrations and examples of something important to know.  
They study the Holy Spirit, missions or evangelism, or church life, or the life of Paul.  As important as Acts may be to learn about these or a dozen other subjects, they are not the central point.  They support the central point.

People salvage wrecks.  Acts is intact and magnificent.
Before getting to the point of Acts, I would offer one other observation.  Perhaps the title of the book does us a disservice.  We know it as “The Acts” from references in early church writings.  The church has tended to complete the title as, “The Acts of the Apostles.”  
That’s misleading.  All the Apostles are listed in chapter 1, but there is never another reference to Andrew or Philip or Thomas, or Bartholomew or Matthew; to James son of Alphaeus or Simon the Zealot, or Judas the son of James, or Matthias who replaced the traitor.

More to the point, we read the title Acts and tend to assume it contains little actual instruction though many examples, but Acts is far more than series of actions or events.  

To help, let’s ask this question.  If you removed every verse from Acts about a person, place, thing or event of that time, what would be left?  The answer is enough material to comprise a book in the New Testament.
You would be left with the substance of 23 speeches and sermons – nine by Peter, eleven by Paul, one from the Rabbi Gamaliel, one by James (Jesus’ brother), and the longest by a man named Stephen.  In addition to those 23, you would have summary descriptions, 1-3 verses long, of 8 additional sermons – six by Paul, one by Peter, and one by a group of elders.  Finally, you would be left with one lengthy prayer and oh yes, a letter from the apostles as well as a letter from a Roman official.
What this adds up to is a treasure trove of preaching and teaching in a variety of circumstances.  Here you find the Old and New Testaments integrated as promise and fulfillment, rich theology, practical wisdom, and different approaches to proclaiming Christ depending on the audience.  
As we have seen, then, Acts is far more than a transitional book, and more than a mere history, and more than a series of acts.
So, again, what is it?  Acts is Luke’s defense of the Christian faith and church in which he shows that the Lord Jesus, in his exalted state, is with his people and continues his acts through them.  
Or let me put it this way.  In Acts, Luke shows that as Jesus called his disciples, was present with and led them from Galilee to Jerusalem, he, because of his ascension to God’s right hand, continued calling disciples, being present with them, and leading from Jerusalem to Rome.  

If we lack the experience of our risen Lord in our worship and witness, we need only ask for it, with repentance.

If we lack fruitfulness in seeing Christ draw others, we need only ask for it, with repentance.

To settle for life that does not include the presence and power of our exalted Savior is to settle for far, far too little.
The means by which Christ calls us and continues with us and leads us is the Holy Spirit he poured out beginning at Jerusalem at the Feast of Pentecost, then continuing in Judea, in Samaria, and everywhere.

If the testimony of prophetic history in the Old Testament is that God was with his people, then the testimony of Acts, is that Christ is with his people, today.  
He has work he is leading us to do, trials he will lead us through, and glory for us to witness.

Acts is the history of what Christ did in and for and through the church born of the Spirit in the first thirty years after Pentecost.  Acts ends but it doesn’t conclude with anything like a statement that means, “The End”, because it was the end of nothing.  It was the beginning.
I am hoping and pray that in the message of Acts, you hear Christ calling to you afresh, experience the Spirit renewing you, strengthening you, and inspiring us all as a church to act like Christ’s church in adventures of ministry.
The message of Acts, easy perhaps to overlook, is the one thing we can never afford to take for granted.  Our vitality as a church depends upon it.  Our faithfulness, our fear of God, our commitment to mission and evangelism, worship, generosity.  
Further, Luke uses this message to defend Christian faith and church against attacks against their legitimacy.  
Here I refer, first, to attacks by the religious establishment.  In Acts it was the Jews, charging that Christianity was a blasphemous, heretical sect, and distortion of God’s revelation to Israel.  Here the Lord we proclaim and faith we hold is defended as the purist form of Judaism, the unique fulfillment of the prophets, and God’s ordained means of salvation for the world.  
This apologetic is relevant today against the barrage of attempts to slander Christianity as either another brand of religion grounded in human ideas, or a blasphemous faith deserving death. 
I refer, second, to attacks from the political establishment.  In Acts these came from Rome, to brand Christianity as a threatening, rebellious, dangerous, uncivil religion that should be outlawed and suppressed.  Why?  Because it exalted Christ over Caesar and his will over Caesar’s and his worship alone.  In Acts Christianity is defended as respectful of civil authority, as the victim of violence not the perpetrator, and as a promoter of the common good.  

Rethinking books now being published against Christianity such as Letters to a Christian Nation, The God Delusion, and The End of Faith, Luke’s defense of the faith is so relevant.  We need Christians who think, speak and write like Luke in communicating the Gospel and setting the record straight.
Finally, I refer to attacks from within the church from those who either do not understand or do not accept the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  In Acts, it was the faction known as the circumcision party, who essentially charged Paul with hijacking the faith.  The message of salvation by God’s grace alone through faith alone, attested in baptism, was far afield of the requirement of circumcision and observance of the laws.  
Luke shows that Paul’s Gospel was the truth God blessed and confirmed always, and the lifeblood of the church.  Without it the church has no beating heart.  The church is dead.
The majority of historic mainline Protestants today reject the message of God’s grace alone through faith alone, along with the need for that message, the certainty of God’s universal judgment against sin.  Luke faced the critics.  Studying Acts will strengthen us.
So there you have it:  Christ is as present with us as he was with his disciples.  He is calling, empowering, and leading his church now as then.  In this confidence, Luke defends the faith and the church from attacks from the religious establishment, the political establishment and even from within the church itself.

And now, may the Lord glorify himself in our midst.  Amen.
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