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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)

Last week I invited you to study the Book of Acts with me, not as history, though it is full of history, but as the part of the first great written defense of the Christian faith and church.

I hope you come to love this book as God’s gift to you, because in a profound way, it his defense for your faith, if you believe in Christ.  If you do not, it will serve to answer your objections and draw you to him.
Here, then, is the question of the morning.  If the Gospel of Jesus Christ is not true, what is the alternative?  In other words, if you do  not believe in him, what are you to believe about him?  
I ask this to expose the assumptions behind unbelief.  They have an edge.  They make rival claims to those of the Gospel.  They are intended to destroy faith.
I refer to three major assumptions in particular, for Luke counters these from the outset of Acts.

The first has to do with Jesus himself.  He was far less than believers portray him to be.  Most especially, he was not God’s Son, nor did he die for sin.  The proof that these things are not true is that the resurrection is not true.  The Jesus of history is not the Christ we in fact worship.  The Jesus of history is dead.
The second assumption has to do with the disciples.  Though less than they proclaimed him to be, Jesus was a charismatic leaders whose teaching and example before his crucifixion inspired his disciples afterwards to devote themselves to his memory.

Like an Elvis fan club, they continued to speak of him, repeat his words, and recall the big events of his ministry.  Gradually, the memories of his life inflated.  Claims about who he is and what he did were more and more extravagant, until devotion became worship.  
The third assumption has to do with the church.  Granted the movement grew.  It multiplied because numbers of ignorant, poor, gullible, guilt-ridden, superstitious people were taken in, so that today Christianity and the church is at best ignored, at worst tolerated, and if necessary suppressed.
These assumptions constitute what I am going to call the counterfaith to the Christian faith.  The Christian faith confesses that Jesus is the Christ, that Jesus Christ is Lord.  The counterfaith insists that the Jesus of history is not the Christ of faith, that the Jesus who actually lived is a pale copy of the Lord we worship.  The disciples inflated the facts about Jesus, and in the process took advantage of a lot of lesser people. 
Are you aware of the counterfaith?  Does any part of it have a hold on you – the part about Jesus, or the disciples, or the church?  

When you see these assumptions for what they are, it is clear the Christian faith and the counterfaith cannot both be true.  They contradict each other at ever point.  There is no third alternative.  It really is one way or the other.  
Luke wasted no time before launching into his defense of the faith against the assumptions of unbelief circulated against Christ and his church.  From the introduction, he was determined to set the record straight.

First and foremost, he underscores that the Lord Jesus proclaimed by the disciples is one and the same Jesus who walked the shores of Galilee.  Jesus’ instruction and example before he died was not the source of their inspiration.  Rather, it was his life and instruction after he rose.  Luke makes the point that being so affected, they were not inspired to exaggerate.  They were inspired to obey.

Look with me at how Luke makes this point so dramatically.
Notice first how he underscored both in his Gospel and Acts that the point in time when the earthly life and ministry is joined to his heavenly life and ministry was not his crucifixion, not even his resurrection, but his ascension forty days later!

The Gospel of Luke concludes with his ascension.  Luke 24:51 says, “Now, it came to pass, while he blessed them, that he was parted from them and carried up into heaven.”
As ancient writers did with their sequels, Luke also in his introduction to Acts reminds Theophilus how his earlier Gospel concluded.  But look how he does so, by underscoring the time and instruction Jesus devoted to his disciples after he rose.  
He insists in verses 1-2 that those forty days were part of the story of “all that Jesus began to do and to teach, until the day he was taken up to heaven…”  His appearances after rising from the dead were as real and true a part of his earthly life and ministry as his teaching the Sermon on the Mount years earlier or his cleansing of the temple weeks earlier.  
See also Luke’s focus on how Jesus underscored his physical presence with his disciples.  In verse 3, Jesus “showed himself to his disciples.”  That means he invited their examination.  Luke adds an important legal term when he says “and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive”; in other words that it really was Jesus.  According to Quintillian a “convincing proof” is evidence so irrefutable that it settles a matter.  It is objective in nature.
What were these proofs?  Jesus invited his disciples to touch him.  He carried on discussions with them, answered their questions about the Kingdom of God (6), and ate alongside them. (cf Luke 24:32).  John tells us Jesus cooked a meal for them over an open fire. 

Though he had died, Jesus was wholly, completely, physically with his disciples once more. They did not feel his presence through some altered state of consciousness.  They perceived him 
with their senses because presented himself to them in real live flesh and blood.  He was no ghost, no vision.

Granted, in rising from the dead his flesh had been glorified, perfected, the taint of mortality removed.  But flesh it did remain.

If you look with me at verse 11 note the angels’ testimony to the disciples after Jesus ascended, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand gazing up into heaven?  This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.”

This same Jesus who had chosen them and lived with them and gone to the cross and risen three days later and appeared them over the course of forty days, had now ascended and will return later.
So, to the assumption that the Jesus of history is not the Christ of faith so exaggerated by his followers, Luke declares, that Jesus is the Christ whom God has glorified.  
In verse 21, as the disciples sought a replacement for Judas, their requirement was that he must be a man who had been an eyewitness of Jesus from the beginning to the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry, “beginning from John’s baptism to the time when Jesus was taken up from us.”  For forty days after rising, Jesus was still with his disciples, and they were eyewitnesses.  Then he left.

Think of the affirmation we read in Hebrews 13:8.  “Jesus is the same yesterday, today, and forever.”  This has always been the Christian faith and is confessed in defiance of unbelief.
I would like to offer several reasons why I find Luke so persuasive.  
First is his approach.  Luke presents Christianity as beginning where it must begin in order to win my respect and allegiance, by taking truth (history) seriously.  Living in an age when truth is dismissed as unnecessary, or impossible to know, or non-existent, here is an authority that affirms that truth does matter, that invites examination as to whether what he himself says is the truth.  

If the Gospel of Jesus Christ is not grounded in objective reality, eternal and temporal, human and divine, if it cannot be true because it is not real.  It is worth neither your time nor attention, let alone your faith or devotion.  Luke’s approach stands out in its integrity.  I know of no philosophy, ethic, ideology or superstition that invites the same.

Second what Luke wrote makes sense of subsequent history whereas the assumptions of unbelief do not.  Under the assumptions of unbelief, Christians worship a Christ who is an embellished, exaggerated distortion of the actual Jesus, so we should expect to find evidence of inflated claims for Jesus being inserted into the record of Christian writing and preaching.  Much like we find with Mary in the Catholic Church at the present time.

If fact there is not a shred of evidence to suggest that the church embellished accounts of Jesus’ life, or inflated the record of his death to include resurrection, or added such events as Pentecost to early church history.  
Instead what we do find is a remarkably large and ancient number of New Testament manuscripts that is wholly consistent in the description of Jesus as the risen Lord.  The record of Christian writings is so extensive, that were some additional miracle or claim made about Jesus than what was proclaimed from the beginning, the whole world would know it.
In fact, where additional words or deeds were assigned to Jesus in later writings of the second or third centuries, the church rejected them as false gospels.    

Look at the earliest statement of faith embraced by the church, the Apostle’s Creed.  What is it?  Faith understood as acceptance of the facts, faith as acceptance of his virgin birth, his crucifixion and death, his resurrection, ascension, and promised return.  

Apart from the objective reality about him, the Creed makes clear there is no point talking about believing in the Spirit, or the church, or forgiveness, or communion of the saints, or our own resurrection or eternal life.

Later debates in the church that led to the doctrinal formulations such of the Trinity or the two natures of Christ were not born of any uncertainty about the resurrection, but were part of their struggling with the staggering certainty that he had risen.  So how were they to understand and explain this Jesus?  
What the assumption of unbelief especially fails to consider is that Christians of all people have been given the strongest possible incentive not to tinker with the truth about Jesus, whether by addition or deletion.  To tinker with the truth is to call eternal condemnation down upon ourselves.  The earliest written book of the New Testament is Paul’s letter to the Galatians, written about 48 AD, within fifteen years of Jesus’ resurrection.  There is no document that draws us nearer to the inception of the Christian church.  There Paul wrote:

“But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned!  As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eternally condemned!” (Gal. 1:8-9)

Third, I find Luke’s account, extraordinary as it is, to be the only adequate explanation for what happened  next.  
Unbelief insists that somehow Jesus’ crucifixion and death transformed his followers to proclaim that their man was God in the flesh, risen from the dead; and further, to leave their homes and country for dangerous places and people in order to win adherents.  
To what purpose?  Could anything lead you to do such a thing?  It makes no sense.  Deluded madmen can create followings, but none that last

Luke explains that it was nothing like that.  Rather, Jesus chose his apostles (2), showed himself to them (3), instructed them, and then empowered them (4-5).  What took place was of God not madness.  It was for his glory and the salvation of the world’s sinners.
It was Luke’s extraordinary account is adequate to explain why you are here today and why I am here.  We are not here by our own courage, imagination, or skill, and we are not here because we are stupid or gullible or superstitious.
You are here by God’s grace, because Christ revealed himself to you and your need for him through the Gospel.  He has drawn you and changed you through the Holy Spirit.  The flame of faith that burns in you is God’s Spirit confirming the truth.

You are here because Jesus is the same yesterday, today, and forever.  He is as gracious to you as he was to his first disciples.
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