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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)

Refer to Jesus’ “last words” and it is natural for Christians to think of Jesus’ words on the Cross, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing”; or, “It is finished.”
And so, I have titled this sermon, “Jesus’ very last words.”  We saw last week how strongly Luke emphasized  the cross was not the end of Jesus’ earthly life.  
Death did not snatch him away.  Rather, he laid his life down for us, rose from the dead three days later, and presented himself alive from the dead with many convincing proofs for forty days.  Then he ascended.  

Jesus’ very last words, then, were those he spoke just before that event.

Because they refer both to the promise of the Holy Spirit and to the disciples’ becoming Jesus’ witnesses throughout the world, we refer to these as one of the Great Commission passages.

There are others, most notably in Matthew 28, when Jesus in Galilee told his disciples, “…go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”
If you study the two passages, you will quickly observe there is marked difference between them.  Jesus’ words in Matthew really are in the form of a command: “Go and make disciples.”

But Jesus’ very last words are not like that.  Jesus was not commanding.  He was prophesying.  His words are a prophecy:  “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.”

A prophecy is weighty in a way that a command from God is not.
When God commands, what is the outcome?  That depends, doesn’t it?  It depends on whether we obey or disobey.  If I command my children to eat their lima beans and then weed the garden, is what I commanded as good as done?  I think not.  The outcome of a command depends on our obedience, because when God commands, he is telling someone to do something.
A prophecy is different.  When God speaks a word of prophecy he is telling us what he is going to do.  The outcome is dependent entirely on God and no one else.  When he says something is going to happen to you or me, it is going to happen.  He will bring it to pass.  He will fulfill his word.  
It is not dependent on whether you or I agree or cooperate.  He will make us agree or cooperate as necessary.  The fulfillment of prophecy depends on God alone.  This is certainty in an otherwise uncertain world.
If you have looked ahead in Acts, you know how Acts unfolds as the record of how Jesus’ disciples became his witnesses first in Jerusalem (1-7), and then in Judean and Samaria (8-12), and then to the gentile nations (13-28).   Yet Luke wrote to make it clear this is not a story about obedience, it is the story prophecy’s fulfillment.
The growth of the church was not the result of any master plan put together by the apostles who were suddenly on board with the mission and energized.  It was the result of the disciples first waiting as they had been told to do, until God empowered them to be Christ’s witnesses.

The expansion of the Gospel to Samaria wasn’t the result of any deliberate plan of men, but the result of persecution driving the disciples out of Jerusalem.  When God did pour his Spirit on the new Samaritan believers, the report met with skepticism among the apostles in Jerusalem.  

Feeling the church was ready, the apostles didn’t hire a recruiter to go find Paul to carry the Gospel to the gentiles.   Jesus sovereignly revealed himself to the church’s chief persecutor to make him his instrument, which again met with apostolic skepticism.
The spread of the Gospel to Europe didn’t come after a strategy session.  God gave Paul the vision of a man from Macedonia calling for help.  
Paul didn’t bring the Gospel to Rome in a glorious crusade.  God used a plot to murder Paul, his subsequent imprisonment, three trials and an appeal to Caesar to bring him to Caesar.
Acts is the story of Jesus’ prophecy fulfilled in spite of skepticism, and prejudice among the disciples, in spite of conflict among them, and in spite of opposition from the Jews and threats from Rome.

In our immediate passage, you can see that Jesus’ very last words were in response to a question about prophecy and whether God was about to fulfill it.  The disciples asked, “Lord is it at this time you are going to restore the Kingdom to Israel?”
The question makes great sense.  Jesus had just told them they were not to leave Jerusalem but to wait for the promise of the Holy Spirit.  Bringing those two ideas together – the Holy Spirit and Jerusalem – had to send their spirits soaring.  Had the prophets not promised he disciples were thoroughly familiar with the prophecies God would restore Israel by establishing his Kingdom through his anointed, and that he would pour out his Holy Spirit?
Isaiah had declared near the outset of his prophecy:  “This is what Isaiah son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem:  In the last days the mountain of the Lord's temple will be established as chief among the mountains; it will be raised above the hills, and all nations will stream to it…”

This is what the disciples hoped was about to happen.  Perhaps it was because Jesus had already told them no one but the Father could know the day and hour of this great end, or because he saw behind unbelief in their question or a self-serving desire to share Jesus’ rule of the Kingdom – we are not told the reason – but Jesus rebuked his disciples.

At the very least their question reflected a gross misunderstanding of the Kingdom of God.  It would never be reduced to a state or confined to a place, or limited to a race.  It would never be segregated into naturalized, first class citizens and citizens merely added.  
Jesus’ response was prophecy that turned all these assumptions on their head, and went further still.  Because Jesus knew that before his disciples could turn the world upside down, they must be turned inside out.  
The disciples’ understanding of prophecy reflected their unregenerate desires and motives.  I’m not talking about lawless evil. 

Still, their must change completely.  The dynamic of their lives must do a 180 from being turned inward to outward, from being self-centered, nation-centered, family-centered to being radically Christ-centered.  
They liked the idea of the world coming to them and receiving them in the name of the Lord.  They liked the idea of others sacrificing to come in to them.  They were comfortable with staying put in Jerusalem, the inner circle.

Though Isaiah prophesied in the same breath of the law going out from Zion and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem as he did of nations the nations streaming in, it never dawned on them that this could mean they were to go and bring the gospel to others.  Even though the pre-eminent portrait of the man or woman of God was that of the suffering servant, it never dawned on them to assume that role.  They were far more attracted to the role of “reigning lords”.
They were too bound up in their ethnocentricity, feeling that God’s Kingdom must revolve around them.

We think of Jesus giving the Holy Spirit to make us effective as witnesses.  We must be honest.  He has poured out his Spirit first and foremost to make us willing. 
Ask the question, what is the one sure evidence of the Holy Spirit filling Jesus’ disciples, the answer is not miracles, signs or wonders.  Rather it is that these people are determined, intentional witnesses of Jesus to the lost.  It is not the change in others, it is the change in ourselves.

Jesus’ words apply so directly to us because they are prophecy.  Here with his very last words Jesus left us with the answer to the question what is God doing in the world.  He left us with certainty.  The Holy Spirit has a mission to accomplish.  He is fulfilling God’s word.   

Like a current he is flowing, moving history and individuals in fulfillment of the prophecy.  It is inevitable, unstoppable.

So if you ask me what is God the Holy Spirit doing in your life and mind, at Atonement and in other churches, the answer is clear.   His mission has not changed.  His mission is clear.  He is turning the world upside down by turning Christians inside out.

To overcome our reluctance, the Spirit has been given.  To change the dynamic of our lives from inward to outward, the Spirit has be given.  To free us from a self-serving dependence on the safe and familiar, to make us dissatisfied just waiting for people to come to us, the Spirit has been given.  To initiate, to take the Gospel to others the Spirit has been given.  

To give us courage, wisdom and insight, and words, the Spirit would be given.  To glorify Christ, the Spirit has been given.

Did you know this is what he is doing?  Do you feel him at work in you turning you inside out?
Apart from the Spirit, our own approach – I don’t mean Nairy’s or the Brunsons’ or the Harts’ or the Stewarts’ or the Dosses’ – but your approach and my approach to the lost will be little different from that of Jesus’ disciples before Pentecost.  It will be one of concern for the world, not mission to the world.   

I want to close with this.  If you asked, “What is the most important thing we can do in the world?”, I suspect each one of you would produce a short list of similar answers.  They would include worship, or prayer or being salt and light.  They are all biblical priorities.  

But if I asked, not, what is the most important thing in the world, but what is the most important thing for the world, there is only one answer.  It is what the Holy Spirit is about.  It is what Jesus said would preoccupy him:  Making us Christ’s witnesses unlimited by our ethnicity, or nationality, or geography so that the nations are discipled.
That most important thing for the world is something you can do:  Be Christ’s witness in all things, at all times, in every place, finding your fulfillment in the fulfillment of God’s word.

And when you feel scorn and doubt being heaped on your desire to live this way, when you feel so deeply reminded that you stutter or make mistakes or don’t know all the answers or all the Bible, remember what is certain.  The power of the Holy spirit more than makes up for any deficiency you feel.  Instead of settling for weakness, pray for power.
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