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The Book of Acts, Part 2

“Continuing the Ministry of Jesus”

February 5th, 2006

Back in 1998, a young Muslim man had stolen some money from Joyce and I while we were living in a village in the northern part of Tajikistan.  It wasn’t the first time we were robbed… and it definitely wasn’t the last.

· Truth is, at least by our standards, he didn’t take all that much… about a hundred dollars.  But still, there was no way he was going to get away with that.

· So, I began looking all over town for him.  Now all my Tajik friends knew that I was just a big loveable fuzzball.  But apparently he didn’t know that.

· In fact, he was so scared of me finding him that he disappeared to Russia for a few months.  

· But what he didn’t know what that the reason I was hunting him down was to let him know that I really cared for him.  Knowing how desperately poor his family was, I just wanted to try and love him the way Jesus would.

Well, after he got back from Russia, he was out of options… and decided to face the music. And so, out of nowhere, he knocks on my door in tears… literally shaking.

· I brought him into our apartment and told him how much I loved him… and that I had already forgiven him… though, I still made him work for me to pay back the $100.

· I just gave him a hug… and he began to cry... hugging me back… unwilling to let go. He had suffered so much over his twenty years… he had never tasted Jesus’ love before.

· And so, he began coming around the house more frequently… and eventually gave his life to Jesus… knowing the persecution he would face as a result.

I remember one day, knowing that he had turned from Islam and become a Christian, some men began to publicly ridicule him as he was walking through town… calling him a traitor.  

· He ended up walking straight to my office from there… full of tears... very shaken up.  

· I grabbed my Bible and read from Luke 6:22 where Jesus said, “Blessed are you who are hated and excluded and mocked and cursed because you are identified with me, the Son of Man.”  

· Honestly… in just the time it took me to read that verse, the Holy Spirit had already turned his tears into laughter.  

· In fact, for several months, he insisted that we call him Kofir…the very word those men used to mock him.  He was a traitor… a traitor whose life was changed by Jesus’ love.

It was in that moment that he chose to go back to his village to share all that God had done in his life...  He knew the risks… but he was willing to go thru whatever was necessary.

· He first told his father… who then beat him up.  After that, he shared the gospel with a number of people, and together, we prayed for the sick and the demonized.

· This was an old village… hundreds of years old.  The leaders were typically older men, so for someone as young as Dilovar to be speaking about such important matters was difficult to take. 

· Who was he to be doing things like this?  And so they rejected him… even though he had helped so many people.

A similar thing happened to Jesus... the son of Joseph the carpenter... someone most everyone in His town knew.  Luke tells us in chapter 4 of his Gospel that one-day, Jesus stood up in the synagogue in Nazareth and recited these verses from the prophet Isaiah:

18"The Spirit of the Lord is on me,

because he has anointed me

to preach good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners

and recovery of sight for the blind,

to release the oppressed,

19to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."
When he was done, he put the scroll in its place and sat back down.  And then, with everyone glued to Him, Jesus said, “Today, this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing”.
· To me, these are some of the most powerful words spoken in history… perfectly expressing both the heart and the mission of Jesus…

· To proclaim the good news that the rule and reign of God had come into this world in fierce opposition to the ruler of this world and that He was the Anointed One set apart to not only destroy the ultimate power of this world, sin and death...
· But to redeem humanity, the crown jewel of His creation, back into intimate relationship with God... and with one another in community... as His Church.
· He came to proclaim the good news... but He also came to demonstrate the good news by giving sight to the blind and releasing the oppressed.  

We saw this last week as we looked at Acts 1:1 where Luke, writing to Theophilus, says, “In my first book I told you about everything Jesus “began to do and teach...”

· Notice what Luke is saying here… that in his first book, the Gospel of Luke, he was telling us about everything Jesus BEGAN to do and teach.  

· You see, the reason he uses the word BEGAN is because he wants us to understand that what Jesus is doing and teaching didn’t simply come to an end after his Gospel was written.

In other words, in the Book of Acts, we are still going to be reading about Jesus’ ministry… except now his ministry is going to be continued through His Church through the power of the Holy Spirit.

· Now I realize that some people are down on sequels… but what Luke is saying is that if you liked the first one… if you were under the impression that the most exciting part ended with the Gospel of Luke… then just wait!  You’re about to get up and dance!  

· In fact, the ministry of Jesus is just beginning to take off!

So… Jesus not only had a distinct message, the good news of the Kingdom…  but also that He had a distinct ministry where He demonstrated the reality of the Kingdom of God by healing the sick, casting out demons, and bringing peace to the oppressed.

· We typically call these things “signs and wonders” but what are they signs of?  They are signs of the Kingdom of God breaking into our world.

· Whenever Jesus healed the sick or delivered the oppressed, He was testifying to the fact that the Kingdom of God, the reign of God, was striking back at the kingdom of this world… intent on taking back what was taken from Him…

· And what is that?  You and me.  Every last person outside that door

Matthew writes in 4:23-24, “Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, and healing every disease and sickness among the people. 24News about him spread all over Syria, and people brought to him all who were ill with various diseases, those suffering severe pain, the demon-possessed, those having seizures, and the paralyzed, and he healed them.” 

Each and everyone of these miracles is a foreshadowing and promise of what the fullness of the Kingdom of God will bring when Jesus comes back to finish the job, forever destroying Satan, sin, and death... when, as Rev 11:15 says, “The kingdom of the world has become the Kingdom of our Lord and of His Christ, and He will reign for ever and ever.”
In other words… the miracles Jesus performed were simply “signs” of what we would experience when the fullness of the Kingdom is established.  So…

· Casting out demons signals God’s invasion of the realm of Satan, and Satan’s final destruction.

· Healing bears witness to the end of all suffering

· Miraculous provisions of food tell us about the end of all human need

· Jesus’ restoration of the broken speaks of the fact that one day there will be no more tears, no more pain, no more fear, and no more shame.

· And raising the dead announces that death will be forever done away with for those who believe.

· Bottom-line, these miracles show us what the Kingdom of God is like… it reveals to a fallen world a window into the past... into the Garden for which we were created... and the future where perfect joy and peace will reign as we sit beside our Father in Heaven.

Now you may be wondering why I’m focusing so much on the Kingdom of God when we’re supposed to be studying the Book of Acts.
· It’s because there is simply no way to fully understand the Book of Acts without understanding what the Kingdom of God is all about. 
· Just look at how it starts. In Acts 1:3 what do we see Jesus doing? He’s preaching about the Kingdom of God.
· Look at the very last verse in the Book of Acts…Luke ends his book in chapter 28:31, with Paul under house arrest in Rome doing what? Preaching the Kingdom of God!
· So, is it important that we understand what the Kingdom of God is about? 
Now most Christians can understand how Jesus was able to proclaim and demonstrate the Kingdom of God.  But what about the disciples?  

· For 3 years Jesus taught the disciples how to minister from hearts of compassion and mercy… He taught them how to hear the Father, how to grow in dependence on the Holy Spirit, how to be obedient to God’s leading, and to believe that God performs miracles thru each and every one of them.

· In fact, in Luke 8 we read about how Jesus had been traveling with his disciples from village to village and city to city, preaching the Kingdom of God. 

· Then, in Luke chapter 9, we read that Jesus “sent them out to proclaim the Kingdom of God and to heal the sick.”
And as He sent them out, in John 20:21-23, He told them, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”
· In the same way the Father has sent Me, with the same authority given me, with the same power, so I send you to proclaim and demonstrate the Kingdom of God.

· But, they couldn’t do it in their own strength.  So, in the next verse, Jesus turns to them and, according to John, breathes on them so they are filled with the Holy Spirit.

· And then, empowered by the Holy Spirit, they went out not only teaching what Jesus taught but doing what Jesus did… healing the sick, setting the captives free.

· Acts 5:12-14 says, “The apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders among the people… and more and more men and women believed in the Lord and were added to their number.”
But it wasn’t just the apostles who were involved in doing what Jesus was doing and teaching what He was teaching.

· In Luke 10, we read about how Jesus sent out 70 of His many other followers and sent them two by two ahead of Him… and when they returned, they were full of joy b/c so many were set free thru them.

· So miraculous signs and wonders didn’t stop with Jesus… and they certainly didn’t stop with the disciples… but they continued on into the second generation of the church… 

· We’re going to be reading in Acts 7-9 about people like Stephen, Ananias, and Philip… none of them apostles, yet they proclaimed and demonstrated the Kingdom.

· We later see people such as Barnabas, Silas, and Timothy continuing, in the power of the Holy Spirit, to embrace both the Words and Works of Jesus.

We’ll be reading about Paul who told the Corinthian church “Be an imitator of me as I am of Jesus.”  But when he said that, he was not just referring to belief but also to practice.

· Jesus prays for the sick, I pray for the sick, now you pray for the sick.

· This torch continued to be passed down to the next generation of men and women… 

· Such as Justin Martyr who wrote around 153 about large numbers of believers healing the sick and casting out demons.

· Or Irenaeus who wrote around 170 about how believers were operating in the prophetic and healing the sick.

The ministry of Jesus continued beyond Jesus and beyond his disciples... through centuries of church history... to you and me.  How? In the power of the Holy Spirit.

· Remember what Jesus said to his disciples... “Listen guys... I need to go... Its better for you if I go... you wont regret it... because when I go, I will send the Holy Spirit who will fill you... empower you... encourage you... heal you... and use you to minister to others.”

· Let me ask you a question. How is it that He is able to proclaim freedom for the prisoners?  How is it that the blind can receive their sight again?  How is it that the oppressed can be released?

· Jesus answers... because “the Spirit of the Lord is on me.”

· And it is that same Spirit whom He poured out at Pentecost in Acts chapter two… the same Spirit who is here to equip and empower us!  

· And He is!  More people have come to Christ since WWII than in all of the last 2000 years combined since Pentecost.

In the Gospel of John, chapter 7, Jesus said “Let anyone who is thirsty, come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, will have streams of living water flowing out from within. By this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believe in him would receive.” 

· Who does this “River of Living Water” represent? “By this he meant the Holy Spirit.” 

· The same Spirit through whom Jesus proclaimed freedom for the prisoners and set the captives free... is the same Spirit who indwells in us.

· We’re the people, you and me, through whom Jesus desires to continue His ministry… to minister with power, compassion, and authority to one another and to the world around us...

We are called… we have the unique privilege as a church and as a community of the Kingdom… to proclaim the Good News that God has come for us and wants to bring us back into intimacy with Him.

· But in a world like ours today, where the average person struggles to believe in any kind of absolute truth, where the truth is in the seeing… demonstration must always come with proclamation. 

· Here’s the bottom-line.  Our calling as disciples of Jesus is not only to bear His message... but to continue His ministry.

*In giving sight to the blind, Jesus is showing the world the depth of the Father’s love and compassion. 
· When we pray for the sick, we are demonstrating to those we pray for not only our belief that God is real... but that God cares.

*In preaching good news to the poor and releasing the oppressed, Jesus is telling them that the Father hasn’t forgotten them.  

· When you care and love those who hurt... who grieve... who struggle... you become the hands and feet of Jesus... reminding them that the Father is present... and that He hasn’t forgotten them.
· In every expression of Jesus’ compassion, we get a more profound glimpse into the heart of the Father.  

· And in every expression of our compassion... as we love and minister to the world around us, the world has the opportunity to see the heart of Jesus for themselves.

And yet, though we’ve been given the wonderful invitation to continue the ministry of Jesus as generations before us have, for so many of us, we wonder how we really can impact the lives of others when you feel your own walk with God is so lacking.

· You look at the Bible... you look at your life... and the gap between the two just seems too vast. 

· In 1 Peter 1:8 for example, Peter writes, “Though you have not yet seen Jesus, you love him and you are filled with inexpressible and glorious joy.” 

· Now how many of you here would say this pretty much describes you? That you are filled with inexpressible joy? Of course we don’t always feel that way. 

I think that’s why Jesus says in John 10:10, that “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they (my people, my sheep) may have life, and have it to the full.”
· Why would Jesus, in the midst of this beautiful passage on the Good Shepherd, start talking about Satan… calling him the thief?  

· Because Jesus wanted us to know that along the way toward walking out our calling as His sons and daughters, we should expect some opposition. 

· Our lives and ministries will not be without challenge or without barrier because there is a thief who wants to rob us of it. 

· It can get to the point where God’s promises of joy… of Living Water… of empowerment... serves more to make you feel discouraged or guilty or confused… rather than it does to make you hopeful....

· Where we recognize how wide that gap is b/t God’s promises and our everyday lives. 

So, here’s the question: What do you do with that gap?  How can you bridge that gap so that our lives reflect the promises God gave to us? So that we really can walk in the Holy Spirit the way we know the Bible says we can? 

· Well… I know what most people do. They simply purpose to “try harder.”  

· They think to themselves that the problem is, “I’m just not being heroic enough in my spiritual effort... I’ll close the gap by sheer spiritual elbow grease. I’ll get up earlier. I’ll read another book. I’ll listen to another tape. I’ll learn how to fast. I’ll serve more. I’ll work harder. I’ll try to be nicer to people in my life.” 
You hear about somebody who gets up at four o’clock in the morning to pray and you feel guilty because you think, “I don’t pray enough,” so you resolve to do that too. Even though you’re not a morning person. 

· Even though at four o’clock you’re dazed and confused and groggy and grumpy and nobody wants to be around you… Even Jesus does not want to be with you at four o’clock in the morning. 

· But you say to yourself, “Well, this is hard, exhausting and miserable so it must be God’s will for my life. It must be spiritual. It must be good for me.” 
Other people, when they’re faced with this gap, just pretend like it’s not really there. They know they’re supposed to be different. 

· They know what the promised life looks like, and so they decide they’ll just kind of fake it.   Or… stir up a lot of hype to make it appear different than it really is.

· Truth is, we unconsciously deal with that gap in all kinds of ways... from trying harder, putting on spiritual masks pretending the gap doesn’t exist, to falling into guilt, condemnation, and discouragement.  

What if there’s another way? What if Jesus really meant what he said about rivers of living water flowing out from the core of our being? 

· What if it was possible for you to become increasingly, authentically, alive with love and joy and truth and peace and courage? 

· What if you really were able to walk in the Spirit’s power... to minister God’s love, power, and compassion to those around you as you reflect both the Words and Works of Jesus in your life? 

· Again, we’ve hopefully all learned already that it won’t come simply by trying harder. 

· Remember what Paul wrote to the Galatians, “How can you, who came into relationship with Jesus through his grace belief you can now walk out your faith in your own strength?” 

· Listen, effort by itself… unaided human effort… will never be able to bridge this gap.

What if your job as a believer in Jesus is not to try harder or run faster or rev up your emotions or pretend like everything is OK?

· What if God really was at work in every moment, in every place, and your job is simply to jump in the River? 

· That in spite of our “issues”, we choose to come humbly to God with our hunger and thirst for more of Him… with surrendered and expectant hearts... asking Him to fill us again with His Spirit.  

You see guys… Both as individuals and as a church, we have the amazing opportunity to continue Jesus ministry to the world around us through the Holy Spirit.

· But if you’re waiting to become some kind of spiritual superstar… than you’re in for wait! Look at the men and women Jesus invested in.  

· And yet, look at what God did through them in laying the foundation of the church!

· Jesus said in Matthew 6:33, "But seek first His Kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.”
· The NLT translates it, “He will give you all you need from day to day if you live for him and make the Kingdom of God your primary concern.” 
If we are committed to seeking God with all of our hearts… if our greatest passion and ambition as a church was to worship Him in His presence… to walk in humility with surrendered hearts…

· If we’re willing to pray and cry out for more of Him… if we dare to embrace both the message and ministry of Jesus… where, in spite of our “issues” we made ourselves available to Him,

· If we continue to come to Him with expectant hearts… that, through the Holy Spirit, we have the authority and power to change lives,

· Than I have absolutely no doubt that we will not only experience renewal in our lives… but that we will impact our region more than we could ever imagine.

* Perhaps you believe this stuff, but you’ve lost faith that God can work these things thru you.

* Perhaps you’ve gotten to the place where you are no longer taking risks.

