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Lecture 2 in the Series on World Mission
Summary of the Book
In order to grapple with the Mission of God it is important to look at the book of Acts.  Luke provides for us a comprehensive overview of the significant events that arose following Jesus ascension into heaven and also highlights the issues the early church faced as it began to grow and spread out.  The book chronicles the beginning of Christian mission, how did it started, what its focus and strategy was where they struggled and failed and how they keep going.  
An overview of the book.
1. Acts 1-2 The Birth of the Church
2. Acts 3-7 The Jerusalem Church 
a. Difficulties inside the church
b. Persecution from outside
3. Acts 8-12 The beginnings of the Church in Judea and Samaria
a. Paul’s conversion and the message to the Gentiles
b. Acts 10 – Peter’s Theological Convictions shaken
c. Acts 11:18 – the conclusion to Peter’s Dilemma
d. Acts 12 – Further persecution and judgment and the church Scattered into Palestine and Syria.
4. Acts 13-14 The beginnings of the Church to the ends of the earth - the first intentionally planned missionary venture.
5. Acts 15 – Continued struggles with the Jewish roots of the faith – tradition or truth - who wins?
6. Acts 15:40-18:23 The Second Missionary Journey – pushing the boundaries further
7. Acts 18:23- 21:15 – The Third Missionary Journey – pushing the boundaries even further
8. Acts 21:16-Acts 28:27 – Paul’s Arrest and ongoing Struggles with the authorities.
9. Acts 28:28-31 - A Great Summary of the Book
Great sermons in Acts: 
· Peter, Acts 2:29-41, 3:11-26, 4:8-12, 
· Stephen, Acts 7:1-53 (longest sermon in the book)
· Paul, Acts 13:16-47 (his first sermon) 22:1-21, 26:1-32
The Religious and Civil Authorities in Acts:
A constant theme throughout the book is confrontation with the religious and civic authorities at that time. The message of the Kingdom will be resisted by those in control of society.
Growth of the church
· Acts 2:41, 3000 believed and were baptized.
· Acts 2: 47, “and the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.
· Acts 4:4 “many who heard the message believed and the number of men grew to about 5000”.
· Acts 5:14 “more and more men and women believed in the Lord and were added to their number.”
· Acts 6:7 “so the word of the Lord spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.”
· Acts 11:21 “the Lord’s hand was with them and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord.”
Introduction:
We have the impression that the writings of the New Testament are dominated by the Apostle Paul.  As regards a word count, Paul wrote 25% of the NT - 18.5% was written by the Apostle John but interestingly 27.5% of our NT is written by Luke[footnoteRef:1].  Luke has given us more of the New Testament than any other writer but he only wrote 2 books. First, there is his Gospel account in which he detailed all that Jesus “began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven”[footnoteRef:2].  The Gospel finishes with Jesus Ascension into heaven.[footnoteRef:3]  But Luke does not end there; he picks up his pen again and goes on to write the book of Acts.  This is the great sequel to the Gospel of Luke that answers the burning questions that I am sure Theophilus[footnoteRef:4] had in his mind as he read the last few verses of the Gospel.  ‘So what happened next?  Don’t leave me hanging! What became of the disciples after Jesus went into heaven?” [1:  Courageous Witness in a Hostile World, Howard Brant, pXVII]  [2:  Acts 1:1]  [3:  Luke 24:50-53]  [4:  Luke 1:3, Acts 1:1] 

Luke writes again to Theophilus and to us and the answer to these questions.  In 28 chapters he gives us another tremendous read – it is an exciting adventure that has everything in it. The coming of the Holy Spirit, bold preaching, miracles, confrontations with the authorities, imprisonment and miraculous escapes, executions, ship wrecks, incredible conversations and so much more.  But the recurring theme is that of being witnesses for the saving work of Jesus.
What I would like to do in this lecture is to get our hands around this book and to understand all that God is doing to extend his mission and message of reconciliation to the world to himself.
We know this book as the Acts of the Apostles, but it also relates to the Acts of the Holy Spirit as God takes these apostles and uses them to give birth to His Church.  It is also the Acts of Jesus Christ, a continuation of the Gospel of Luke.  They could have been called 1st Luke and 2nd Luke. 
The Great Summary of the book of Acts.
Jesus last words to the disciples in Luke’s Gospel provide for us a bridge into the book of Acts. 
46 He told them, “This is what is written: The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, 47 and repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. 48 You are witnesses of these things. 49 I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.” Luke 24:46-49
Luke picks up this theme again at the beginning of Acts where he further expands on Jesus last words to the disciples   
“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all of Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Acts 1:8] 

This verse provides for us a great summary of the entire book:
· Acts 1-2: the coming of the Holy Spirit and the birth of the Church
· Acts 3-7: the Church in Jerusalem
· Acts 8-12: the Church in Judea and Samaria
· Acts 13-28: the Church in the World
The request that Jesus makes of the disciples was that they would be his “witnesses”.  They would testify to Jesus, life, death and resurrection and that this message should be taken to the ends of the earth. 
The remainder of the book unpacks in detail the beginnings of this great age of the Church and concludes with these words.
28 “Therefore I want you to know that God’s salvation has been sent to the Gentiles, and they will listen!” [29] [a]
30 For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him. 31 He proclaimed the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ—with all boldness and without hindrance! 
The book starts with the challenge to witness and it concludes with Paul continuing to witness freely to all who came to see him there in Rome.
The words ‘witness’ or ‘witnesses’ appears 12 times in the book of Acts and is a recurring theme right through the book.  The root of this work in Greek has an association to the word martyr[footnoteRef:6].  This provides a clue to the outworking of what being a ‘witness’ may incur. [6:  http://biblehub.com/greek/3144.htm] 

The 4 locations mentioned here represent 4 tiers of evangelism:
· Jerusalem, this is where they were when all these events took place – they were to bear witness to those like them. 
· Judea, this was the province around Jerusalem.  The people were all of the same belief and culture and lived in the villages and towns near to Jerusalem.  
· Samaria, this was inhabited by different people. They may have spoken the same language but had different beliefs and customs.
· The ends of the earth, this included distant unknown people, with foreign languages, different customs and beliefs. 
Acts 1-2: The coming of the Holy Spirit and the birth of the Church
The 50 days between Jesus resurrection and the day of Pentecost were full of the appearances, teaching and instructions of Jesus.  They are divided into 2 periods.  There are the 40 days from the resurrection to the ascension of Jesus and then 10 days between his ascension and Pentecost. 
All that we believe hinges on the death and resurrection of Jesus[footnoteRef:7].  If there is no death and resurrection what we believe is “futile”[footnoteRef:8].  Interestingly Luke finishes his Gospel on this note and starts Acts with this same point. [7:  1 Corinthians 15:12-34]  [8:  1 Corinthians 15:17] 

“3 After his suffering, he presented himself to them and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God.”  Acts 1:3
A recurring theme in Jesus teaching throughout the Gospels is the Kingdom of God and we find here, in his final words, a further reference to this.  What is this Kingdom of God all about?  The disciples immediate latch onto this statement, asking, if this is the time for the kingdom of Israel to be restored. After all the teaching of Jesus they still did not fully comprehend what was about to unfold.
So how do we understand the Kingdom of God?  Here is a good definition:
The kingdom of God, then, is the rule of God over people and the earth in the person of Jesus the Anointed One to fulfill God’s purposes for creation. God has always and will always rule the universe. In the future, God’s rule in the person of Jesus will be direct and comprehensive. During that time God will fulfill all his kingdom purposes revealed in the Old Testament. But God is also ruling now in the hearts of those who are followers of King Jesus. Through the Church, the corporate Body of Jesus’ followers, God manifests that kingdom rule in the world. “The church is the beachhead of God’s kingdom on earth.”[footnoteRef:9]  The kingdom is both Christ’s present reign and his future realm. Though he has not yet established his rule over his earthly realm, Jesus has already begun his reign in the lives of those who have received him as the promised king and who are, hence, citizens of his coming kingdom[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Hiebert, Paul. 2008. Transforming Worldviews, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker p284]  [10:  SIM Kingdom and Mission Paper p3] 

The Kingdom of God was birthed with through the coming of Jesus, his death on the cross and his resurrection. It is manifest today in the life of the global Church.  It is not yet a complete Kingdom - like the definition says it is a “beachhead” into a kingdom of darkness with the light of the Gospel, calling more and more people to be part of this Kingdom that will ultimately be complete with the second coming of Jesus.
The following diagram helps understand where we are in terms of the Kingdom of God.
[image: ]
With the coming of the Holy Spirit the Kingdom of God begins to be revealed in a new way – through His Church.  The Church is the beachhead.
The evidence at Pentecost of the coming of the Holy Spirit is in 3 ways
· The sound like the blowing of a violent wind.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Acts 2:2] 

· Tongues of fire that separate and came to rest on each one of them.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Acts 2:3] 

· The speaking on other languages.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Acts 2:4] 

The coming of the Holy Spirit and birth of the church had an international dimension to it.  There were Jewish visitors from all over the world in Jerusalem at this time.  They came to celebrate the Feast of Weeks and they were witnesses of the incredible outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the disciples.  They felt the rushing wind, they saw the tongues of fire and they heard message of Peter all in their own languages.   God uses three means to touch the senses of the people at this amazing event.
What happened at Pentecost was a kind of reversal of what had taken place at the Tower of Babel[footnoteRef:14].  At Pentecost, when it suited God’s purpose, he gifted to Peter the ability to speak and be heard in whatever language the listener was familiar with.  At Babel we know there was confusion, but here at Pentecost, as the Holy Spirit undoes the effect of Babel, it brings salvation as 3000 people believe.  The effect of the coming of the Holy Spirit is a huge ingathering of believers and the birth of the Church, God’s Kingdom presence here on earth. [14:  Genesis 11:1-9] 

By the end of the second chapter of Acts Luke gives us a wonderful summary of the role of the church[footnoteRef:15].  The outworking of the Holy Spirit in the early Church caused 10 things to take place: [15:  Acts 2:42-47] 

1. The people devoted themselves to the apostles teaching
2. They enjoyed wonderful fellowship
3. They remembered Jesus together and all that his death and resurrection meant
4. They prayed together
5. They were filled with awe from all that was happening
6. The apostles carried out many miracles
7. They sold their goods and gave to anyone in need – selfishness gave way to sharing
8. They worshipped God at the temple and in their homes.
9. They enjoyed the favour of all the people
10. The Lord added more to the fellowship of believers.

The Holy Spirit was laying the foundations on which the church will grow and develop.  The list above describes the behaviour of a church.

Acts 3-7: The Church in Jerusalem
The Holy Spirit was further evidenced through the miracles the Apostles carried out. Peter and John healed the crippled beggar at the gate of the temple and they also healed many sick people who were brought to them.[footnoteRef:16]  But their actions led to clashes with the religious authorities and resulted in their imprisonment[footnoteRef:17] and miraculous escape.[footnoteRef:18]  [16:  Acts 5:12-16]  [17:  Acts 4:1-22]  [18:  Acts 5:17-42] 

The Holy Spirit was at work as the church steps out boldly but in the process tough issues arise:
· The Detention of Peter and John. 4:3
· The Deception of Ananias and Sapphira 5:1-11 
· The Discrimination against the Greek speaking Jewish widows 6:1-7 
· The Death by martyrdom of Stephen – the first martyr for the Gospel
In the midst of these situations they “never stopped teaching and proclaiming the good news”.[footnoteRef:19] The new Kingdom commenced amidst many struggles and the words of Jesus in John 16:33 must have continually come back to his follower, “in this world you will have trouble but take heart I have overcome the world.”  But all that they had seen and heard, what they had witnessed, was like a fire burning within them that they could not stop ‘speaking about all they have seen and heard.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Acts 5:42]  [20:  Acts 4:18] 


Acts 8-12: The Church in Judea and Samaria
Through persecution the believers were scattered and driven out of Jerusalem.  Again, on the surface this seems like a disaster but the Holy Spirit is at work taking the Gospel out of Jerusalem to Judea and Samaria. [footnoteRef:21] [footnoteRef:22] [footnoteRef:23]  Philip, having been driven out of Jerusalem goes “down to a city in Samaria and proclaimed the Christ there”. [footnoteRef:24]   We find that a revival takes place in Samaria [footnoteRef:25] and Peter and John leave Jerusalem to find out all that is going on.  They also get involved in this movement of God’s spirit “preaching the Gospel in many Samaritan villages.”[footnoteRef:26] [21:  Acts 8:1]  [22:  Acts 8:25]  [23:  Acts 8:40]  [24:  Acts 8:5]  [25:  Acts 8:14]  [26:  Acts 8:25] 

But Philip is dramatically taken away from the revival in Samaria to meet an Ethiopian on the desert road to Gaza.  The official, who was in charge of the treasury of Queen Candace, had gone to worship God in Jerusalem.  On his way home he was reading the prophet Isaiah and he was confused.  God brings Philip to guide him from the passage in Isaiah [footnoteRef:27] to understand and accept the good news of Jesus.  Seeds of the Gospel are then taken into the heart of Africa by this new believer.  [27:  Isaiah 53:7-8] 

Eusebius, the early church historian, says of the Ethiopian ruler “after a return to his own country, he became the first to proclaim the knowledge of the universal God and to announce the life-giving sojourn of our Saviour among men.  Through him there was brought to pass the fulfillment of the prophesy, “Ethiopia shall soon raise its hand to God.”” [footnoteRef:28] (Psalm 68:31) [28:  The Essential Eusebius, Luibheid. P67 ] 

Saul’s conversion is another great milestone in the story of mission as this man becomes a model for missionary endeavour that has influenced greatly the cause of mission over the past 2000 years. [footnoteRef:29] In a miraculous way God takes the persecutor of the Church and turns him into the great promoter of the mission of God in the world.  God takes an activist who works against him and his followers and turns him into his chief advocate. [29:  Acts 9] 

In Acts chapters 10 and 11, after the great revival in Samaria and the conversion of Saul, new issues arise that shake the theological convictions of the Apostles.  A Roman Centurion named Cornelius becomes a follower of Jesus but it raises issues for the Jewish followers of Jesus, eg “it is against the law for a Jew to associate with a Gentile or visit him.” [footnoteRef:30] Through two visions, one given to Peter and the other to Cornelius, this barrier is broken and Peter confesses, “God has shown me that I should not call any man impure or unclean”. [footnoteRef:31]  This was a huge counter–cultural conclusion for Peter – it went against his Jewish teaching and upbringing. But this revelation caused a major crisis in the church and division among the apostles.  They criticised Peter with strong words, “you went to the house of uncircumcised men and ate with them.”[footnoteRef:32]  Their opinions were constrained by their cultural perspective but as Peter recounts all that took place with Cornelius they ended the discussion with the conclusion, “when they heard this, they had no further objections and praised God saying, ‘so then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life.’”[footnoteRef:33] [30:  Acts 10:28]  [31:  Acts 10:28]  [32:  Acts 11:3]  [33:  Acts 11:18] 

This was a very important matter for the early church to deal with.  The Gospel is not bound by any cultural but is for all peoples.
The persecution of the Jerusalem church that followed Stephen’s death led to the establishing of other fellowships in Pheonicia (land along the east coast of the Mediterranean), Cyprus and Antioch, but these fellowships only reached out to fellow Jews.[footnoteRef:34]  There was a need for the Church to go beyond the culture where it was birthed. [34:  Acts 11:19] 

Acts 13-28: The Church moves out into the World
The 1st Missionary Journey – Acts 13-14.  The importance of the Antioch Church in Mission.
For our understanding of mission it is important that we take time to look at Paul’s 1st missionary journey.  The church in Antioch church was established around 45-47AD and make up of a multi-cultural congregation.  Acts 13:1-3 describes the key leaders of this congregation that was made up of persecuted believers:
· The leadership team
· Barnabas – a Cypriot, the great hearted leader who sold a field and gave the proceeds to the Apostles
· Simoen from Niger
· Lucious from Cyrene - Libya
· Manaen – brought up with Herod the tetrarch
· Saul – a Jew from Tarsus - Turkey

While the leadership team was worshipping and fasting the Holy Spirit says, “Set aside for me Barnabas and Saul for the work I have called them.”[footnoteRef:35]  They place their hands on Barnabas and Saul and send them off on a 2 year venture of taking this Gospel out even further.  The Church was breaking out of Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria regions and now taking the first steps towards the ends of the earth. [35:  Acts 13:1-3] 


This is the first example we have of a church embracing mission in a pro-active manner and it provides for us a prototype for all churches to engage in mission.  There was no persecution in Antioch to scatter the believers. This was a conscious decision taken by the leaders at the prompting of the Holy Spirit to send out some of their best people for the sake of the Gospel. 

[image: http://www.all-creatures.org/sermons98/map-07.gif]
Map of the First Missionary Journey. 
The conclusion of this 1st Missionary journey (Acts 14:21-28) gives us an overview of their strategy in mission.  This is a strategy that needs to continue to influence our mission work.
·  Preached the good news[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Acts 14:21] 

·  Made disciples[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Acts 14:21] 

·  Strengthened the disciples[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Acts 14:22] 

·  Appointed & equipped leaders for the churches[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Acts 14:23] 

·  Established fellowships of believers - churches[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Acts 13-14 ] 

·  Shared with supporting churches all that God had accomplished[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Acts 14:27] 

· There was hardship in spreading the message[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Acts 14:23] 

This was the pattern that Paul used throughout his missionary enterprises and provides for us a model to follow today.
Paul’s second (Acts 15:40-18:23) and third (Acts 18:23- 21:15) missionary journeys involve Paul and his teams following the same pattern of ministry.  At times often cut short because they were driven out of some of the cities where they witnessed.
[image: ]
Map of the 2nd Missionary Journey 
The 2nd journey sees Paul and his team breaking new ground by moving further west but he also goes back to Antioch,, Derbe, Lystra, Iconium and Antoich in Asia Minor – places he visited on the first journey.  This demonstrates Paul’s life-long commitment to strengthening the believers that arose from his first journey. 
The key lesson here for mission is that it is not just about bringing people to a knowledge of Jesus Christ and leaving it there but it is helping them to continue to grow through good teaching and training.  For the faith to take route it needed to go deep.  Christianity is not genetically transferable and is therefore only one generation away from extinction should that generation faith to pass it on fully.
[image: ]
The 3rd journey sees Paul also back in Antioch and Iconium, (this is 4th visits to this city) but also had him revisit cities he preached in during his 2nd journey.  
Closing Summary of the Book of Acts – 28:28-31
28 “Therefore I want you to know that God’s salvation has been sent to the Gentiles, and they will listen!” [29] [a]
30 For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him. 31 He proclaimed the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ—with all boldness and without hindrance!
Verse 29 provides a wonderful conclusion to the book, “Therefore I want you to know that God’s salvation has been sent to the Gentiles and they will listen.” Based on the entire book we could re-write the conclusion of this verse to say “and they have listened.”  Christianity, founded on Judaism, but freed from its restrictions, now becomes a powerful belief in its own right and ready to be shared with succeeding peoples all over the world.  God is building a new Kingdom, far greater that the kingdom of Israel, a kingdom that will reflect all peoples and nations.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Rev 5:9-10] 

Conclusions – Implications for Mission
· The Holy Spirit is at the centre of mission, but God asks us to be co-workers with Him.
· We need to be open to the work of God’s Spirit in the midst of mission to surprise us.
· Mission to the ends of the earth began at Pentecost with an International audience hearing the Gospel in their own language and responding to the message.
· A clear vision for the Church is given in Acts 1:8
· A clear definition of the church is given for us right at its birth. Acts 2:42-47
· Persecution will seek to thwart the work of God.
· Civil and religious powers will seek to stand in the way of the work of God.
· Cultural divisions and our inherent ethnocentrism can get in the way of the Gospel.
· The church is freed from its Judaistic roots and ready to embrace other cultures. 
· We need to see mission at the heart of the church – Antioch church.
· We need to prepare and plan for mission – Antioch church.
· Great sacrifice will be required in engaging in mission.
· Paul’s strategy was to concentrate of urban centres along major trade routes to spread the Gospel.
· Central to mission is our witnessing of all that Jesus has done for us and calling other to follow him.
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