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A Powerful Witness
Acts 1:1-11

It was on March 20, 1942 as WWII continued to rage that General Douglas MacArthur made a promise – “I came out of Bataan and I shall return.”  A few days later it was abbreviated.  “I came through and I shall return.”  Washington wanted him to restate the promise that “we shall return.”  He declined to alter his original words.  On October 20, 1944 wading ashore the Islands of the Philippines he fulfilled his vow.
Have you ever made a promise like that, a promise to return?  “I’ll see you later.”  “I’ll be back.”  “I’ll return on Monday at 4.”  We all make those kinds of promises.

In our passage today, we learn about another promise of a return.  Jesus promised He would and until then we would receive power, power to do His work.  It’s a power that is supernatural that can change a person into something he never thought possible.  It’s a power that we will see evidenced over and over again throughout the books of Acts. It is this power that helps us witness.  We can only get this power through yielding.

Turn with me to the book of Acts.  Last week we started this journey by giving an overview of the book in noting the Author, being Luke; the audience, being Theophilus; and the authority, being not only the accurate and thorough investigation used to write the book but also that the Holy Spirit is the One who inspired Luke to write this volume for posterity.

Today we will look at verses 1-11 and note three ideas of importance.
A command to obey 1-5

A commission to fulfill 6-8

A charge to remember 9-11

I. A COMMAND TO OBEY – v. 1-5

Again as a reminder, Luke is writing to Theophilus whom we believe to be a Roman official of some rank.  He may have been a benefactor to Luke helping pay the cost of publication for Luke’s work.  He may have been the lawyer assigned to Paul in defense before the Roman court and was relying on Luke to help write his brief to support the claims of Paul.  He may have been a God seeker looking for answers to the claims of Christianity or he may have been a relatively new believer whom Luke was helping disciple.  We know little about him, other than his title and the dedication of 2 books to him.  
Luke felt it necessary to remind Theophilus in this second volume that his earlier writing included all the things that Jesus began to do and teach.  Luke is looking both at what Jesus did in the miracles He performed as well as through the things He taught.  It’s important to note that in the Greek, the emphasis on that phrase speaks of the work that is still being carried on from heaven.  That’s what the book of Acts reveals to us.  Even though Jesus has long since ascended up to heaven, His work in the world through His people is continuing on.  Acts is a continuation of Jesus’ ministry by His people, through His Spirit, in His absence, until His return.
It’s important to note from this that the program of Jesus will continue until He comes back.  There are no other plans to finish the work He began other than through His church.  His work will continue.
I have to be honest with you for a moment.  Most of you know that I have a relatively simple procedure coming up this week.  They’re taking out my gall bladder.  It doesn’t sound too complicated or life threatening.  Yet in all honesty I have had a few moments of thinking what if…What if something happens to me on the operating table.  It’s possible, but not probable that the knife could slip or if I choose a spinal if that’s an anesthetic option that I might become paralyzed.  I’m not aware of any allergies to anesthesia but what if I have a reaction and I don’t come out of it.  Boom.  Dead on the table.  Call me a pessimist, but I’m just being honest with you, I’ve had a few of those thoughts and I’m concerned that the work I have begun with David continues.  I want to make sure he’s brought up right.  Robyn and I had that discussion.
When Pastor Don was beginning to think about the effects of his diabetes and his limited ministry he wanted to ensure that the work of this church continued after he was gone.

That’s what Acts is about and Luke wants to make that clear, so he writes to Theophilus instructing him about all that Jesus did and said until He was taken up to heaven after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the disciples who would be charged with carrying on the work.  

Now, did you catch that?  Did you catch that Jesus was led by the Holy Spirit?  Did the Son of Man, God Himself, need direction from the Holy Spirit?  We see in Scripture that Jesus worked in the power of the Holy Spirit.
Matthew 3:16-17 – Just as the voice of the Father substantiated the earthly ministry and divine nature of Jesus so the empowering Holy Spirit would equip Jesus to do the work He had been sent to earth to accomplish.  Not just the many miracles He would perform or the sinless nature He would demonstrate for us or even the profound teachings He would utter, but more importantly to do the work of the Father which was the redemption of mankind from bondage to sin.  The Holy Spirit would empower Jesus to do that work.

Notice these additional verses that show us how Jesus worked in the power of the Holy Spirit.

Matthew 12:18, 28

Luke 4:1, 18 (Matthew 4:1; Mark 1:12)

Luke 5:18

Acts 10:38

Romans 1:1-4 (4)

So if Jesus was led by the Holy Spirit how much more do we need to be directed by the Holy Spirit?  Are you following me?
We will see throughout our study how the disciples and other believers lived daily in the power of the Holy Spirit, how they witnessed in the power of the Holy Spirit, and how they made decisions in the power of the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit is here to give us the power to live out the Christian life until Jesus returns.
What a great reminder to us that every part of our life should be at the direction and empowerment of the Holy Spirit.  What Jesus taught the disciples was in direct relationship to the work of the Spirit who had led Him and would be leading them.  For Jesus and us it’s about yielding to the Holy Spirit.
He taught them until the day he was taken up.  It’s the same thought used of Elijah when the chariots of fire swooped down from heaven and took him up in a whirlwind (II Kings 2:11).

Verse 3 in our text notes that Jesus appeared to them over a period of 40 days revealing Himself to them.  It states that He gave them many convincing proofs.  Missouri is known as the “show me” State.  Apparently they need proof of everything.  They won’t believe until they see it for themselves. Remember that at least John was present and saw the Roman soldiers drive the nails through His flesh and hoist Him up on the cross.  
He was there when He cried out that it was finished and saw His agonizing body that had been straining for breath breathe its last and slump lifelessly.  
He was there when the spear of the Roman soldier pierced His side.  
He was there when His dead body was hauled off by Joseph of Aremathea and Nicodemus.  
He saw His body embalmed and then placed in the tomb.  
He observed the stone being rolled into place covering the entrance.  To them He had died.  
Some of them were there when He appeared to them on the road to Emmaus and spoke to them from the prophets how all these things should take place.  They were there when he ate with them.  They saw the proof of His resurrection.
Luke 24:36-43

John 20:24-31

I Corinthians 15:5-8

They were also there in the upper room when Jesus entered and spoke to them words of comfort and encouragement.  Even though He did not need food to sustain Himself physically, He ate food with them.  Eating was a way to demonstrate the physical reality or nature that He was alive.  Here in the upper room and then in John 21 along the seashore He ate with them.  On at least 10 different occasions He met with them as evidence that He was alive to convince them of the authenticity of His resurrection.  These were the convincing proofs to substantiate for them they had nothing to fear.  It would be these post-resurrection experiences that would embolden their faith and witness.  One day they are discouraged and in despair fearing for their very lives, the next day they are witnesses to what one author called “infallible proofs” that He was alive.  These proofs erased all doubts.  It erases all the questions in the mind of the person who was once a skeptic.  Do you believe that Jesus is alive?
A.T. Robertson states “they never doubted the fact of the resurrection, once they were convinced by personal experience.”
J. Vernon McGee adds this comment: “The problem of the unbeliever today is not with the facts but with his own unbelief.  The facts are available.”  I would add the facts are also undeniable and infallible.  It’s pretty sad when people will believe the unsubstantiated claims about aliens from other worlds, but refuse to believe the undeniable facts of the resurrection, that Jesus lives.  (I Cor. 15:3-4)  We need no other proof.  Jesus is alive.  We can take His Word for it and the word of those who saw Him first hand.  They are indisputable.  They touched Him.  They heard Him.  They saw Him.  He walked among them, He talked with them and He ate with them.

During these visible encounters Jesus again did what He so readily did prior to the crucifixion – He provided instruction.  In these instances what was it He taught?  Our text tells us in verse 3 that He taught about the Kingdom of God.  It was a topic that on other occasions He taught about.  On one occasion He gave them a command.  Notice in verse 4 that He told them to go into the city and wait, wait for the promise of the Father, the promise of the Holy Spirit.  Jesus spoke to them on different occasions about this very promise.  We have it recorded in John’s gospel chapters 14-16.
John 14:16-17, 26

John 15:26

John 16:13-14

To the disciples Jesus said go and wait.  I don’t know about you, but I find that an incredibly difficult command to follow.  I mean, after all they had been downcast because their teacher had died and now He’s alive.  I imagine they were pumped up and ready to go tell anyone who would listen.  They were ready to take on the world…but go…and wait.  Was it a test of their faith?  After all on this particular day they didn’t know it but it would be the last time they would see Jesus.  Maybe they thought He would just appear out of nowhere as He had done in the previous encounters after His resurrection. 
Was it a test of patience?  Did the Lord want to see if they were really willing to submit to Him and totally obey everything He said?  “Don’t leave Jerusalem, but wait…you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.”  

Several years ago there was a test done in which a bunch of 5 year olds were taken into a room one at a time.  They sat at a table with a plate in front of them.  On the plate was a marshmallow.  The man giving the instructions told them he had to leave for a few minutes and when he returned, if they hadn’t eaten the marshmallow they would be given a second one.  It was hilarious watching those kids try to wait, most of them gave in and ate the creamy puff of sugar.  
The disciples were told to go and wait.

What commands has Jesus given you to observe?  If He tells you, are you willing to wait?  They had a command to obey.  They also were given a commission to fulfill.

II. A COMMISSION TO FULFILL – v. 6-8

“So when they met together (Jesus and the disciples), they (disciples) asked Him, ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’”
Let’s note several things about this question.

Let’s note that they were wondering about the restoration of the kingdom.  Like many of the other Jews they were still hung up on the political reign of Christ on earth.  They were wondering if now Jesus was going to overthrow the Roman government that had suppressed them for a long time.  They associated the coming of the Holy Spirit with the kingdom of God as being linked to a physical kingdom.  In Luke 24:21 we find Jesus strolling along the road to Emmaus.  He falls in with a couple of the disciples on their way there also.  When He had asked them what they were talking about that made their spirits so downcast, the passage states that they had thought Jesus would be the one to redeem Israel.  They thought Jesus was still in the grave.  They thought He was to be a different kind of deliverer, but their hopes were dashed as He lay in the grave.
The disciples still had it in their heads that Jesus would restore the prior political power of Israel.  Under Solomon the political borders of their territory had enlarged.  Was He going to give Israel back what was rightfully hers?  Keep in mind that even before the crucifixion the disciples argued about what positions they would hold in this political kingdom.  In a sense they were asking, “Lord, we’ve waited a long time for Israel’s kingdom to be restored, is it now?”  And why shouldn’t they think that?  They had been taught through the Old Testament this would happen when the Spirit was poured out.
Isaiah 32:15-20*
Isaiah 44:3-5

Ezekiel 39:28-29*

Joel 2:28-3:1

Zechariah 12:8-10*

They understood these passages to refer to a political restoration that would occur at the pouring out of the Spirit.  So when Jesus announced the promised Spirit would arrive shortly, you can understand their curiosity.  It wouldn’t be until Pentecost that they would fully realize that Jesus was not speaking about the physical restoration of a kingdom, but rather the spiritual restoration that would take place through the Spirit in the heart of the believer.

The disciples thought the kingdom of God was political, an earthly kingdom where Jesus would reign right then and there.

They thought the kingdom of God was an ethnic or national kingdom, one restored to Israel.  
They thought the kingdom of God was a geographical kingdom consisting of the old boundaries.  

Notice the response Jesus gives in verses 7-8 to their question.  “He said to them, ‘It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by His own authority.  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.’”

We can get so caught up in the soon coming of Christ that we forget about the task we have been commanded to fulfill until He returns.  We can get wrapped up in waiting for the promise of His coming that we forget to obey the command to be His witnesses on earth.

In a sense Jesus is saying don’t be concerned about a future kingdom that only the Father knows about, be concerned about obeying the command to be witnesses.  Do the work given to you until His return.  That’s to be our task as well.  Let’s remember that Jesus is returning.  Let’s remember to be prepared for that return, and so let’s be doing what He has given commandment to do.
Matthew 28:16-20

John 20:21

Mark 16:15

In this verse power is given to witness.  It comes through the power of the indwelling Holy Spirit.  When Nobel created at the time the most powerful substance known to man, he asked a friend what the Greek word for power was.  Dunimos was the response for which we get our word dynamite.  
When you place your faith in Christ as Savior, the Spirit automatically indwells you.  But the empowering comes only when we yield to His control.  It comes only when we obey His prompting, His direction.  When we sin, we grieve the Holy Spirit and we lose the power of the Spirit in us to be effective witnesses.  
John 17:18 tells us that we are sent into the world because Jesus was sent into the world.  We do not go in our own strength, we go in the power of the Holy Spirit.  The promised power through the person of the Holy Spirit is given when He comes upon you at salvation for the purpose of proclaiming the news of Jesus Christ to the people of the world.  That includes the places of Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and the ends of the earth.
There are 14 instances in the book of Acts where we read that the Holy Spirit filled individuals.  Of those 14 times 10 of them resulted in people testifying about Jesus.  That is the power of the Holy Spirit working in and through the life of a yielded person to witness about what Jesus has done.

I read an article about a man in India who was drunk much of the time.  In his drunkenness he beat his family.  Two missionaries would visit his shop and share about Christ, but the man only spurned the witness and stated that the only god he needed was his tools.  They continued to visit him and invite him to church.  One day he showed up at church and then continued to return.  Every week they would visit him at home and teach him about Jesus.  One day he received Christ as Savior and he felt a special burden for the people of his village.  Facing strong opposition and physical threats he shared his faith, eventually went to Bible school and has since started 5 fellowship groups undaunted by attacks.  Here is a man who exhibits the power of the Spirit to witness.
When the Holy Spirit comes on you, you will have power, supernatural power, to witness.  In their own strength Peter and John would have caved in to the pressures of the religious leaders to stop preaching about Christ, but in the power of the Holy Spirit, they would continue to proclaim the gospel, to bear testimony of what Jesus had done for them because they were willing to obey God and suffer persecution.

In his own strength Paul would have long before stopped traveling to preach, but instead was willing to risk his own life for the sake of telling one more person about Jesus, empowered by the Holy Spirit.

These men experienced the supernatural power of the indwelling Holy Spirit to testify of all that Jesus had done for them, the same thing he can do for others.  By what power do you witness?
I believe it was the Holy Spirit who empowered Brit Hume a week ago to proclaim that what Tiger Woods needs is a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.  He stated that the pro golfer needs the redemption and forgiveness that a relationship with Christ provides.  Only through Christ can a life torn apart by sin be dramatically and eternally transformed.  It was the power of the Holy Spirit to bear that witness.
What makes our witness believable is our own example.  “Evangelism,” notes John MacArthur, “is telling people that God saves from sin.  What adorns that message, or makes it believable, is a holy life that clearly demonstrates God can save from sin.  It is self-defeating to proclaim the message of salvation from sin while living a sinful life.  The messenger must demonstrate the power of the message he is proclaiming.”  We may know the truth, but how effective of a witness are we if we don’t live the truth.  The ability to live the truth comes through the empowering Holy Spirit.  We are witnesses if by nothing else than our example.  But Christ also wants us to witness through our testimony of words.  It’s simply telling what Jesus has done for us.  
One day I walked into a drug store to pick up a prescription.  There behind the counter was a bald pharmacist with a pocket protector that said “Try Rogaine.”  The message displayed by the pharmacist wasn’t believable because the messenger didn’t live it.

If we want to be effective witnesses for Christ, we must exhibit to others that a relationship with Him changes our character.  Only as we strive to live like Christ, can the Spirit empower us to be the witness He can use.

There is a command to obey.  Go and wait.

There is a commission to fulfill.  Be my empowered witnesses by the Holy Spirit wherever you go.

There is a charge to remember.

III. A CHARGE TO REMEMBER – v. 9-11
Once this commission was given, the work Jesus needed to do was done.  He was now passing the torch on to the disciples to do the work in the power of the soon coming, indwelling Holy Spirit.  As they were talking Jesus began to ascend.  He didn’t just disappear as He had at other times.  I believe this is significant because it was a visible sign to the disciples that He was really going away.  I also believe  that the cloud spoken of here is His shekinah glory.  Peter, James and John would have seen this same type of cloud at the transfiguration.  It is this same kind of cloud I believe that Jesus will again ride on as He returns at His second coming.  

His departure shouldn’t have taken them by surprise.  He told them about it.  

As He ascended, the disciples looked intently up in the sky.  It means that their gaze was fixed on Him.  

While they were still looking two men clothed in white, appeared to them and gave them some reassurance.  It was a charge to remember.  Back in John 9:4 we read “As long as it is day, we must do the work of Him who sent Me.  Night is coming, when no one can work.”  The angels essentially told them to stop staring and get about doing what the Lord had told them to do.  Like Jesus, we still have time to work, but there’s coming a day when the work will cease.  

If Jesus were to come back today, what would we have to show for His command to be witnesses?  Are we still standing and gazing or are we busy being a witness?  Are we still wondering about when He’s going to come back?  Of the church in the first century it is noted that they turned the world upside down.  Every believer was involved in being a witness.  They were empowered by the Holy Spirit and we will see in our study some great things that happened because they were willing to be yielded to Him.  We have the same indwelling, empowering Holy Spirit today.  Are we yielding to Him to help us be witnesses?  That Christ will return should be a compelling motive to serve Him now by being a witness for Him.  

I want you to notice something very important in this last verse.  As the angels spoke to the disciples they gave them an important reminder.  It’s this:  “this same Jesus…will come back.”  It’s not going to be someone else.  He’s not going to send an angel.  He’s not going to send one of the great prophets.  It’s going to be Jesus Himself.  He will return because He said He would.  Of that we can be sure.
Jesus gave us that promise back in John 14:1-3 “Do not let your hearts be troubled.  Trust in God, trust also in me.  In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you.  I am going there to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back (there it is) and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am.”

Jesus promised us He would return.  Until then He has given us a command to be witnesses for Him of the life changing transformation that can take place when we yield to Him and let His Spirit empower us.  As you go out this week and bear witness for Christ, remember to go powered by the Spirit.  

The post resurrection appearances of Jesus and the empowering work of the Holy Spirit emboldened their faith to be witnesses.  Having the truth of Jesus’ resurrection given to us in His Word through the testimony of eyewitness accounts and the assurance of His Spirit in us should embolden us to be witnesses as well in our Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria and the ends of the earth.
Will you be that witness?

