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Acts is Action
Acts 1:12-26

It was a most interesting week to say the least, one in which I hope not to go through again for a long time if at all ever again.  Well, at least I won’t have to go to the hospital again where my gall bladder is concerned.  While I have admitted to some apprehensions leading up to the day of surgery, I have to say that the day of surgery came with a sense of relative calm.  (My relatives were all very calm.)  

Although my blood pressure might indicate otherwise I really felt at peace about the procedure.  Maybe it was just wanting to get it done and over. Maybe it was the flurry of activity and the barrage of questions that kept my mind pre-occupied so that I didn’t have time to think about the inevitable.   Maybe it was just getting through with the least amount of embarrassment having to wear one of those hospital gowns.  Honestly, I was at peace.

The night before as Robyn and I readied ourselves for bed, we talked about the surgery a bit.  I told her that this would be really the first time I could remember ever being under the complete trust of someone else where I had no control over anything going on.  The guy with the knife in his hand was calling all the shots and I couldn’t do anything about it.  As a matter of fact, everyone else in that room had to submit to him.
In order to take care of the intermittent pain caused by a sluggish gall bladder I had to totally submit to and trust this guy that I had only met one time for 15 minutes in an office.
Have you ever been there?  Have you ever been put in a situation where you had to completely surrender yourself to someone else in order to have something done that was necessary?  

In our passage today we see how essential it is to come under the total submission of Christ.  Keep in mind that in our study through the book of Acts we will see that for the church to move forward it would be critical to submit to the leading of the Holy Spirit.  It was necessary for the disciples to now totally submit to Him in order for everything to take place as Jesus said they would.  
Just before His ascension, He instructed His disciples to go into Jerusalem and wait…wait for the promised Holy Spirit whom the Father would send as a helper.  He could not come until Jesus had left to go to the Father.  “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about…You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you…” (v. 4, 8)

When He had finished His instructions the passage notes that He began to rise up on a cloud out of their sight.  They were then met by two angels who asked why they remained looking into the sky.  This same Jesus was going to return.  Until then they were to get going and do what He commanded.

That’s where we pick up our account.  In these verses we will see a number of action steps they took to be in submission to Jesus.  Please understand that their obedience to wait was not inactivity on their part.  They weren’t idle.
The first action step we see the disciples taking is that they obeyed.  We see that in verse 12.

I. THEY OBEYED – v. 12

Now for those of us with kids we know how this goes don’t we?  We give them an assignment and on the way to the assignment what invariably happens?  They get sidetracked.  They deviate from their course a little.  We tell them to go brush their teeth or wash their hands for dinner or pick up their coat.  On the way they find a toy to play with or a snack to eat or a thousand other things to do in between our instruction and their completion of the task.

Look back with me to John 21.  In chapter 19 Jesus was crucified.  In chapter 20 He rose from the dead and appeared to the disciples and then to Thomas.  We aren’t sure how many days have passed since the resurrection but some of the disciples are down by the sea of Tiberias.  Peter, that man of action and not idleness, decided to do the only thing he knew to do at that point.  “I’m going fishing.”  Maybe it was just to pass the time.  Maybe it was because he didn’t know what else to do.  Maybe he had decided to return to his former occupation.  “I’m going stir crazy here.  I have to do something.  I’m going fishing.  Who’s with me?”  Jesus met them on the shore and had a good talk with Peter.  He called Peter to something bigger – feed His sheep.
In Acts 1 Jesus is meeting with them for the last time here on earth.  He told them to go wait in Jerusalem.  Would they return to their old way of life or would they obey?  

It’s not indicated for us in our text, but I believe they are totally convinced of who Jesus is now and they are now bound to Him and the mission He has given them.  They are ready to surrender their service to Him, do whatever He asks of them.  Go, and wait.  From this point on there would be no returning to their former occupations.  They were committed to Christ.
Though they knew to expect the coming of the Holy Spirit, they didn’t know how that would take place.  They chose to obey their Master.  
They were on the Mount of Olives which our passage notes is a Sabbath’s day journey to the city.  According to the Law, the Sabbath was a special day of rest commemorating the 7th day in which God rested after creation.  Looking back over the arrangement of the tribes around the Tabernacle in the Old Testament as the Israelites set up camp in the wilderness the furthest tents away from the center of the Tabernacle was to be about 3,000 ft or somewhere between ½ and ¾ mile away.  That was the furthest someone would have to travel to come and to worship.  Numbers 35 also gives this distance around the towns set up for the Levites to live.  Joshua 3:4 reveals the same distance they were to keep between them and the ark when they crossed the Jordan river.  

Perhaps this verse is telling us that the shortest distance to worship God is in our obedience.  “To obey is better than sacrifice…”  We spoke last week about how difficult it must have been for the disciples to hear that Jesus wanted them to wait.  They may have wanted to get going to spread the news about Jesus, after all as the old saying goes “there’s no time like the present.”  But Jesus told them to go into Jerusalem and wait...and wait they did.  They obeyed.  They returned to the city just as Jesus had instructed them.  Wait they must because Jesus ordered it.
Now turn back to Luke 24:50-53.  In his gospel account we note that they returned with great joy.  I think joy is twofold.  In the first sense, I think there is joy because they had seen the risen Lord; they were infused with a sense of purpose and direction knowing now that the Lord was truly alive and would return again.  Who wouldn’t be filled with joy at such news?  Their mission would become more crystal clear in a short time.  When hopes that were dashed are now renewed, there is joy.  Secondly, I think there is joy when we obey.  When we do the right thing there is happiness and joy that pervades our spirit so that we just can’t help but feel good all over.  
Remember that 40 days earlier at the crucifixion they had run away and abandoned the Lord.  They scattered for fear of their life afraid they would suffer the same fate as Jesus.  I wonder if on that first meeting after the resurrection when Jesus told them not to be afraid, it was in part to reassure them that He wasn’t going to reprimand them for deserting Him.  
But here in Luke 24, because they were doing the right thing, because they were obeying, their hearts were glad, their spirits were filled with joy.

They went in to the city to wait, but their waiting was not idleness.  Remember in the book of Nehemiah when word reached him regarding the state of Jerusalem?  It was laid waste, destroyed.  No one did anything to fix it up.  They all just sat around in despair.  Not Nehemiah.  In a distant land he began to pray and wait and plan.  On one occasion bringing the cup to the King he was asked about his sad countenance.  During his waiting Nehemiah had prepared for this moment.  Nehemiah’s waiting was not idleness.
I think that’s what it was like for the disciples.  In their waiting, they prepared for what God would do.  But first they had to obey.  That was their first action step.  It can be difficult, but will you obey the Master too?  They had to go and wait.
The second action step was to fellowship.

II. THEY HAD FELLOWSHIP – v. 13

Ecclesiastes 4:9-10 “Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work:  if one falls down, his friend can help him up.  But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up!”

Acts 1:13 tells us that they returned to Jerusalem to an upper room where they were staying.  Some homes had a large meeting room on the top floor.  It was open and spacious.  To support such a large room, the first floor was divided into smaller rooms so that their walls could act as support for the large upper room.  In verse 15 we read that there were gathered in this room at this time 120 believers.  Think of its size being very similar to our sanctuary.  

Some believe that this is the very same room where they had met for the Passover.  If that is the case, the owner had allowed them to continue to use the upper room as a meeting place.  Others believe this is the home of John Mark’s mother.  It was her home where the prayer meeting took place on the night Peter was miraculously freed from prison on the eve of his scheduled execution.  Either of these could be possible but there is no supporting evidence.
Notice though what took place in that upper room.  The eleven disciples were there.  So were a number of women who played a prominent role in the ministry of Jesus.  Keep in mind that according to Jewish tradition, religious leaders didn’t allow women to associate with them, but not Jesus.  He broke the rabbinical mold.  120 of Jesus’ followers were there together, His disciples along with other men and women.
I think their gathering is important to show the necessity of encouraging one another.  In time Scripture, revealed in Hebrews 10:24-25, would remind us that we should not forsake the assembling of ourselves together.  They had gathered together on different occasions after the resurrection.
Jesus met the disciples in the upper room to reveal to them that He was alive.  Several days later with Thomas present He met them again.
Jesus met them by the sea where Jesus spoke to Peter about tending His lambs.

We see in these days following the resurrection that they met together, perhaps to encourage one another, perhaps to teach each other what Jesus had just taught them on those occasions where He spoke to them before His ascension about the kingdom of God.  
Fellowship is important.  We cannot be lone rangers.  It bothers me when I hear people say they don’t need to attend church to have fellowship.  God made us that way.  We need each other.  You are an important part of the body of Christ and when you’re not here a part of the body is missing. This was an important time for this small group and for the launching of the church movement. 

They met together in this room for fellowship and referring back to Luke 24 where it notes that they also went to the Temple for the purpose of worship and study. 
Somehow we get the impression from this passage that they just sat around in a small group prayer meeting in this room.  Luke 24:53 tells us they went to the Temple and at the Temple they worshipped God, they were taught about God.
Fellowship is an important component of growth in the church.  We will see that especially highlighted in chapter 2.  
We must gather together.  

We must worship together.  

We must fellowship together.
We need each other.
When white blood cells work together in the body they help fight off infection in the body.  Infection gets the upper hand when there are too few of these white blood cells to work together and so stave off infection.  Why was Elijah so discouraged after the great defeat of the prophets of Baal on Mt. Carmel?  He thought he was the lone servant and follower of God.  God reminded him that there were still 7,000 others who had remained faithful and not bowed to Baal.  Getting together in fellowship helps keeps us encouraged.  When you are feeling alone, ask yourself when the last time was that you joined in with others to fellowship.
Solomon is right, two are better than one.
When we actively obey there is joy.  When there is joy there is fellowship.  When there is fellowship there is unity.

Notice the third action step taken.  They prayed.
III. THEY PRAYED – v. 14
The KJV states “they all continued with one accord.”  (I would have chosen a Chevy, but they were happy in one accord.)  To be in one accord means they had unity.  It was ongoing.  There was no break in the harmony that existed there.  

There was no divisiveness, no discord in the group, no bickering, no blaming, no posturing, no finger pointing.  There was unity.  When you look at the complexion of the group you can understand why there could have been turmoil among them.  Mary, the Mother of Jesus was there, along with His brothers.  Prior to the resurrection His brothers had not believed in Him.  Most likely it was His resurrection appearance to His brother James that caused him to believe and to persuade the other siblings that Jesus was the true Messiah.  James would become a prominent figure in the Jerusalem church and also the writer of the book that bears his name.  Certainly they could have claimed some special recognition being part of His earthly family.
The other disciples could have sat around and condemned Peter for denying Christ.  Peter could have then pointed a finger of blame at John who got him into the court yard of the High Priest the night of the denial and the place where he denied Christ.  

John could have spoken up and reminded everyone that he was the one who faithfully stood by the cross and watched everything unfold and that it was he to whom Jesus entrusted the care of His mother.  

Instead they experienced spiritual unity.  This was a time to band together not cast blame.  It was a time for prayer not for posturing.  It was a time for faith not for fear.  It was a time for worship not for worry.  We might well take a valuable lesson from the pages of the early church to devote ourselves to prayer with one another.  It was a continuous activity of prayer on their part that brought them together.  We will see that prayer became an essential and normal part of their daily life and ministry.  Why is that?  I think it’s because they learned its importance from the Master.

Turn to Luke 11:1-13 (1, 13).

Perhaps it is these very words that they are now remembering as Jesus taught them to pray and in teaching them to pray He taught them to pray for the coming of the Holy Spirit.  So maybe it is here that after hearing the words of Jesus announce the soon coming Holy Spirit that they began to pray for His coming, to pray for His outpouring, to pray for His empowering, to pray for their preparation.  Oh, that we might pray for the Holy Spirit to empower us for the ministry ahead.  As Jesus prayed for their unity and for their ministry, so I suspect that they prayed for the same things as well.  After all, they learned about prayer from the Master, who we see time and again compelled to pray in all situations.  What a great lesson for us.  Be people active in prayer.
When God is about to do something really big, He moves His people to pray.  Warren Wiersbe writes that “prayer is both the thermometer and thermostat of the local church: the spiritual temperature either goes up or down, depending on how God’s people pray.”  How devoted are we in unity to gather together in prayer?  Lord, teach us to pray and not to faint.
Peter writes in his first epistle “The end of all things is near.  Therefore be clear minded and self-controlled so that you can pray.”

Prayer is such an essential component for the steps one should take in actively seeking to obey.  Scripture commands us to pray for one another.  The church would be in greater unity if the church were in greater prayer together.
Through Acts we will see that prayer is a key part of life and ministry.

Stephen prayed at his stoning.

Peter and John prayed before the Sanhedrin.

Saul prayed at his conversion

Peter and Cornelius prayed separately yet to the same God who brought them together and so the beginning of salvation to the Gentiles.

Peter prayed when Dorcas was brought back to life.

They prayed during Peter’s imprisonment.

They prayed before sending Paul and Barnabas.

We must be people of prayer for there to be a spirit of unity to exist.

Perhaps in their time of praying together they used the acrostic ACTS.

Adoration

Confession

Thanksgiving

Supplication

Their time of prayer may have included adoration for who God was in raising His Son from the dead and revealing Himself to them.
Their time of prayer may have included confession for past sins and failures, for their previous inadequacy.  Confession of sin is important in preparation for God doing things through us.  Confessing our inadequacy prepares our heart to be receptive to the Holy Spirit’s power through whom we minister and exercise our spiritual gifts.  It reminds us of our dependency on the Spirit in all things and at all times.
Their time of prayer may have included thanksgiving, giving thanks for seeing the risen Savior, for the opportunity that was now before them to be used in God’s work for His kingdom.

Their time of prayer may have included supplication as they asked for faithfulness to their call to ministry or for strength to endure the unknown, or for each other.
“They all joined together constantly in prayer.”  We would be wise to join with others as well and do the same, to have a bigger group gather on a Wednesday night to pray; to have groups gather before church to pray; to have teens gather together before school to pray; to have families gather together to pray.  What does the thermometer of our prayer life reveal about that discipline?  Are we constantly joined together in prayer with one another?
Their action steps included obedience, fellowship, and prayer.  It also included study.
IV. THEY STUDIED – v. 15-20

Peter quotes passages from Psalm 69:25 and 109:8.  These are Messianic psalms and refer to Jesus.  Peter and the others had spent time in study.  They weren’t just dumb fishermen; they had spent some time in the Old Testament.  They had learned from the Master who often quoted from the Old Testament.  There is recorded for us in the Gospels some 66 different occasions in which Jesus spoke from the Old Testament.  The use of God’s Word was important to Jesus.  It should be important to us.  We pray to communicate to God.  We study His Word for God to communicate with us.  

The references to Psalms speak first of all to the place where Judas hanged himself.  Comparing the differing accounts of the suicide of Judas, we come to understand that as he hanged himself either the branch on which he tied the fatal noose broke or the noose itself came untied.  In either case it appears that it was over a cliff from which he fell and died.  Prior to this act he had returned to the religious leaders to give back the money they had paid him for his betrayal.  Because he died and the money belonged to him, they could not then take the money and use it so they bought this field where strangers who came to the city could be buried if they died there.  That’s why it states that he bought the property.  That’s what is meant that his place will be deserted.  No one living would dwell there.
Additionally Peter made reference from the Psalms to another person taking his place of leadership with the other disciples.

If we want to know God’s will we must pray.

If we want to know God’s will we must study.

It is a lamp to our feet and a light to our path.

Its Words hidden in the heart keep us from sin.
Its Words provide spiritual nourishment to a thirsty soul.

Its Words refresh a weary spirit.

Its Words reveal the will of God.  

We are to seek it with all our heart.

It is to richly dwell in us.  (Colossians 3:16)
The other morning as I was getting ready, I told David I would be upstairs having devotions.  He asked what devotions were and I told Him it’s reading the Bible so that God can talk to me.  Husbands and Fathers I hope you are setting a daily example for your wife and children to follow by being in God’s Word.

Grandparents I hope you are setting an example to your grandchildren of the importance to read the Word of God daily.

As soon as I was out of surgery and awake they asked if I was hungry and they brought me a turkey sandwich and some Vernors.   I don’t like missing a meal.  Our body needs food, but how often do we go without the spiritual sustenance that will keep us going strong for Christ?  Do we go days or weeks?  How easy it is to miss a spiritual meal.  We cannot know God’s purpose and will if we do not eat daily from His Word.  Again, Luke 24 reminds us that they also went to the Temple, I think for instruction in the Word.
Peter had gone to the Word and found that it revealed the need to fill the vacancy left by Judas.  He showed reverence for it because it had to be fulfilled.  
There is then one final action step they took in preparation for the coming Holy Spirit.  They chose a replacement.

V. THEY CHOSE A REPLACEMENT –          v. 21-26

Some believe that Peter overstepped his bounds here by not waiting for the leading of the Holy Spirit in this matter, that he acted impetuously.  I personally believe that Peter was acting on the leading of the Lord.  Some believe that this position was to be given to Paul, but there are some criteria noted that would have disqualified Paul from filling this particular apostolic position.
What promise needed to be fulfilled?  In Matthew 19:28 Jesus makes reference to the 12 disciples sitting on 12 thrones for judgment.  We also see this in Revelation 21:14.  With Judas’s position vacant by his choice that left a seat open.  

The replacement must be a witness of Jesus’ resurrection, which is the cornerstone of the Christian faith.  I Corinthians 15
The replacement must have been part of the ministry from John the Baptist.  Paul did not fit the criteria.  He had not been baptized by John.

He had not traveled with Jesus during the ministry years.  Though he saw Christ, He was not a witness to His resurrection prior to His ascension.

According to Galatians 1:15-24 and I Corinthians 15:8, Paul did not classify himself with the apostles and we see in Acts 9:26-27 that the apostles were initially opposed to him.  They didn’t want anything to do with him.  Paul wasn’t even a believer at this time.
Two men, Joseph and Matthias, were presented as having the qualifications necessary to fill the vacant position.  Both were equally qualified.  With that the passage notes that they prayed and cast lots to see who would be selected.  This practice of casting lots goes back to the Old Testament and we see that according to Proverbs 16:33, it is the sovereign will of God that ultimately brings His will to bear.

When I was a senior in High School, I was presented with an opportunity to go to Boys State, a week long experience to learn about politics.  The process of selection was simple.  Each teacher wrote on a slip of paper who they were selecting.  Two of us had the same identical number of votes.  The principle called us both in his office, told us of the tie and took two pieces of paper out of his desk.  He drew an X on one and folded them up, tossed them into a hat from which we each both drew.  Mine was blank.  I was not selected.

In similar fashion, Matthias’s name was drawn and he was chosen to replace Judas. Note verse 24.  There was much prayer prior to the selection and there was unity in the decision.  There wasn’t a recount.  There wasn’t a question of missing chads or uncounted ballots.  It was God’s will.  
We have elections for deacons coming this week at our business meeting.  Are we in earnest prayer for those positions?  They obeyed. They fellowshipped.  They prayed.  They studied.  They chose.

“Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither hath anything entered into the heart of any man the things which God hath prepared for them that love Him.  But God hath revealed them to us by His Spirit, for the Spirit searches all things, yea, the deep things of God.”  I Corinthians 2:9-10

God was preparing them for a very big assignment.  He’s preparing us as well.  What great things does God have in store for us if we are obedient, if we pray, and if we study His Word?
