“A Team of Witnesses”

Acts 1:1-14

January 4, 2009

Read Acts 1:1-14

Happy new year! You cannot help but feel that we have passed through one thing and are beginning another. 2008 was an eventful year; there is no reason to suspect that 2009 will be any less eventful

We start a sermon series on the book of Acts today. Starting the book of Acts is like walking through a door to a new year, a new time and a new chapter. Things look similar but they are not quite the same. You can look back and reflect a little bit on what has taken place, but there also is the pressing need to look forward. As we walk into 2009, things look similar, but they are not quite the same. Considering all the uncertainty that we experienced in 2008, 2009 is like walking through a door into a new year, a new time and a new chapter.

Many of you already know that Acts was written by Luke, the author of the gospel. This is his sequel – kind of like a sequel to a really successful first movie. Most times, sequels focus on more of the story of the same character – the Rocky series, the Godfather series, etc. Here, however, this sequel begins with Jesus but moves on to the movement of the Holy Spirit growing the church throughout the ancient world. It is the “new year” book of the New Testament; it follows the gospels and relates what happens after the major events of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.

As crazy as things are for us, imagine if you were a disciple immediately after the resurrection. There you are, standing in the presence of the risen Lord Jesus Christ and he is commissioning you (and you, and you, and you) that you will be his witnesses all around the world. It had to have been a little bit daunting. It had to be overwhelming. It brings to mind the words of Psalm 46:

God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea; though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble with its tumult.  

There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation of the Most High. God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved; God will help it when the morning dawns. The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; he utters his voice, the earth melts. The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge. 

Come, behold the works of the Lord; see what desolations he has brought on the earth. He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear; he burns the shields with fire. 
That sounds like what we experienced in 2008. It also sounds like what the disciples must have been thinking looking at and listening to the risen Jesus. But pay attention to the closing of this Psalm:

 “Be still, and know that I am God! I am exalted among the nations, I am exalted in the earth.” The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.  

Whether you are walking through the door of a new year or walking through the door of reality where you are standing in the presence of Jesus, these are words worth holding onto: “Be still, and know that I am God! I am exalted among the nations, I am exalted in the earth.” 
Again, imagine yourself as one of the disciples. Yes, it has been more than a month that Jesus has been raised from the dead and more than a month during which he has appeared to you. On this occasion, he has gathered you together with all the other disciples and he is addressing you as a group. When he commissions you, you are astounded at the scope of what he has said. And then, you look around at the team with which you are going to be working.

Jesus picks the team, we do not.
These guys? Really?

Looking around, I would have to wonder about Jesus’ judgment. This is the same group that deserted him under pressure just a few short weeks ago. This is the same group that has serious problems with jealousy and competition. Not one of them has shown any management skills, not one of them has any real, recognizable training in theology. I would have looked around that group much like I look around this congregation. There are friendly faces, to be sure. Yet, I do not know if I see the ringers or the spiritual superstars that I would expect to become the leaders of an organization that has grown and lasted for two thousand years. 

That’s not a criticism of you. I would lump myself into the middle of that mix. I would wonder why I was included in this mix. Yes, I get up here and speak many Sundays. Yet I would not look at my own life and take any pride in the fact that I deserve to be in that group because of anything I have done; to the contrary, I can think of lots of reasons why I should not be a part of that group. 
Yet this is so typical of God. God does not see things the way we see them, and he is not bound by the limitations binding us. It is not in our own strength that God has built the church. God has built the church despite our lack of strength, despite our lack of integrity, despite our lack of faith. The church exists because God has willed its existence. The church exists because the disciples were witnesses – not entrepreneurs or CEO’s or anything else. They were witnesses. Further, Jesus did not pick the disciples because of any prior merit or success that would have indicated a propensity to be persuasive witnesses. None were noted as great public speakers, none were captains of industry, none were well-respected teachers or theological pundits. They were special because Jesus chose them, not the other way around. 

This is a standard M.O. (method of operating) for God. His power is demonstrated in our weakness. In the Old Testament, Israel was not chosen because of its righteousness or because of any other quality or feature that made them more attractive than any other people. Israel was special because God chose them, not the other way around. You are special because the Holy Spirit convicted your heart, you received Jesus as Lord and Savior – and not for any other reason. 

God acts first. Always. 

I received a notice in the mail a few weeks back: I have been selected to serve for jury duty in mid-January. This is the fourth time in ten years. I know it has nothing to do with the quality of my service because I have never actually been empanelled to serve on a jury. It does not have anything to do with my character, other than I am a registered voter. They have no idea that I previously practiced law, and the vast majority of others who received notices will have had little experience in law. It is not something I sought – I am a juror because San Diego County acted first, and has selected me to be a juror.

Jesus acted first, and picked his team and sent them out.  They went out to do what Jesus commanded: be witnesses. They were witnesses to what Jesus had done, they were witnesses to what the Holy Spirit was doing going forward. The disciples did not work people into the kingdom, did not will them into the kingdom, did not guilt them into the kingdom. They were witnesses to God’s actions transforming lives for his glory.


You know this to be true: you cannot argue someone into becoming a believer. If God has not moved in their heart, nothing you can say or do will be able to convince them to receive Jesus. This actually takes a lot of pressure off. It does not relieve us of the responsibility of sharing our testimony or reaching out with God’s love, compassion, justice and righteousness; but it does relieve us of the burden of measuring our success by means of other people. God acts first – if God uses your testimony to bring someone else to salvation, praise God. If God uses your compassionate act to plant a seed that later bears the fruit of a profession of faith, praise God. If you never see the result of your act of sacrificial obedience, you can still praise God because your obedience is your God-given service. The power we see transforming lives is nothing we have given, it is the power of the living God displayed for those with eyes to see – we are to be witnesses.

Jesus picked you to be a witness. You do not have to be Jesus again, he was sufficient. You were called to be a witness, to have eyes to see and tongues ready to share the things that you have seen God do in your midst. It does not matter if you have previously been a paragon of virtue or a sinner with terrible vice. Your credibility is not the foundation for Christ’s call to be a witness – your credibility is based upon Christ’s calling you to salvation and faith. You and I are a witnesses to good news.

We are a team.

The second thing to note here is that Jesus did not call them to be individual witnesses, out on their own, with no backup or support or encouragement. Jesus called the disciples as a team. 

Look at how they responded to Jesus’ commissioning: they obeyed his order to stay in Jerusalem, and they spent their time gathered together. There were about one hundred twenty of them. They stuck together. 

What did they do? 

They prayed. Constantly. Together. They were devoted to praying together. That is the first thing that Luke mentions in his description of the team.  Although we talk about prayer quite a bit, team prayer is something that most people are uncomfortable doing. In fact, team prayer seems remarkably like not doing something. It seems like there are lots of people doing nothing while someone else speaks, or there is silence, or it is just plain uncomfortable because there are so many other things that we could be doing.

“Be still and know that I am God!” There is no substitute to waiting upon the LORD. Prayer together was not the last thing at the end of a long list of other things – it was the priority. 

We began the year well here at CVPC. I am thankful that Jose Jones organized – and is continuing to organize – intentional times of prayer each week. It began on New Year’s Day, Thursday, January 1, when the sanctuary was open from 9 a.m. until 8 p.m. for people to come and pray. The elders from session and the deacons served as hosts for people to come and devote themselves to prayer for the nation, the community, and for this congregation. The plan is to continue to pray each Thursday – intentionally and together. 

It is important that we spend time being still before God. For a long time, I thought if I sent up “bullet” prayers – quick little one-liners – while I was doing something else, it would count as being “constantly in prayer.” The problem is that there is no time to listen when I was too busy to actually be still. Sure, I was issuing forth petitions and praise, but there was no quiet in my soul. Likewise for groups. Many times, silence is considered to be a failure: as if our words and constant chatter make up the prayer. Not so: silence and stillness are every bit as important.

Praying together is important in good times and in bad. The last time I saw communities locally gather together for prayer was as a result of wildfires in North County. The previous time was after the 9/11 attacks. (This is not to say that others have not gathered; just that these were the two most notable in my memory). Thanksgiving is supposed to be a time when we give God thanks and praise – yet, did any of you experience the community getting together for that purpose? The point is not to make all of you feel guilty; the point is to illustrate how the team needs to be intentional about praying together. If we were intentional about praying together (more than simply the pastoral prayer on Sunday mornings), we would cover a lot of things that are currently being missed. 

Thus, the first thing the team of witnesses did was devote themselves to prayer.

The second thing they did was to talk with each other. 
They told each other of the marvelous deeds of God. They talked about the miracles, the teaching, the events of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. They talked about the meaning of those events and how God’s actions had transformed their lives. 

It is no different today. We need to tell one another about the miracles, the teachings, the events of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. We need to talk about the meaning of those events and how God’s actions continue to transform our lives.

Yesterday, we attended the wedding of Allyson Roach. I’ve mentioned this previously, but it bears repeating. In October, 2003, Allyson was severely burned in the wildfires in North County. Her sister Ashleigh was killed. On the day of the fire, I road down with her parents to the USD Burn Center where Allyson had been taken by a Life-line helicopter. The prognosis was not good. In fact, one of the doctors pulled me aside and told me that the church should prepare for two memorial services: it was highly unlikely that Allyson would survive. I went with her parents into the room and began to pray – internally praying that my words were not just empty phrases being uttered up before God –praying out loud that God would make his glory manifest in Allyson’s body, that God would strengthen her, encourage her, and make her a living testimony of His sovereignty over all of creation. In short, it was a very Presbyterian prayer, focusing on God’s sovereignty and power. 

A little more than five years later, I was blessed to read Scripture at the wedding of this remarkable young woman. Her healing was not instant, like the miracles we read in Scripture, but healed she has been. Even her scars bear testimony to God’s grace. She was radiant, joyful, and full of life. I told the congregation that she is a living example of the chief end of mankind: glorifying God for his sovereign power revealed in grace, enjoying God forever in the blessing of the love he has given. We need to tell the story. 

To what do we bear witness? The victory of life over death – victory won in Jesus Christ. This is why we come to the table. It is a celebration of the sovereignty of God. 

Conclusion:

So, as we begin this new year, as we walk through this door from the past into the future, remember:

1. Jesus picked you to be a part of his team;

2. We are a team together, each belonging to each other because of what God has done;

3. We need to be intentionally coming together for prayer before God; without God, we can accomplish nothing; and,

4. We need to talk with each other. We need to tell one another about the miracles, the teaching, the events of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. We need to talk about the meaning of those events and how God’s actions have transformed our lives.

This is what Jesus meant when he said, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Amen. 
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