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Introduction 

Welcome to Immanuel Baptist Church.  We’ve gathered together today to 
worship the God who made us and mercifully allows us to know him.  Isn’t it amazing 
that we can truly know the One who brought us and everything around us into existence?  
Isn’t it amazing that he pursued us and actually became one of us in order to die for us 
and do away with the barrier that we had constructed between ourselves and him?  Isn’t 
that amazing?!  And isn’t it amazing that this wholly other spiritual being who makes 
everything in this universe go has not left us in the dark about what he’s like and how to 
live in the world he has made?  I am utterly amazed by that!  This book, the Bible, is 
God’s self-disclosure to humanity that helps us makes sense out of our existence. 

That’s why when we gather to worship our amazing God every week, the 
centerpiece of our gathering is hearing from God himself as revealed in Scripture.  What 
a privilege.  And so that we get as much as we can from what is there and so that we can 
best understand what is being communicated in its context, what we do is focus on one 
particular segment of Scripture and then the next week we focus on the segment that 
immediately follows that one and so on and so forth.  Eventually we preach through 
whole books of the Bible and see what God intended to tell us through that particular 
author.  For the last two and a half years we have been doing this with the Gospel of 
Luke.  We finally finished that book and today marks the beginning of a completely new 
book… well, sort of. 

We’re starting the book of Acts.  The full name for the book is The Acts of the 
Apostle’s.  We’re going to be looking at the first 11 verses today.  And what I think God 
wants to says to us today through this text is just this – Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, 
and ascension started something big that he will one day come back and finish and 
we can be a part of it. 
 
Before we get started, let’s pause to pray… 
 
The Segue (vv. 1-2) 

So let’s start out by looking together at verses one and two of this inspired work – 
The Acts of the Apostles.  “In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus 
began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions 
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through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen.”  Okay, so right away we are 
alerted to the fact that the author of this book has written an earlier book about the life 
and teachings of Jesus – The Acts of Jesus if you will – and that he’s writing to a man 
named Theophilus. 

Hmm.  That rings a bell.  Turn with me in your Bibles back to the Gospel of 
Luke, chapter 1.  Here’s how that book of the Bible starts, “Many have undertaken to 
draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were 
handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the 
word.  Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the 
beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent 
Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught” (Lk. 
1:1-4; emphasis added).  The third Gospel was also written to a man named Theophilus; 
the book of Luke is the “former book” mentioned in Acts 1:1. 

It’s kind of like what Chamber of Secrets is to Sorcerer’s Stone in the Harry 
Potter series – same author, same story, new installment.  I wonder if there was the same 
anticipation for Luke’s sequel as there was for the release of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter 
and the Half-Blood Prince, number 6 in the series.  I saw this flier for a party that was 
held at Barbara’s Bookstore on July 16 where people were supposed to show up in 
costume and play games and win prizes.  Can you imagine Theophilus and his friends 
from church dressing up like John the Baptist and Bartimaeus and re-enacting their 
favorite scenes from Luke’s Gospel? 

Well… maybe not, but the point I’m trying to make is that Luke-Acts is a unified, 
two-volume work.  And being such, F.F. Bruce states that “the prologue to [Luke’s] 
Gospel… should be read as a prologue to the twofold work.”1  So what Luke says in 
Luke 1:1-4 goes for all of Acts as well – it’s about the fulfillment of past hopes and 
promises, it has impeccable historical credentials, and it’s masterfully recounted in an 
“orderly” way.  H.J. Cadbury adds, “Acts is neither an appendix nor an afterthought.  It is 
probably an integral part of the author’s original plan and purpose.”2  When Luke sat 
down to write his Gospel he also had in mind to write a part II.  Together they constitute 
approximately ¼ of the NT!  So if you’ve been a part of Immanuel for awhile and you 
were thinking that finally we were going to move on from Luke… sorry.  We’re just 
moving to the next part of it. 

But that’s exciting because it means that the story’s not over yet.  That means that 
there’s more to Jesus’ significance than just that he lived, died, and rose again.  The book 
of Luke ends in chapter 24 with a teaser; we’re made to expect that something more is 
supposed to happen.  Acts 1 quickly makes its connection with Luke 24 and says that 
Jesus began to do something previously which intimates that this was just the start of 
something.  That he had more to do. 
 
A Brief Review of Luke (vv. 3-4) 

I once heard someone say that you can’t just pick up number 5 in the Harry Potter 
series and start reading and fully understand what’s going on – it’s really all one story.  If 
you don’t know the story of Jesus, of what he began to do in his earthly life, I encourage 
you to read through the Gospel of Luke.  It’s a great story.  You’ll be captivated by the 
character of Jesus and when you realize that it’s more than just a great story – it’s real 
history – you’ll be all the more amazed. 
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But to try briefly to refresh Theophilus’ memory of what had happened in his 
Gospel and how it had ended and to quickly bring other readers up to speed, Luke does a 
little recapping in vv. 3-4.  He hits the main points: Jesus’ suffering on the cross – the 
climax of Luke’s Gospel and hence of Jesus’ mission where Jesus provided salvation for 
all who had and would put their faith in him; and the resurrection – the divine proof that 
the cross was effective.  He also stresses as he did earlier in his Gospel the historical 
reality of Jesus’ suffering and resurrection.  He states that Jesus “showed himself” to his 
followers and “gave many convincing proofs that he was alive” (v. 3).  In ch. 24 of Luke 
we saw him inviting people to touch him, to inspect his nail-scarred hands and feet, to 
know for sure that it wasn’t some trick of the mind or ghostly apparition. 
 This is a critical point to get as we’re looking at Luke’s writings.  Luke’s very 
adamant that he’s not writing fairy tales or spiritualized alternate histories.  Remember 
what he said in the first part of his Gospel about “…eye witnesses…carefully 
investigated…that you may know the certainty of [these things]?”  This stuff is real!  It 
deserves mention as we start into the book of Acts that Luke was an excellent historian, 
judged by any standards.  At times he’s been accused of fudging on the facts or making 
things up to fit his purposes, but time and time again new archaeological finds or careful 
investigation show Luke to have been correct all along.  Listen to what famed Oxford 
classicist and archaeologist Sir William Ramsay, who spent much of his life in the 19th 
century studying Luke and the 1st century Greco-Roman world, said: 
 

The more I have studied the narrative of Acts and the more I have learned 
year after year about Graeco-Roman society and thoughts and fashions, 
and organization in those provinces, the more I admire and the better I 
understand…  You may press the words of Luke in a degree beyond any 
other historian’s, and they stand the keenest scrutiny and the hardest 
treatment…”3 

 
 Luke, while telling good stories – the shipwreck account of ch. 27 holds readers’ 
attention like Homer or Melville – and while giving theological interpretations of events 
and making explicitly theological points in his “ordering” of the book, never 
compromises in the realm of historical accuracy.  He’s telling about what happened in 
Jerusalem and beyond during the mid part of the 1st century A.D.  And the implication is 
that this whole Christianity thing is real; it is predicated upon real events in space and 
time.  The Christian faith is not just some Gnostic notion or New Age mysticism or 
wishful thinking or one community’s story that isn’t “true” for another community, it’s as 
real as it gets. 
 Luke speaks of the real Jesus, who really suffered, and who really rose again from 
the dead.  He talks of how Jesus then spent the better part of 40 days conversing with his 
disciples in the flesh.  That’s heavy enough, but what is he talking with them about?  
He’s talking of the kingdom of God (v. 3) – that grand reality of God’s benevolent rule 
over his redeemed people.  The kingdom of God was this elusive and long-awaited state 
throughout the OT.  It was a future time when God would act in history decisively to 
conquer evil and restore a right relationship between humanity and himself, human and 
human, and humanity and creation; the very thing that all humanity had been crying for 
and all history had been pointing towards.  Luke, in his Gospel, tells of Jesus stating that 
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in him the kingdom of God had showed up; he was inaugurating this long-awaited reign 
by means of his life, death, and resurrection.  Jesus had stepped into history to begin the 
kingdom of God… something big and cosmic and large-scale indeed. 
 
The Promise of the Holy Spirit (vv. 4-5) 
 Now, moving on in the text, Luke starts to fill in some more detail concerning this 
post-resurrection period between Passover and just before Pentecost on the Jewish 
calendar, between Jesus’ resurrection and ascension.  He mentions one occasion when 
Jesus appeared to his disciples and ate with them (again, ghosts can’t eat solid food) and 
gave them a command.  It’s the same “instructions” that are mentioned in v. 2 and the 
same directive we found in Lk. 24:49.  Luke is very clear that Jesus was very clear that 
the apostles were to stay in Jerusalem until they received something, something that the 
Father had promised. 

That gift, it becomes clear, is the Holy Spirit – the third person of the Godhead.  
The Father had promised through prophets of old like Joel and Isaiah that one day, unlike 
any time before, the Spirit would be poured out upon God’s people from on high (cf. Is. 
32:15).  That same metaphor is in mind here when it talks about being “baptized with the 
Holy Spirit” like how John had baptized people in the Jordan River with water.  Jesus is 
saying, “Wait in Jerusalem for God to release himself like a flood/deluge/with force like 
hurricane Katrina over you and empower with supernatural strength.” 

Folks, this is big!  Jesus has come, died for sins, miraculously come back to life, 
and now he’s talking about the kingdom of God and prepping his followers for a major 
outpouring of God’s Spirit like never seen before that fills his kingdom and all those in it.  
The Holy Spirit is a major theme in the book of Acts.  Some have even suggested that a 
more fitting name for the book would be The Acts of the Holy Spirit.4  I’m not going to 
talk too much about this point right now because we’ll have ample opportunities as we go 
throughout this book.  But let me say that life in the kingdom is not, as one person 
described it, like “a stale glass of ginger ale,” but rather “effervescent.”5  We’re going to 
see that as we go through this book.  We’re going to see and hopefully as a result 
experience more how exciting and explosive life can be when touched by the Spirit.  For 
the next couple years we’re going to heed the advice of Martyn Lloyd-Jones when he 
says speaking of the book of Acts, “Live that book, I exhort you: it is a tonic, the greatest 
tonic I know in the realm of the Spirit.”6 
 
The Great Commission (vv. 6-8) 
 Resurrection, kingdom, Spirit… this was all very exciting for the first apostles so 
they did as they were told and hung around Jerusalem for several weeks giddy with 
excitement and anticipation and visited frequently by the risen Lord.  But after over a 
month had passed one time when they were with Jesus Luke tells us that they asked him, 
“Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel” (v. 6)?  They were 
ready right then and there for the full-blown kingdom/end of the world/consummation of 
history – which to them still was understood as military annihilation over the Romans and 
the establishment of an autonomous state of Israel that ruled the world from Jerusalem. 
 They were misguided on several accounts.  First, they thought Jesus meant wait 
for a few days and then we’ll ride to victory and I’ll wrap up history.  Instead the 
consummation of the kingdom when all evil is vanquished from the earth for ever and 
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ever was still a way off; it’s a date sometime in the future determined by God the Father 
and known only to him.  So it wasn’t God’s plan to end human history as we know it in 
the 1st century.  He had in mind at least 20 more centuries.  The disciples were mistaken 
on the timing of things. 
 They were also mistaken about the scope of things.  They were still operating 
from a parochial perspective, a nationalistic understanding of the kingdom as being for 
ethnic Israelites only.  They hadn’t understood the universal scope of God’s plans, which 
were revealed in the OT (i.e. Ps. 87) and restated by Jesus (i.e. Lk. 13:29 – “People will 
come from east and west and north and south, and will take their places at the feast in the 
kingdom of God.”).  And so Jesus tells them specifically what the Spirit’s outpouring is 
meant to accomplish.  “It won’t be the wrapping up of history right away.  He will not 
make you into a sovereign Israelite state.”  “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” (v. 8).  Ooooh, this is big… this is global! 
 This is Luke’s account of the Great Commission, Jesus’ commissioning of his 
followers to take the good news of the kingdom inaugurated by his own sacrificial death 
on the cross to all nations (or better ethnicities), not just Jews.  Starting in Jerusalem, 
because that had been the geographical center point of God’s acts in salvation-history up 
to that point including the greatest act – the crucifixion, but radiating out to eventually 
encompass the whole world.  And do you see the three concentric circles here?  
Jerusalem and then the territories immediately surrounding Jerusalem (that is Judea and 
Samaria – a despised region comprised of syncretistic and racially mixed Jews) and then 
the ends of the earth. 

What Luke’s giving here is an outline of his book.  This is the programmatic verse 
for the whole book of Acts.  “The geographical terms,” Bruce points out, “provide a sort 
of ‘Index of Contents’… ‘in Jerusalem’ covers the first seven chapters, ‘in all Judea and 
Samaria’ covers 8:1 to 11:18, and the remainder of the book traces the progress of the 
gospel outside the frontiers of the Holy Land until it at last reaches Rome.”7  It’s really 
kind of cool how the whole book follows that geographical progression laid out so neatly 
in v. 8.  We’ll see how that’s the case.  The kingdom of God that Jesus ushered in with 
his life, death, and resurrection was supposed to spread out to every part of the globe and 
every people group in the human race through his disciples by the power of the Holy 
Spirit.  And that commission extends to Jesus’ followers today. 
 
The Ascension (vv. 9-11) 
 And then, after giving this impressive charge, this ambitious assignment, this big 
purpose to his disciples, we read that “he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud 
hid him from their sight” (v. 9).  It’s not that he levitated and floated up, up, up, up and 
went to hang out on Saturn or somewhere else in the universe.  It’s that his glorified, 
physical body in a supernatural event was transported into the spiritual dimension.  The 
symbolism of the clouds is not to be overlooked.  Clouds throughout the Bible and 
especially in the OT are connected with God in all his glory.  When God shows up there 
are usually clouds involved – on Mt. Sinai, in the desert, in the Holy of Holies in the 
temple, in visions.  And here is Jesus, God in the resurrected flesh riding the clouds up 
into heaven to take his seat at the right hand of the Father in the throne room of the 



6 

universe (we use metaphorical language you know to describe what is indescribable; 
there is no literal throne and heaven is not geographically ‘up there’). 
 You can picture the scene, though, can’t you?  The disciples are stunned by the 
theophanic spectacle.  They don’t know exactly what to do.  They had grown somewhat 
accustomed to the risen Jesus being with them (as accustomed as one can be to the 
supernatural) and one minute he’s there and the next minute he’s gone in some mind-
boggling display of glory and power.  What an exit. 

And jaws dropped, eyes pointed to the sky, not knowing what to do next, two 
angels appears and tell them, “Don’t just stand here.  Don’t worry, he’ll be back 
sometime.  But until then you have the Holy Spirit to look forward to and then a task to 
do.”  The return of Jesus someday in the future is as real as his ascension, resurrection, 
and crucifixion was in the past.  There will be a day when all will “see the Son of Man 
coming in a cloud with power and great glory” (Lk. 21:27), when God will reign 
unrivaled for endless ages over a perfected people in a new creation.  That’s as real as the 
fact that Christmas is 118 days away. 
 
Conclusion 

It’s a different framework for viewing history than we’re used to, isn’t it?  It gives 
a bigger perspective to life than what most live-for-the-weekend types have, doesn’t it?  
Instead of thinking that the universe has been around for endless time and will continue 
on forever with no real movement toward any goal; instead of dividing the history of this 
earth into Paleozoic and Mesozoic and Cenozoic periods; instead of seeing the great 
epochs of civilization being the ancient world, the Middle Ages, the Modern world, the 
Post-Modern World; doesn’t it make a big difference to fundamentally understand the 
world in terms of creation, fall, before Christ/anticipation of the kingdom, the 1st coming 
of Christ/the inauguration of the kingdom, the heavenly reign of Christ/the spread of the 
kingdom, and then the return of Christ/the consummation of the kingdom? 
 That gives a big picture to human existence that makes sense.  That gives 
something to live for.  I see so many people wandering aimlessly through life with 
nothing to live for, no idea of the grand scheme of things and where they fit in.  They feel 
like Qoheleth felt in the first part of Ecclesiastes – “everything is meaningless” (Ecc. 
1:2).  They can resonate with what Augustine said before his conversion when confronted 
with mortality, “I had become a great question to myself.”8  They can agree with the Irish 
playwright Samuel Beckett, “Make sense who may.  I switch off.”  As we start into our 
study of the book of Acts as a church I want to impress upon you the magnitude of being 
a part of the kingdom of God in case you’ve forgotten.  And I want to beckon you to 
come live life from with in it if you haven’t put your faith in Christ. 

Christianity offers us the opportunity to be a part of something big and exciting.  
Because of what Jesus did in his life, death, and resurrection this grand ideal called “the 
kingdom of God” has come.  We live life to the fullest only by living within it, we can 
know the power of the Holy Spirit, and have a purpose in life that’s on a larger scale than 
just growing up and going to college and getting a job and making money and retiring at 
age 65 and dying comfortably.  We can be Christ’s witnesses to all the earth!  How many 
of you long for the opportunity to be a part of something bigger than yourselves and do 
something with your life?  Well this is it, big-time! 
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 Do you believe that Jesus really died for your sins and rose again to prove it?  Do 
you know the power of the Holy Spirit energizing your life?  Is the Great Commission 
your life’s mission?  Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, and ascension started something 
big that he will one day come back and finish and we can be a part of it.  Are you a 
part of it? 
 
Benediction 
May you find a great purpose for your life by believing the gospel and telling it to others. 
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