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Book of Acts

Session 2: The Ascension of Christ (Chapter 1)

I.
Introduction:

Acts is a true treasure for the Church as it is such a blessing of that we have a crisp record of the story of how the Church began over 2000 years ago.  In the first chapter of Acts we find the Apostles in the weeks after Christ was crucified; they are a bit sobered by the post resurrection appearances of Jesus in their midst but they are still unsure of what their future holds.  Their must have been hundreds of little side conversations between them as they discussed “where do we go from here and when do you think Jesus will show back up again?”

A. Luke the Doctor:

As stated in our first session Luke, the same author who wrote the Gospel of Luke is the one who wrote The Book of Acts as a sequel.  Luke was known as a doctor and as one who paid close attention to details.  It is his detail-oriented nature that makes this manuscript of such great value.
B. Apostles Perspective:
Before Jesus’ ascended to be with the Father His apostles where not thinking primarily of running a new religious institution they were thinking about their place in the new governmental organization called the Kingdom; which they understood that they would have key roles in.  
C. The Church Was Born:
In one moment the Church was born and these 11 men found themselves in charge of the community of God’s people.  This is the most important institution on the planet and just a moment before Jesus went up they had nearly no sense of what was coming.  They understood the DNA they were to embody but the expression of the Kingdom they had to discover as they went.

D. Read the Passage Aloud:
Before we begin to look at some of the specific phrases and concepts in these chapters we will read through this passage aloud once.  This will make the passage fresh in our minds so that we can tie in all the surrounding details more readily. 

II.
Before Jesus Ascended:
While Luke doesn’t give us much detail about the activity of Jesus in this first chapter of Acts what we do have is very telling.  If we pay attention to the handful of verses that tell the story we can see that after His resurrection and before His ascension the Lord ministered in some significant ways that marked the apostles and gave them instructions for how to proceed.
A. The Resurrection:

We are so familiar with the story that it easy to forget how shocking the resurrection was to apostles.  Jesus had frequently foretold that He would rise from the dead but His main guys still didn’t know what to do with that information.  Was it a parable?  Was He talking about in the next age? The thought that Jesus was actually going to rise from the dead and walk around and talk to them was unthinkable.  And yet Jesus did exactly that, it was shocking and a bit tough to cope with and know how to relate to.

B. Appeared for 40 Days:

Jesus didn’t just secretly rise and disappear however; He appeared to His disciples and spent some significant time with them teaching them for 40 days specifically.  For more than a month the disciples had on and off interactions with Jesus.

“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 (Ac. 1:3)”
C. Continued to Teach About the Kingdom:

Verse 4 says on one occasion, indicating that Jesus had appeared multiple times to them to teach on the Kingdom.  They seemed to have had no idea that this day would be the last time He would appear to them in this manner and that the transition into the Kingdom Age was about to take place under their watch and care.

“He…spoke about the kingdom of God. On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about (Ac. 1:3-4).”
D. He Promised Them the Holy Spirit:

Jesus points out that the Father had promised to give them the gift of the Holy Spirit.  He then goes on to tell them that when He comes they can expect to receive power in order that they can go out as anointed witnesses on Jesus’ behalf.  This must have been a super exciting and highly anticipated hour, they had all experienced power resting on them to heal the sick and cast demons in the past but this was to be a sustained endowment tied to a transition in the Kingdom of God where the Holy Spirit would come and remain in their midst.

“he gave them this command: “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about.  For…in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit…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 (Ac. 1:4-8).”

E. Expectation of the Kingdom Age:

Throughout the years of walking with Jesus the apostles had heard much about the coming Kingdom Age, but they had misinterpreted how that would play out even to the time of Jesus’ ascension thinking that Jesus was going to overthrow Rome and set up His government in Israel immediately and that his main disciples would be ruling over the newly founded republic.  This misunderstanding is very reasonable because Jesus’ Earthly ministry taking place in two phases with a large time gap in between and with two very different faces was still a veiled revelation.  So Jesus replies to their inquiry about the establishment of the Kingdom with assurance that their interpretation of the coming Kingdom is correct but indicates that their timing is way off.

“Then they gathered around him and asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel? He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority (Ac. 1:6-7).”

F. He Ascended into Heaven:
The Apostles had experienced many shocking things during their time with Jesus, nothing more shocking than the resurrection I’m sure, but this might well take second place.  They are standing there talking to Him and then all of the sudden He starts flying tens of thousands of feet into the air until they cant see Him anymore.  No one had ever done that before.

“After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going (Ac. 1:9-10)”

III.
The Disciples Response to Jesus’ Ascension:
Jesus had given some parting words to wrap up His Earthly ministry just before His ascension to Heaven so as shocking and dramatic as His departure was there was at least some closure and instruction for the disciples to operate on.  Now that Jesus was gone the true test of His ministry was on the line, how would they respond and what would happen to His message and those He left behind in His absence?
A. The Promise of His Powerful Return:

While the apostles are doubtlessly standing with their jaws gaping two angels appear and instruct these dumfounded would be leaders of the New Testament Church.  They tell them that as surely as they bore witness to this miraculous exit they would certainly that Jesus will return to do more earthly ministry in the future and that the believers alive at that time will see Him return in the sky just like they saw Him leave.

“suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them.  “Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven (Ac. 1:10-11).”

B. They Were Constantly Together in Prayer:
Recalling the words of Jesus about waiting in Jerusalem until the Father pours out the Holy Spirit the entire community of disciples found a place where they could congregate together until the Lord did what He said.  They may have had no idea how long this would take but they chose to spend the duration waiting on the Lord in constant prayer.  The early Church was birthed in a prayer meeting.  They knew the promise was real and yet they gathered together in continual corporate prayer as they waited on that promise.

“They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers (Ac. 1:14).”

C. Peter’s Clear Leadership:

On one occasion after the resurrection Jesus appeared to the disciples and had a very important conversation with Peter where the Lord commissioned Peter to take on a clear role of leadership with the flock in His absence.  Peter, no doubt had this conversation in mind as Jesus ascended to Heaven and he immediately took his place as giving leadership to the community of disciples. 

“When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me more than these?” “Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.” Jesus said, “Feed my lambs…Take care of my sheep...Feed my sheep.  Very truly I tell you, when you were younger you dressed yourself…

but…someone else will…lead you where you do not want to go…Follow me (Jn. 21:15-19)!”

D. Jesus’ Earthly Ministry Won 120 People: 

God left us what should be an encouragement for all the numerically small ministries out there; Jesus the Son of God after three plus years of miracle working ministry, anointed teaching and perfect wisdom only amassed 120 people to kick start a worldwide intergenerational movement.   

“In those days Peter stood up among the believers (a group numbering about a hundred and twenty) and said, “Brothers and sisters, the Scripture had to be fulfilled in which the Holy Spirit spoke (Ac. 1:15-16).”

IV.
Answering the Leadership Hole:
It is unthinkable that Judas would betray his best friends and his Lord for money (4 months day wages).  Jesus and the team would have to process through this difficult breach of trust in the coming days and weeks.  Part of that processing would include the need to make decisions about how to address the gap Judas’ absence left amongst the Twelve.
A. Judas’ Prophesied Betrayal:

The reality that the Son of God had someone on His ministry team who was so warped but that no one knew about it until it was too late.  Jesus allowed Himself to be arrested and then killed as the result of his close friend’s betrayal.

“the Scripture had to be fulfilled in which the Holy Spirit spoke long ago through David concerning Judas, who served as guide for those who arrested Jesus.  He was one of our number and shared in our ministry (Ac. 1:15-17).”

B. Recognized the Team was Incomplete:

The 11 remaining disciples on the team recognized that Judas left a hole on the team that needed to be filled.  Part of this might well have been from an administrative perspective, as in the tasks that were left unattended to (Judas had previously kept charge of the finances).  But more than a list of to-dos their team felt the void of fellowship and leadership necessary to lead effectively.

“it is necessary to choose one of the men who have been with us the whole time the Lord Jesus was living among us, beginning from John’s baptism to the time when Jesus was taken up from us. For one of these must become a witness with us of his resurrection (Ac. 1:21-22).”

C. Use of Old Testament Scripture:

There are all sorts of questions that this situation brings to mind including Peter’s interesting choice of Old Testament passages to use as his basis for the decision to replace Judas on the team.

“For,” said Peter, “it is written in the Book of Psalms: “‘May his place be deserted; let there be no one to dwell in it,’ and, “‘May another take his place of leadership (Ac. 1:20).’”

D. The Choosing of Matthias: 

The Apostles of Jesus used due process and then the casting of lots in order to decide a seriously important decision; that is who would be the one to take the 12th seat at the table.  The Lord permitted and or orchestrated this to occur and the 12th man was chosen and lived out the rest of his days as one of the twelve apostles who ran the Church in the first century.  

“So they nominated two men: Joseph called Barsabbas (also known as Justus) and Matthias.  Then they prayed, “Lord, you know everyone’s heart. Show us which of these two you have chosen to take over this apostolic ministry, which Judas left to go where he belongs.” Then they cast lots, and the lot fell to Matthias; so he was added to the eleven apostles (Ac. 1:23-26).”

V.
Ministry Time – Fresh Filling:
We are going to spend some time as a church praying that we would be filled with the Holy Spirit.  For those who have never been experienced the baptism of the Holy Spirit we want to pray for you to be filled tonight.  For those who are dry and weary we are going to pray for fresh filling and for us as a church we are going to ask the Lord to come on us in power so that we might be a witness.  Let’s enter into a time of prayer.

A. For Those Who Have Never Been Baptized with the Spirit:

B. For the Weak and Weary to Receive a Fresh Filling: 

C. Come On Us in Power as a Church So We Can Be a Witness:
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