
“A Continuing Story”

Luke 24:44-53; Acts 1:1-8

Today is the first Sunday in 2020, and I’m glad that you’ve decided to start the 

year off right by being in church.  Now, I am not sure what comes to mind for you 

when you hear that word, ‘church.’  I would imagine that most of us think of the 

place we attend for worship.  And while that is certainly involved, it would not 

have been the way that the first century world would have understood the term.

“Church”—translates the Greek word ‘ekklesia’ which means an assembly or 

gathering around an idea; it is a compound word that comes from two words, ‘ek’ 

which means out of, and ‘kaleo’ which means called

The word ‘ekklesia’ refers to an assembly of people called out around an idea.  

That is what the church is in the New Testament.  It is a people who gather, not 

simply a place to go.  At its very inception, the church was a movement built 

around the conviction that Jesus Christ died as the only Savior for sinners and 

that He had risen from the dead.  His resurrection proves that He is Lord and 

demands that people everywhere repent of their sins and come to trust in Him for 

salvation.  Those who believe are called out of the world and brought into His 

family, the ‘ekklesia.’  

If you have your Bible with you, let me invite you to take it and turn with me to the 

first chapter of the book of Acts.  We are beginning a new series this morning that 

I have given the title, “To the Ends of the Earth.”  Acts is the story of how the 

church, the ‘ekklesia,’ all began with a small group of believers in Jerusalem and 

became a worldwide movement.  

illus. of people vs. place



From time to time, I receive mail and promotional emails from church growth 

gurus that advertise methods and offer seminars on how to have a ‘bigger’ and 

‘better’ church.  There is no shortage of supply when it comes to books and 

podcasts and seminars on how to do church.  Church growth even has its own 

category, with more than 30,000 titles listed on Amazon related to the subject.

Let’s be honest, all of us want to see the church grow, and I’m thankful for the 

insights that many of these practitioners offer.  Yet the fact of the matter is this—

Jesus Christ builds His church, and we look to the New Testament to see how He 

does it.  And in the pages of the New Testament, there is an entire book that 

shows us how the church of the Lord Jesus Christ truly grows—the book of Acts.  

It is the story of the growth of the church. 

And yet we know that not all local churches grow.  Some churches even die.  

More than 3,000 churches closed last year.  I heard a story about a church that 

sent in its annual report to the denominational headquarters with the statistical 

statement for the year.  It read as follows:

Number of members added by baptism—0

Number of members added by letter—0

Number of members deceased—5

Number raised for missions—$0.00

And at the the bottom of the report were these words: “Pray for us, brethren, that 

we may continue faithful to the end.”  

Now, I know that is a funny story, but it illustrates for us the fact that it is easy for 

a church to have completely forgotten the reason for its existence.  A lot of 

churches masquerade passiveness in the name of faithfulness.  I want to ask, 



“Faithful to what?”  Obviously not the mission that Jesus gave to His disciples in 

the Great Commission and outlined for us here in the book of Acts.  

If we truly want to impact our world with the gospel, it is important that we take a 

fresh look at this book of the Bible that describes the birth of the church and the 

way it turned the world upside down.  Never before has such a message needed 

to be revisited, because we are living in some of the most uncertain times in 

recent modern history.  Our culture is becoming increasingly hostile toward 

organized religion.  People around us have given up hope, or they are looking for 

it in all the wrong places.  As the followers of Jesus, we have a living hope, and 

the book of Acts shows us how the church is entrusted with the stewardship of 

that hope among the nations.  Remarkably, the church has grown the most when 

faced with an adversarial culture.  Pressure leads us to put down roots and 

branch out.

The book of Acts really is a continuing story, one in which we read about the birth 

of the church and the start of a movement that Jesus began and is continuing 

through the present day.  For our time this morning, I want to answer questions 

such as these: “Who exactly wrote the book of Acts?  What is its overall 

purpose?  Why is it so important for us as a church today?”  

To do this, let me make three general observations.  First, here within the book of 

Acts, we are:

1—Presented with a sufficient ACCOUNT

“In the first book, O Theophilus, I have dealt with all that Jesus began to do and 

teach…”



What we have in Acts is a sufficient account that describes for us in detail how 

the church came about.  Notice a few things about this account:

A historical account

The book of Acts is unique in the New Testament in that it is a history book that 

spans approximately three decades and records the early history of the church.  

Michael Green calls it ‘thirty years that changed the world.’  He writes:

“Three crucial decades in world history.  That is all it took.  In the years between AD 33 
and 64 a new movement was born.  In those thirty years it got sufficient growth and 
credibility to become the largest religion the world has ever seen and to change the 
lives of hundreds of millions of people.  It has spread into every corner of the globe and 
has more than two billion adherents.  It has had an indelible impact on civilization, on 
culture, on education, on medicine, on freedom and of course the lives of countless 
people worldwide.  And the seedbed for all this, the time when it took decisive root, was 
in these three decades.  It all began with a dozen men and a handful of women—and 
then the Spirit came.”

From the beginning of the book, the reader is made aware by the author of Acts 

that what he writes is a follow up volume to his first book.  We know that Luke is 

the author of the book of Acts, for he tells us here that what he writes serves as 

the second volume which follows his Gospel account of the life and ministry of 

Jesus.

Just who exactly was Luke?  His name isn’t mentioned in any of the four gospels, 

including the one that bears his name.  To be honest, there is not that much 

information in the New Testament about him.  But from what we do know, we’re 

able to piece together a picture of a humble scholar. Not only was he a scholar, 

but he was also a physician and a historian.  Most of what we know about Luke 

comes from the book of Acts.  As the author of both the Gospel of Luke as well 



as the Book of Acts, he is responsible for writing more than 25% of the New 

Testament.

Luke wasn’t a Jew, but was a Gentile by birth.  He was a travel companion of the 

apostle Paul, and more than likely was one of Paul’s converts from his ministry in 

Troas.  According to the first of three ‘we’ passages in Acts, it would seem that 

this is where Luke first encountered Paul during his second missionary journey.  

Acts 16 says that Paul and Silas settled in the seaport town of Troas to consider 

their next move.  During their stay, Paul had a vision of a man from Macedonia 

urging him to come help.  So the team set out from Troas to Philippi, and Luke 

was included in their number.  He would go on to remain by the apostle’s side 

until Paul was executed in Rome.

Notice that Luke begins the book of Acts much in the same way that he begins 

his Gospel where he states his purpose and aim for writing:

Luke 1:1-4—“Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of 

the things that have been accomplished among us, just as those who from 

the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have delivered 

them to us, it seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely 

for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent 

Theophilus, that you may have certainty concerning the things you have 

been taught.”    

It was only when he had gathered the facts that he sat down and began to write.  

Someone has said that a good historian does not merely assemble facts and 

then string them together.  Instead, a good historian tells us a story, usually for a 

specific purpose.  He must choose which information to include and what to 

leave out.  Then he must organize and arrange those facts to paint an accurate, 



compelling, and memorable picture of what occurred.  That is what Luke does 

both in his Gospel and now in Acts. 

You’ll notice that in Luke 1 as well as Acts 1, he addresses someone who is 

named ‘Theophilus.’  

“Theophilus”—lover of God; could be symbolic or proper name of some Roman 

official; not uncommon for writers to have a financier 

It could have been a wealthy patron who funded his work.  By his own admission, 

Luke essentially had been an investigative journalist on a mission to provide a 

clear and accurate report of the life and ministry of Jesus.

Some Bible scholars have pointed out that Luke’s literary style compares to 

classical Greek historians.  He had a keen ability to gather research, arrange 

data, and prepare a readable history.  As far as literary concerns go, what he 

writes there in the prologue to his gospel is perhaps the best grammatically 

structured paragraph in the whole New Testament.  In fact, it is one long 

sentence in classical Greek, while the rest of what he writes is in the ‘koine’ or 

street Greek.  Koine Greek was the everyday common language used by the 

common man.

Notice how he says that many had undertaken the task of compiling a narrative, 

or putting the whole story together.  Many had written in an informal way the 

‘things that have been accomplished among us.’

“Accomplished”—word that means complete fulfillment 

Luke wrote to provide an official account.  The gospel is the story of what Christ 

has accomplished through His finished work.  In Acts 1:1, Luke says that in his 

Gospel he dealt with all that Jesus began to do and teach.  As he traveled, Luke 



would have had the distinct privilege and skill of interviewing those who from the 

beginning were what he called ‘eyewitnesses’ and ‘ministers of the Word.’

“Eyewitnesses”—same word we get ‘autopsy’ from; only time this word is used 

in the NT

That is important because it means that Luke compiled his Gospel narrative by 

interviewing the people who knew Jesus the best.  He spent time with people 

who saw Him eat, who heard Him teach, and who saw Him work miracles.  He 

sat down with those who were firsthand eyewitnesses to the crucifixion and 

resurrection.  And he no doubt did the same thing in his second volume, the last 

half of which he writes from firsthand experience.

A pivotal account

As a firsthand account of the birth of the church, Acts is a historical account and it 

is also a pivotal one.  It serves a very important role in the overall narrative of 

God’s redemptive plan.  In the Old Testament, God reveals Himself to humanity 

and establishes His covenant with Israel in anticipation of the coming of Jesus 

Christ.  The four Gospels tell the story of how Christ came to fulfill the law and 

the prophets and the promises made to Abraham and David and establish a new 

covenant.  Well, the book of Acts shows us how the church is now the new 

covenant community made up of those who have come to faith in Jesus, both 

Jew and Gentile, and it traces the phenomenal growth the church experienced in 

those first three decades of church history.

By the third century, the book was referred by the church as “The Acts of the 

Apostles.”  Though the title doesn’t appear in that particular form, it comes from 

what Luke writes in verses 1-2:



“In the first book, O Theophilus, I have dealt with all that Jesus began to do and 

teach, until the day when He was taken up, after He had given commands 

through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom He had chosen.”

Luke goes on to explain how Jesus equipped, instructed, and commissioned the 

apostles up until the moment He ascended into heaven.  What follows, then, is 

an account of how those apostles carried out the mission that Jesus had given 

them once the Spirit came.  More than simply ‘Acts’ of the apostles themselves, it 

is the account of the ‘Acts’ of the risen Jesus working through the apostles and 

the early church by His indwelling Spirit. 

We should keep in mind that in chapter 9, Jesus confronts Saul of Tarsus for 

persecuting Him even though Saul had been persecuting the church.  The fact is 

that there is now a living union between Jesus Christ and His church.  In the 

Gospels, we see God incarnate at work calling and preparing His followers.  In 

the book of Acts, we see how these followers, instructed by Jesus and indwelt by 

His Spirit, carry on His work in the world.  It is the risen Christ who is at work in 

and through the life of His church.  

A transitional account

When you think about it, the book of Acts is well-placed among the other 26 

books of the New Testament.  It follows the four gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, 

and John—and it comes just before the book Romans.  The reason is that Acts is 

a book of transitions.  It documents the brief period after the earthly ministry of 

Jesus when the church began receiving the written instruction of the apostles.  

That’s why it comes after the Gospels and before the Epistles.



For this reason, there are certain things that we read about in the book of Acts 

that were unique to that time and not to be replicated. (descriptive vs. 

prescriptive)

Charles Swindoll—“The book of Acts documents a span of time unlike any other 

era in history.  Like the Exodus of the Hebrews from Egypt—with its plagues, Red 

Sea parting, glowing shekinah pillars, and manna from heaven—the early days of 

the church saw supernatural events that will never be repeated.”  

It is important that we keep in mind that, while there is much we can learn and 

emulate, there is also much that was uniquely true of that specific era of church 

history.

Now, there is a second observation that I want to make and it is this—Acts shows 

us how the church has been:

2—Entrusted with a saving MESSAGE

“In the first book, O Theophilus, I have dealt with all that Jesus began to do and 

teach, until the day when He was taken up, after He had given commands the 

apostles whom He had chosen.  He presented Himself alive to them after His 

suffering by many proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking 

about the kingdom of God.”

Acts shows us how the apostles and the early church was entrusted with the 

saving message of the gospel.  It reveals how the gospel is central to everything 

the church is and everything the church does.  We are a ‘gospel’ people.

Rooted in the prophetic

The gospel that is proclaimed by the church in Acts is rooted in Old Testament 

prophecy.  Luke alludes to this as he closes his first volume:



Luke 24:44-48—“Then He said to them, ‘These are My words that I spoke to 

you while I was still with you, that everything written about Me in the Law of 

Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.’  Then He opened 

their minds to understand the Scriptures, and said to them, ‘Thus it is 

written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the 

dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in 

His name to all nations, beginning in Jerusalem.  You are witnesses of 

these things.’” 

Before His ascension, Jesus explained to His disciples how the Law and 

Prophets anticipated His redemptive work on the cross and victorious 

resurrection from the dead.  What had been revealed in shadow had now been 

fulfilled in plain sight, and they were the witnesses of these things!  

Fulfillment of a promise

This new community would be the fulfillment of an old promise going all the way 

back to the Old Testament.  If you notice there in Luke 24 that Jesus went on to 

say:

Luke 24:49—“And behold, I am sending the promise of My Father upon 

you.  But stay in the city until you are clothed with power from on high.’  

Then He led them out as far as Bethany, and lifting up His hands He 

blessed them.  While He blessed them, He parted from them and was 

carried up into heaven.  And they worshiped Him and returned to 

Jerusalem with great joy, and were continually in the temple blessing God.”

And that is how the Gospel of Luke ends, thereby providing us with context for 

the beginning of Acts.  The finished work of Jesus Christ meant that He would 

send the promise of the Father upon His disciples.  The ‘promise’ refers to the 



Holy Spirit who came to indwell the church. Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John show 

us how that in Christ, God is with us.  He became one of us in order to rescue us 

from sin.  Acts shows us that by His Spirit, God now lives in us.  

What Jesus began will now continue through the work of His Spirit living within 

His church, the ‘body’ of Christ.  We are His body—His feet, His hands, active in 

the world. 

Validated with proof

In Acts 1:3, notice that Luke says that the gospel message that Jesus gave to His 

disciples was validated with proof.  The Bible says that Jesus “presented Himself 

alive to them after His suffering by many proofs.”  He appeared to His disciples 

over a period of forty days, thereby making sure that they knew He was literally 

back from the dead.  They would need this confidence as they encountered 

hostility to the gospel and eventual martyrdom. 

It was the news of the resurrection of Jesus Christ that turned the first century 

world upside down.  The first day of the week became the day that the disciples 

came together for corporate worship because it was a celebration of the 

resurrection of Jesus from the dead.  The time would come when these same 

apostles would willingly face their own deaths for what they knew to be true.  

James, the brother of John, would be killed with the sword.  Peter would be 

crucified under Nero.  Paul would be killed in Rome.

We need to appreciate the proof just as much as they did, to the degree that we 

would lay down our lives as well.  If Jesus is not risen, then our faith is in vain.  It 

is this same proof that is appealed to all throughout Acts.  



This saving message, the gospel, is rooted in the prophetic and is the fulfillment 

of a promise and validated with proof.  Yet Acts shows how it is also:  

Given to be proclaimed

The disciples were to proclaim the good news of Christ’s death and resurrection 

and that salvation is found in Him.  The gospel was never intended to be placed 

on a mantel for us to stare at.  No, it is a powerful message that must be 

proclaimed to the ends of the earth!  And that brings me to one final observation 

that Acts shows how we’ve been:

3—Commissioned with a solemn RESPONSIBILITY

“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will 

be My witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of 

the earth.”

If you look down in verse 8, you will notice that Jesus tells His disciples, “You will 

be My witnesses.”  That is what He wants for each one of us.  The word that is 

used there is the same word for ‘martyr.’  It is someone who verbally testifies to 

that which he knows is true, even if it costs his life.

To be a witness involves verbally testifying of what you know to be true.

The question arises, then, as to why did the early church explode into the Roman 

world the way that it did?  No church in history has ever accomplished more than 

the first century church.  When you consider the lack of material resources they 

had to work with, the lack of formal training, the immense size of their task, and 

the opposition they faced—there is no human answer.  The early church had no 

money, no buildings, no seminaries or men of degree, none of the things that 

people say we need today in order to have a successful ministry.



It is said that Thomas Aquinas once visited Pope Innocent II at his palace in 

Rome.  Aquinas was stunned by the opulence.  The Pope was counting out a 

rather large sum of gold coins and turned to Aquinas and quipped, “You see, 

Thomas, the Church can no longer say, ‘Silver and gold have I none.'”  To this 

Thomas Aquinas replied, “True, but neither can she say to the lame, ‘Rise up and 

walk.’”

On paper, never had a more important assignment been given to a less qualified 

bunch of people.  But keep in mind what Luke has said in verse 1—“…I have 

dealt with all that Jesus began to do and teach.”  The word ‘began’ implies a 

continuation.  He is now working through His church by means of His indwelling 

and empowering Spirit.  And as far as qualification goes, that’s really all that 

matters. 

We make disciples on the basis of His authority (Matt. 28).  

The mission that Jesus gives His disciples can only be carried out in His strength 

and through the power of His Spirit working through those surrendered to Him.  

Acts shows us that church is not merely a place to go and worship God—it is a 

people who are indwelt by God and on the go for God.  The question that I want 

you to consider is this one—is church merely a place for you to attend, or is it a 

movement in which you are involved?

Closing points of application:

• There is a Savior in whom you must trust; are you saved?  Have you 

trusted Christ as your personal Savior and been baptized?

• There is a community to which you must belong; are you a committed 

member of this faith family?



• There is a purpose for which you must live; are you living with a real 

sense of mission?

When you come to the last chapter of Acts, it almost seems as if it ends rather 

abruptly.  Paul is in Rome, and it seems like an open-ended conclusion to a book 

that is so action packed.  But I think that God intended for it to be that way 

because the work of the church is still ongoing.  For twenty centuries, the church 

has faced challenges in every generation, responded through the power of the 

Holy Spirit, and has continued to proclaim the gospel.  Church history is still 

being written because we are part of a continuing story.  Will the story stop with 

us, or will we recapture the sense of movement that the Lord Jesus intends for 

us?

I am praying that 2020 be a year of renewed focus for us as a church family.  I 

want us to make the mission of Jesus Christ our top priority.  It will require the 

faithful effort of every person who makes up this body.  I can’t think of a more 

important and timely message than the one we’ve been given in Acts.


