
“God’s Agenda For the Church”

Acts 1:1-8

Take your Bible and turn with me this morning to the first chapter of the book of 

Acts.  Last week, I began a study of Acts that will carry us through most of this 

upcoming year.  My prayer for us as a church is that we will gain a renewed focus 

and love for Jesus that will result in a much greater evangelistic fervor.  Without 

the book of Acts, you and I would really have no way of understanding what the 

Great Commission given in Matthew 28 looks like. 

Warren Wiersbe—“Imagine how confused you would be if, in reading your New 

Testament, you turned to the last page of the gospel of John and discovered…

Romans!  ‘How did the church get to Rome?’ you would ask yourself.  The 

answer is found in the book Acts.”

Acts is largely the message of the birth and expansion of the early church 

throughout the first century world.  It is called ‘Acts’ because it records the 

supernatural activity of God’s Spirit through the apostles.  He is an active God 

working through an active church.  That’s why Acts is such an exciting book, and 

it seems to end abruptly after 28 action packed chapters.  The reason for this is 

that the story of the church continues well into the present day.  In other words, 

the story of the church in Acts is still an ongoing story.  As long as the church is in 

the world, we have a mission to carry out.  Remember that Jesus said: 

Matthew 16:18—“I will build My church, and the gates of hell shall not 
prevail against it.” 

I showed you last week how Acts was written by Luke, who was a travel 

companion of the apostle Paul.  He was a doctor and historian, and he writes 

both his Gospel and Acts with great precision.  His keen sense of detail is 

observable throughout his writings.  The history covered throughout the book of 



Acts roughly spans three decades, a relatively short period of time.  Yet within 

these first 30 years of the church, the gospel moves from an isolated part of the 

world all the way to Rome itself. 

The book of Acts documents a span of time in which the church was born and 

spread throughout the first century world, in a culture and spiritual climate that 

was not entirely unlike our own.  It seems like any more we are pummeled daily 

with news of terror attacks in various parts of the world, social upheaval, political 

division, missile launches, and moral chaos.  There is a growing sense that the 

world our children and grandchildren will one day inherit may be totally 

unrecognizable from the one we’ve known.

John Dickerson—“Every year the experts at Oxford Dictionaries pick a word of 

the year.  Recently, they chose ‘post-truth’ as the single word that best 

summarizes American and European culture now.  They noted that our society 

now defines truth by feelings rather than facts.  Western society was once 

founded on truth, but it has now moved beyond it.” 

If post-truth defines our times, then ‘pre-truth’ defined the times in which the early 

church lived.  It too was a time of political strife, moral confusion, and religious 

pluralism.  Yet it was into such darkness that the early church radiated the light of 

the gospel.  It wasn’t a cultural form of Christianity that turned the Roman Empire 

upside down.  Rather, it was a vibrant and authentic faith that was convinced that 

Jesus Christ is the world’s only hope.

As chapter one begins, the church is yet to exist.  The Holy Spirit had not yet 

come to indwell believers.  The apostles possess no courage, no power, no 

authority, and no direction.  Yet by the time we get to the last verse of the last 

chapter of Acts, the gospel has spread from Jerusalem all the way to Rome itself, 



a handful of disciples has become an innumerable multitude, and an entire 

empire has been turned upside down.  There were no human explanations for it

—no magic formula or marketing plan, no insider tips, and no marketable product 

for consumption.  The reason is a supernatural explosion of divine power had 

energized a group of ordinary men and women to carry out a God-sized mission.  

It was the direct result of the coming of the Spirit who empowered them for the 

task of spreading the gospel and making disciples.

Within the first serveral verses, we discover the agenda that God has in mind for 

the church.  It has been said that the church of Jesus Christ is the only 

organization in the world that exists for the benefit of those who are not part of it.  

Let that sink in.  The church is God’s plan “A” for world evangelism.  It has been 

given a global agenda that involves being witnesses for Christ.  This agenda is 

laid out for us in verse 8:

“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.”

This verse serves as a three-part outline for the entire book.  Acts 1-7 deals with 

the preaching of the gospel in the city of Jerusalem.  In Acts 8-12, the gospel 

expands beyond Jerusalem into Judea and Samaria.  Acts 13-28 records the 

expansion of the gospel throughout the Roman world.  

So this text serves as an outline for the book of Acts, but that is not the main 

reason why we need to study it.  These verses are important because they 

provide us with the plan, with the agenda that God has in mind for the church.

1—A message verified with PROOF (1:1-3)



“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.  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.”

Luke begins with a quick glance back to his ‘first’ book.  In his first book, which 

we know as his Gospel, Luke had gone to great lengths to show that Jesus 

Christ is Savior and Lord and that He came to earth as God ‘incarnate’ or in the 

flesh.  The apostle John said that the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us.

Ray Stedman—“Whenever God sends a message to the human race, He 

clothes His message in flesh and blood.  He manifests His own like through the 

life of a human being, making clear what He has to say.”  

God sent His message to humanity wrapped in blood, bone, and muscle of 

someone like us.  He walked among us as one of us, preaching the good news of 

the kingdom, teaching, healing the sick, and raising the dead.  The apex of His 

ministry involved being crucified on a cross as the sacrifice for sin, buried in 

tomb, and raised to life again on the third day.  Before He ascended to the 

Father, He gave instructions to His disciples.  All of this is what Luke is referring 

to in verse 1 when says ‘all that Jesus began to do and teach.’  The word ‘began’ 

implies that there is more on the way.  Throughout the book of Acts, He continues 

to work through His Spirit who comes to indwell His church.  The strategy of Acts 

involves men and women, possessed by Jesus Christ, indwelt by the Holy Spirit, 

who manifest the life and power of God the Father.  



Volume 1, Luke’s Gospel, is the account of all that Jesus began to do and teach 

through His own humanity.  Volume 2, Acts, is the account of all that Jesus 

continues to do through the presence of His Spirit living within His church.

Pay close attention to the fact that the ministry of Jesus involved both doing and 

teaching.  It was a ministry of instruction as well as action.  The book of James 

shows us how true Christianity involves faith in action.  The reason that we’re 

given instruction is so that we can actively obey. 

Luke stresses the great and central fact of the Christian faith—Jesus Christ isn’t 

dead, but is alive.  The founder of every other religion on earth has died and 

turned to dust.  But the founder of Christianity came out of the tomb and is alive 

today.  Luke emphasizes proof of the resurrection.

Notice that he gives three categories of proof:

• He appeared to them over a period of forty days

“Appeared”—translates a Greek word ‘optanomai’ which refers to eyesight; 

related to the word ‘optics’ or ‘optical’

It means the disciples got to ‘eyeball’ the risen Jesus during a forty day period.  

They saw Him up close and personal.  Luke wants us to know that the disciples 

were not mistaken in what they had seen, nor were they simply hallucinating.  

• He spoke to them about the kingdom of God

During that forty day day time frame after His resurrection, the risen Jesus spoke 

to His disciples and taught them about God’s kingdom and rule.  In other words, 

not only did they see Him—they also heard Him speak.

The apostle John uses this language when he writes:



1 John 1:1-2—“That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, 

which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon and have 

touched with our hands, concerning the word of life—the life was made 

manifest, and we have seen it, and testify to it and proclaim to you the 

eternal life, which was with the Father and was made manifest to us.”

• He ate with them  

Beyond seeing Him with their own eyes and hearing Him with their own ears, 

they also had the distinct privilege to sit down and share meals with the risen 

Jesus.  They had close fellowship with Him.  Luke mentions this at the close of 

his Gospel:

Luke 24:42-43—“He said to them, ‘Have you anything here to eat?’  They 

gave Him a piece of broiled fish, and He took it and ate before them.”

This is what Luke means when uses the word ‘proofs’ there in verse 3.  Some 

translations even say it this way: “He presented Himself alive after His suffering 

by many infallible proofs.”  The idea behind the term is that the proof was 

unmistakeable.  It all serves to show how the gospel message we’ve been given 

is verified with evidence.  

The Christian faith rests on the fact of the resurrection of Jesus.  Hundreds of 

eyewitnesses saw Him.  Many even went to a martyr’s death, confident that they 

would be raised just as Jesus had been raised.  Over the centuries, skeptics 

have tried to disprove the resurrection of Jesus Christ, but no one has 

succeeded.  In fact, many have been converted after they had done their 

investigation of the facts.  The Christian faith is not simply a blind leap in the 

dark.  It is confident trust that is placed in a Savior who, according to all the 

evidence, is alive.  



Not only does Luke describe how our message is verified with proof, but notice 

secondly: 

2—A mandate to wait for a PROMISE (1:4-5)

“And while staying with them He ordered them not to depart from Jerusalem, but 

to wait for the promise of the Father, which, He said, ‘you heard from Me; for 

John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many 

days from now.’”

Now, it may seem somewhat odd to us, but notice that the disciples are 

instructed to ‘wait’ for the promise of the Father.  Keep in mind that they have 

seen the risen Jesus, they have heard from the risen Jesus, they have eaten with 

the risen Jesus.  All the evidence proves that He is the Son of God, the Savior for 

sinners, the Hope of the world.  Such news was so good that it had to be shouted 

from the house tops.  And yet Jesus tells them to first of all ‘wait.’

“Wait”—the Greek word is ‘perimeno’ and literally means to stick to a spot as if 

glued there; don’t move a muscle 

He was about to entrust them with a big task, one that they could not do on their 

own, and they would make a mess of it if they tried to go forth in their own human 

strength.  That is why Jesus tells them to wait for the promise of the Father which 

is a reference to the Holy Spirit.

The promise was foretold

The coming of the Spirit was something that Jesus had told His disciples about 

on numerous occasions.  The Father’s plan had always involved sending His 

Spirit to live within believers.  When exactly did God the Father make such a 



promise?  Two thousand years before Christ came, God made that promise to 

Abraham:

Genesis 12:2-3—“I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I 

will make your name great, and you will be a blessing.  I will bless those 

who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on 

earth will be blessed through you.”

Now, God didn’t tell Abraham what form this blessing would take.  Yet in 

Galatians, the apostle Paul explains:

Galatians 3:13-14—“Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by 

becoming a curse for us, for it is written: ‘Cursed is everyone who is hung 

on a tree.’  He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham 

might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might 

receive the promise of the Spirit.”

In other words, the promise God made to Abraham was that his spiritual 

descendants would receive the Holy Spirit.  The book of Acts is all about how 

God kept His promise!

The promise was foreshadowed

Notice in verse 5 that Jesus references the ministry of John the Baptist.  He says 

to His disciples, “John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy 

Spirit not many days from now.  A literal translation of what Jesus is saying there 

in verse 5 reads, “You will be baptized into the Holy Spirit.”

Everett Ferguson—“The ritual of baptism in ancient cultures symbolized 

identification.  An organization or society initiated a new member by immersing 

him or her in a liquid of some kind—usually water, or in the case of many pagan 



rituals, the blood of sacrificed animals.  So, when one was ‘baptized into’ a 

community, he or she became one with it and, therefore, identified with it.”

When John the Baptist came along, he called people to a baptism of repentance.  

In effect, he said, “Because of your sin, you are outside of Abraham’s covenant 

with God.  You must repent and come to God as if for the first time.”  John even 

said that his baptism merely foreshadowed the work of Christ:

Luke 3:16—“John answered them all, saying, ‘I baptize you with water, but 

He who is mightier than I is coming the strap of whose sandals I am not 

worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.”

This ‘baptism’ into the Spirit would happen at Pentecost, which we read all about 

in Acts 2.  But before that could happen, Jesus had to ascend to the Father.  He 

would send the Spirit who would come to take up residence in their lives and 

empower them.

3—A mission that involves a PLAN (1:6-8)

“So when they had come together, they asked Him, ‘Lord, will You at this time 

restore the kingdom to Israel?’  He said to them, ‘It is not for you to know times or 

seasons that the Father has fixed by His own authority.  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.’”

Luke explains how the message is verified with proof and how the disciples were 

given a mandate to wait for the promise.  Notice how he describes a mission that 

involves a plan.  However, this mission wasn’t fully understood by the disciples.  

Verse 6 says that they had a question that involved the future kingdom:

“Lord, will You at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?”



It was a legitimate question that reflected an understanding of Jesus being 

crowned as King who would rule and reign over all.  After all, the promise of God 

to David involved one of his descendants seated on an eternal throne.  God said:

2 Samuel 7:11-17—“Moreover, the Lord declares to you that the Lord will 

make you a house.  When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your 

fathers, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come from your 

body, and I will establish His kingdom.  He shall build a house for My name, 

and I will establish the throne of His kingdom forever.  I will be to Him a 

Father, and He shall be to Me a Son…and your house and your kingdom 

shall be made sure forever before Me.  Your throne shall be established 

forever.”

So the disciples were correct in their understanding, but they were incorrect in 

their focus.  They were curious about the time it would happen.  And so Jesus 

doesn’t rebuke them for their question.  Rather, He redirects them in their focus.  

Verse 7 says:

“He said to them, ‘It is not for you to know times or seasons that the Father has 

fixed by His own authority.”

Instead of being distracted with the future, He wants them to be diligent in the 

present.  Instead of being preoccupied with the future, He wants them to be 

engaged in a mission.  

Receiving strength

Jesus said, “But you will receive power.”  The word ‘power’ is the word ‘dunamis’ 

which is where we get our word ‘dynamite’ from.  It refers to ability or capacity; it 

suggests being able or being capable of something.  



One language scholar has said that the ability or capability in question depends 

upon the context.  If the task is to lift a heavy weight, the ‘ability’ is physical 

strength.  If the task is to defeat an army, the ‘capacity’ is that of a seasoned 

general.  If you notice, Christ’s promise there in verse 8 leaves the word 

‘dunamis’ indefinite.  In other words, whatever is required, we will receive the 

power to do what God asks.  It is an explosive power that yields results.  It is a 

power to effect lasting change and not just noise.

Last summer, we took a bunch of kids from our children’s ministry to a camp up 

in the mountains of Virginia.  We went over the week of July 4.  One of the 

activities we had planned involved a fireworks display on the last night we were 

there.  Mark Loy was responsible for securing our fire power.  Let’s just suffice it 

to say that he went down south and got the good stuff…so good that we 

discovered if we set them off, we’d be in violation of Virginia state law.  So we 

had to settle for a firecracker show instead.

When Jesus outlines the mission for His disciples, He tells them that they will be 

supplied with power.  However, it will be an explosive power that will effect real 

and lasting change.  He arms them with dynamite, not firecrackers.  When the 

church loses its focus and places its confidence in everything else but the Spirit’s 

power, it is like relying upon firecrackers to blast away at a mountain. 

D.L. Moody—“You might as well try to see without eyes, hear without ears, 

breathe without lungs, as to try to live the Christian life without the Holy Spirit.” 

We need the filling and empowering of the Spirit every bit as much as they did to 

do the work Christ has given us.  We would we have any less need for the Spirit 

today?



In a sermon from this passage, John Piper tells a story about A.T. Pierson, a 

Presbyterian minister who was responsible for sounding the trumpet that started 

Student Volunteer Movement in missions a hundred years ago.  In 1882, he 

wrote in the Missionary Review that three things were needed to finish the Great 

Commission and evangelize the world:

• the whole church needed to be involved

• evangelistic zeal was needed in the lives of believers

• an immersion in the power of the Holy Spirit was needed

A.T. Pierson—“To do this work in twenty years, we must get more gospel, more 

vitality…The church has money, brains, organizations, rivers of prayer and 

oceans of sermons, but she lacks in power.

Becoming witnesses

Jesus said, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and 

you will be My witnesses.”  That means the direct result of the Spirit’s power and 

presence in their lives would involve them being witnesses for Christ.  The two 

statements are linked together.  The Spirit will be given to empower them for the 

mission.  The power of the Holy Spirit would set them apart as Christ’s witnesses.

“Witness”—Greek word is ‘martys’ and was a legal term describing one who 

testified in court about something he or she had personally seen

It is a key word in Acts, used 29 times as a verb or a noun.

The emphasis is on who the person is more so than what that person does.  We 

think of witness only in its verb form.  We witness because we are witnesses!  

The main job of a witness is to tell people what has already been done.



Engaging the world 

He says, “…and you will be My witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”  The plan involves receiving strength 

through the Spirit in order to serve as a witness for Christ who engages the 

whole world for Christ.  

Charles Spurgeon—“If Jesus is precious to you, you will not be able to keep 

your good news to yourself; you will be whispering it into your child’s ear; you will 

be telling it to your husband; you will be earnestly imparting it to your friend; 

without the charms of eloquence you will be more than eloquent; your heart will 

speak, and your eyes will flash as you talk of His sweet love.  Every Christian 

here is either a missionary or an imposter.  You either try to spread abroad the 

kingdom of Christ, or else you do not love Him at all.  It cannot be that there is a 

high appreciation of Jesus and a totally silent tongue about Him…If you really 

know Christ, you are like one that has found honey; you will call others to taste of 

its sweetness; you are like the beggar who has discovered an endless supply of 

food: you must go tell the hungry crowd that you have found Jesus, and you are 

anxious that they should find Him too.”  

God has an agenda for the church.  He has a plan for world evangelization.  We 

are a part of His plan.  Just like these disciples, we don’t know when the kingdom 

will come.  It is not for us to know.  What is important for us is the mission.

There is no plan-B.  The church of the Lord Jesus Christ is God’s plan-A for 

reaching the world with the good news of salvation.  Yet we will never advance 

the healing power of the gospel if we stay away from those infected with sin.  We 

must reach out and touch the lives of others with the gospel.

John 20:21—“As the Father sent Me, so also I am sending you.”



The Father sent the Son on a mission that involved Him taking on flesh and 

blood in order to come to where we are.  Now, Jesus sends His own church to do 

the same thing as He works in us through His Spirit.

Charles Swindoll—“It’s not theoretical truth floating around on the pages of 

books that saves people.  It’s one life affecting another.” 


