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How We Fit Into God’s Plan:

Embracing Our Purpose in Life
A Study of Acts 1:4-11
Characteristic of Completeness:  Church
Big Idea:  We’re Witnesses, not Customers.
Related Scriptures:  Acts 3:14-15; 5:30-32; 10:39; Luke 12:11-12; John 15:26-27; 1 Peter 3:15; John 9:25; 4:29; 12:17
Introduction:

A.
If you were to ask followers of Jesus Christ what their purpose in life is supposed to be, I suspect many if not most would be in the biblical ballpark.  The Bible says that one of our main purposes is to tell other people about Jesus.  The last words of Jesus recorded in the Bible give us the big assignment.  These last words are recorded in Acts 1:8.  There, Jesus says,
NKJ Acts 1:8 “. . . you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”
These words are not just a prediction of what will happen; they are a mandate of what must happen.  Our mandate from God is to be witnesses to Christ.  That is, we are to tell other people about Jesus.  We are called to testify on His behalf.  To be a witness is central to our mission in life.
B.
This is probably not news to many of you.
1.
We talk about this idea of witnessing when we gather as a church.  Many churches have the idea incorporated right into their mission statement.  We do.  Our mission is to love God in a way that reaches another generation.  To reach another generation certainly involves witnessing to them about Jesus.
2.
If you look in the Bible at the activity of the early church in history, the conclusion that we Christians are to be witnesses is inescapable.
a.
Very shortly after the birth of the first church ever, the Apostle Peter addresses a group of people in Jerusalem—people who, just weeks earlier, had called for both the release of a convicted murderer named Barabbas, and for the crucifixion of Jesus the Christ.  Peter says to the people in Acts 3:14-15,
NKJ Acts 3:14 “But you denied the Holy One and the Just, and asked for a murderer to be granted to you, 15 and killed the Prince of life, whom God raised from the dead, of which we are witnesses.”
We are witnesses.
b.
Later, when the apostles are brought before the Jewish high priest and the council of Jewish religious leaders and commanded to stop talking about Jesus, the apostles explain that they can’t stop being witnesses.  In Acts 5:30-32, they say,

NKJ Acts 5:30 “The God of our fathers raised up Jesus whom you murdered by hanging on a tree. 31 Him God has exalted to His right hand to be Prince and Savior, to give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins. 32 And we are His witnesses to these things . . .”
We are witnesses.

c.
Later, at the home of a Roman officer named Cornelius, Peter again testifies about Jesus.  In Acts 10:39 Peter says,
NKJ Acts 10:39 “And we are witnesses of all things which He did both in the land of the Jews and in Jerusalem, whom they killed by hanging on a tree.

We are witnesses.  Whether in public, or before the authorities, or in a home, we are witnesses.
C.
This raises an important question for those of us who consider ourselves to be Christ followers today:  Would anyone conclude that we are witnesses based on how we’re living right now?  Would an audit of your life confirm that being a witness is a top priority for you?  Do you live to be a witness for Jesus?  Does that purpose drive your life?
I don’t know about you, but I’m sobered by the questions.  And I’m disappointed in the answers.  I fall short—somewhere between considerably and miserably.  If you’re feeling the same way, my goal is not to beat you up this morning.  I want to build you up.  I want to help you think about Christ’s church in fresh, biblical, first-century way.
The church is our key characteristic this morning.  Let me explain what I mean.  If you look on the back of the sermon outline in your bulletin, you’ll see a listing of 31 biblical characteristics of a person who is complete in Christ.  It’s a summary of what we want to become around here:  Complete in Christ.  Every Sunday, we highlight one of the characteristics for study in an attempt to build that into our lives.  In fact, over the next year, we’ll be covering every one of these characteristics at least once.  Today, I’m trying to refresh and build your belief in the church and your role in it.

D.
I suspect that many Christians in America think about church the wrong way.  I say this because I myself have a tendency to get confused or forgetful about the church.  And I figure, if it’s easy for me to get off track in my thinking, maybe it is for you, too.

Our culture does not serve us well in this regard.  In America, we’re consumers.  Not many of us grow our own food in the garden or on the ranch.  Not many of us weave our own clothing from the sheep wool in our pasture or the cotton in our field.  No.  We shop.  We earn money, and we use the money to buy what we need.  We shop for the best deal on the things that best meet our needs.
I believe this consumer mentality seeps into our view of the church.  We think the church is someplace we go.  On Sunday we go to church.  Then we go eat.  Then maybe we go to the movies.  At some point, we probably shopped for a church.  Maybe you’re shopping right now.  We want to find a church that’s right for us—one that meets our needs best.  So, we go to church to get our needs met.  We go to be inspired, encouraged, taught, refreshed.  This is all good.  And it’s a lie.  It’s a really good lie.
Really good lies contain some truth.  It’s the grain of truth that entices us to swallow the lie.  It is true that God can and does meet our needs through the church.  And it’s not bad to try to find a church that meets your needs.  But the primary purpose of the church is not to meet our needs.  Jesus did not say, “and you shall be My customers.”  He said, “you shall be My witnesses.”  Jesus did not say, “go to church.”  He said, “go to the end of the earth to be a witness for Me.”  In fact, no believer in the first-century ever went to church.  There was no place to go.  There were no church buildings.  No pews.  No pulpits.  No baptismals.  No church architecture.  We concocted all this stuff much later in history and came to call it “church.”  But in the Bible, the church is just people—people Jesus had called out from the rest to be His witnesses.  In fact, the biblical word “church” comes from the Greek word ecclesia, which simply means “called out ones.”  Believers are called out by God to be witnesses for Him.  So, we as believers don’t really go to church; we are the church.  We’re witnesses, not customers.  That’s the big idea of this message:  We’re witnesses, not customers.
The difference in perspective between a customer and a witness is huge.  The customer thinks, “I go to church; therefore, I am better off.”  This is true.  There is a sense in which we are indeed better off for being fully involved in God’s church.  But notice the focus of the customer.  It’s on himself and how his needs are met.

In contrast, the witness thinks, “I am the church; therefore, I better witness.”  The witness focuses on his mission to testify, by word and deed, of the greatness of Jesus Christ.

The customer keeps asking, “What do I get?”  The witness keeps asking, “What’s God’s goal?”

The customer focuses on his rights as a consumer.  The witness focuses on his responsibilities as a missionary.

The customer views church involvement as another in a list of activities to be managed.  The witness views the church as his mission to be accomplished.

The customer views church as a vendor that dispenses religious services, and he’s on a kind of shopping spree to pick and choose the people and programs of the church that serve him best.  The witness views the church as a mission, and lives in community with other believers who are helping each other, encouraging each other, equipping each other to witness.
E.
The customer mentality is not new and it’s not even uniquely American, although we are particularly good at it.  Even the apostles in the very presence of the resurrected Christ struggled with a customer mentality.  I’m comforted by this.  Maybe there’s hope for me after all, in spite of my own struggles.

Let me show you.  Last week we began a study in the book of Acts.  It’s the sequel to the gospel written by Luke.  The first part of Acts is a recap of key events in the life of Jesus and His apostles.  We are told that Jesus chose His apostles—the guys who would be His closest followers and who would eventually serve as the foundation of the church.  Then, Jesus was crucified on a cross.  Then, Jesus rose from the dead and appeared, in person, to His apostles, teaching them about the kingdom of God.
That brings us to Acts 1:4-11.  That’s our text for study this morning.  It’s a revealing exchange among Jesus, His apostles, and a couple of guys in white clothes.  Let me read it one time through, then I’ll go back and draw from it some ideas about how we act like customers, and how we can be witnesses.
NKJ Acts 1:4 And being assembled together with them, He commanded them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for the Promise of the Father, “which,” He said, “you have heard from Me; 5 “for John truly baptized with water, but you shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” 6 Therefore, when they had come together, they asked Him, saying, “Lord, will You at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” 7 And He said to them, “It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has put in His own authority. 8 “But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” 9 Now when He had spoken these things, while they watched, He was taken up, and a cloud received Him out of their sight. 10 And while they looked steadfastly toward heaven as He went up, behold, two men stood by them in white apparel, 11 who also said, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand gazing up into heaven? This same Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will so come in like manner as you saw Him go into heaven.”
I.
From this text, let’s consider first of all, how the apostles acted like customers, and how we often act the same way.
A.
According to our text, Jesus is hanging out with apostles after His resurrection, and He tells them to stick around in Jerusalem until He sends the Holy Spirit with Whom they will be baptized in just a few days.  I’m guessing that they don’t fully understand this.  But Jesus had been talking about the kingdom of God.  And the Old Testament speaks of a return of the Christ to earth to establish His kingdom, and it is associated with the Spirit of God.  The establishment of this kingdom is described as wonderful for God’s people.  For example, hundreds of years earlier, the prophet Isaiah, in Isaiah 32:15-18, had prophesied about a wonderful future time when . . .

NKJ Isaiah 32:15 . . . the Spirit is poured upon us from on high, And the wilderness becomes a fruitful field, And the fruitful field is counted as a forest. 16 Then justice will dwell in the wilderness, And righteousness remain in the fruitful field. 17 The work of righteousness will be peace, And the effect of righteousness, quietness and assurance forever. 18 My people will dwell in a peaceful habitation, In secure dwellings, and in quiet resting places,

Who wouldn’t look forward to a time like that?  Justice.  Righteousness.  Fruitfulness.  Peaceful habitation.  Secure dwellings.  Quiet resting places.  What a pleasant contrast to what the apostles then faced in Jerusalem.  They faced oppression from the Roman government.  They faced ostracism from their own Jewish culture.
With this in mind, it is perfectly natural for the apostles to wonder if the resurrection of Christ and His appearance to them and the coming Spirit will inaugurate the kingdom that Isaiah predicted.  So, Acts 1:6 says,
NKJ Acts 1:6 Therefore, when they had come together, they asked Him, saying, “Lord, will You at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?”
Was it wrong for the apostles to ask this question?  It’s hard for me to fault them; I probably would have asked it.  Were the apostles incorrect in thinking that the Lord will one day restore the kingdom as the Old Testament predicts?  No.  Jesus doesn’t correct their theology.
I do suspect, however, that the question betrays a kind of customer mentality.  This is the kind of question that would be uppermost in a customer’s mind.  “Jesus, are You going to fix my life now?  Are You finally bringing the good stuff?  Is this when You’re going to make my life easier?  At last, are You going to take away my hardship and pain and put me on easy street?”

Jesus turns the tables on His apostles.  He breaks their paradigm.  They ask, “Is it party time?”  Jesus says, “No, it’s witness time.”  Beginning in Verse 7, Jesus says,
NKJ Acts 1:7 . . . “It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has put in His own authority. 8 But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”
Jesus says that the time when He is going to restore the kingdom has not yet come, and He’s not saying when it will.  It’s not for us to know because He doesn’t want that to be our focus.  Right now, He wants our focus to be on witnessing for Him.
Will Jesus meet our needs right now?  Absolutely.  He says we’ll receive power from the Holy Spirit.  It’s the power to do His work.  It’s the power to be His witnesses.  We have everything we need to do what He wants.
Will Jesus make our lives easier?  Will He fix everything in our lives?  Will He make all the pain and hardship go away?  Not yet.  We have a job to do.  It’s a challenging job.  To be His witnesses.  There will be hardship.  There will be persecution; Christ guarantees it.  Ask the apostles if it’s easy.  History tells us that all but one were martyred for being witnesses.  And the exception, John, died in exile.  It is perhaps no coincidence that the Greek word for “witness” is the same root word for “martyr.”  Most of us will not have to die for our faith.  But we’ll all have to die to our own selfish demands for comfort and pain relief in order to be witnesses.  We’re witnesses, not customers.
B.
Our story continues in Verse 9:
NKJ Acts 1:9  Now when He had spoken these things, while they watched, He was taken up, and a cloud received Him out of their sight.
That would have been something to behold!  It seems to me that this miraculous ascension serves as a kind of exclamation point on the command to be witnesses.  If the ascension is an exclamation point, then the subsequent appearance of two angels in white clothing provides an important “PS” to the command.  Verse 10 picks up the story.
NKJ Acts 1:10 And while they looked steadfastly toward heaven as He went up, behold, two men stood by them in white apparel, 11 who also said, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand gazing up into heaven? This same Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will so come in like manner as you saw Him go into heaven.”

I believe this is an assurance and a nudge.  The assurance is that Jesus is coming back to claim His right to rule and to establish His kingdom, just as Isaiah prophesied.

The nudge comes in the form of a question:  “Men of Galilee, why do you stand gazing into heaven?”  It almost sounds like the question is a mild rebuke.  Was it wrong to gaze?  The original language describes the apostles as being locked onto the ascending Jesus, almost mesmerized.  I don’t blame them.  I would have stared, too.  But, the angels seem to be encouraging them to refocus.  I don’t think it’s too big of a stretch to suggest that the angels were encouraging the apostles to refocus from “there He goes” to “here we go.”  We’ve got a job to do.  Stop gazing and go.  Prepare to witness.  We’re witnesses, not customers.
C.
As I look at my own life, I struggle with a customer mentality in a number of ways.  They’re just modern variations of the apostles’ struggle.
1.
Many of you know that I was in business for about 15 years before becoming a professional God guy.  During that time in my life, I often found myself chasing a certain lifestyle.  I was climbing the ladder professionally and financially.  It was easy to view church as just a place to go to get refreshed and recharged so I could make another run at climbing the ladder in the coming week.  I didn’t quite get that I’m a witness, not a customer.
2.
I’m a pastor now, and I still struggle.  I don’t struggle so much with climbing the ladder professionally or financially anymore.  I struggle in a way that is more socially acceptable within the Christian subculture.  Sometimes I catch myself drifting into a lifestyle that insulates me from the world to which I must be a witness.  I’m content to curl up with Christian books and hang out with Christian friends and enjoy Christian worship and linger in my devotional time with the Lord.  These are good things.  Who’s going to criticize me for that?  God might, if I’m doing all these things to the exclusion of being a witness.  You see, we’re witnesses, not customers.
II.
You say, “Okay, okay.  I get the idea.  I need to be a witness.  How am I supposed to do that?  Is this where you tell me to stand on a street corner and preach at people?  Is this where you tell me to pass out cheesy gospel tracts in my neighborhood?  Is this where you train me to be an obnoxious Christian everybody avoids?”
No.  Let me draw a few very simple points from our text with respect to how we can be witnesses.

A.
First, we must rely on the Holy Spirit.  We must wait for the Holy Spirit to guide us in our witnessing.  Acts 1:4 says,
NKJ Acts 1:4 And being assembled together with them, He commanded them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait . . .
What were they to wait for?  The coming of the Holy Spirit.  Why wait?  Because the Holy Spirit provides them and us with the power to be witnesses.  Jesus says in Verse 8,

NKJ Acts 1:8 “But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you . . .”
1.
How does the Holy Spirit empower us when we witness?  He provides the power for a number of things.
a.
The Holy Spirit tells us when to speak up and what to say, particularly in the face of unbelievers who may be antagonistic.  Jesus says to His disciples in Luke 12:11-12,
NKJ Luke 12:11 “Now when they bring you to the synagogues and magistrates and authorities, do not worry about how or what you should answer, or what you should say. 12 For the Holy Spirit will teach you in that very hour what you ought to say.”
So, the Holy Spirit will actually help us say what we need to say when we need to say it.  We don’t need to figure out a script beforehand.  This is not a prohibition against studying the Bible or thinking through your faith.  This is simply an encouragement not to worry about scripting out and reciting a one-size-fits-all response to every person and situation you face.

When I was an upperclassmen in college, I remember being approached by a Christian who wanted to tell me about Jesus by walking me through one of those gospel tracts.  Nothing wrong with that.  But when I tried to explain to him that I had already trusted Christ, he wouldn’t listen to me, and he insisted on finishing his script.  I found it to be weird and disrespectful.  I felt like he was not as interested in me as he was in getting through his script.
b.
The Holy Spirit also works on the person to whom we witness.  We don’t need to try to change anybody’s mind about Jesus.  We’re just witnesses.  We just tell what we know with gentleness and humility, and let the Holy Spirit do the convincing.  Jesus says, in John 15:26-27,
NKJ John 15:26 “But when the Helper comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who proceeds from the Father, He will testify of Me. 27 And you also will bear witness . . .”

Notice Jesus says, “He [the Holy Spirit] will testify of Me.”  That means the Holy Spirit will bring conviction to unbelievers concerning Christ.  That’s His job, not ours.  Our success in witnessing is not gauged by the response we get, because we don’t control the response.  That’s up to the Holy Spirit and the other person.
I can stand before you this morning and say something very simple:  “By His death and resurrection, Jesus Christ promises eternal life to all who simply believe Him for it.”  And the Holy Spirit can take this good news and melt the hearts of unbelievers who are ready to receive it.  The Holy Spirit makes it happen, not me.
2.
Well, how do we tap this power of the Holy Spirit in witnessing?  I think the main thing is to be willing.  To be willing to witness whenever the Holy Spirit prompts you to.  In 1 Peter 3:15, it says,
NKJ 1 Peter 3:15 . . . always be ready to give a defense to everyone who asks you a reason for the hope that is in you, with meekness and fear;

I take it that to “be ready” does not mean that you must have a script; otherwise, this would contradict Jesus’ admonition not to worry about having one.  So, to be ready must mean to be open, to be available, and to be willing to give a defense whenever you are called upon to do it.

How do you do that?  One way would be to start your day by saying something like this to God:  “Lord, I am willing to be Your witness today.  Show me when and where and how.  I’m available.  I will do it.”
Notice also that the witnessing is to be done with meekness and fear.  That means we are to be humble and respectful, not self-righteous and condescending.
Some of you know that my wife has been attending ASU West.  She reports that some of the most obnoxious students in her classes have been tactless Christians who think they’re taking a stand for Jesus, but come off like self-righteous, condescending moralists.  In contrast, Cathy has tried to be gentle and tactful.  As a result, one of her professors approached her individually, asking about why Cathy is different from the rest.  She was ready.  Cathy spoke of her faith in Jesus, and in the course of their conversation, Cathy said, “If Jesus is not God, then He is not good, because no good man would claim to be God if he is not.”  The Holy Spirit seemed to use those simple words to pierce the heart of this professor.  The professor seemed stunned, and asked Cathy to repeat what she said.  He said he had never heard that idea before.  Tears seemed to well in his eyes.  He said he would have to think more about this idea of Jesus.  
B.
Where would might you look for opportunities?  Our text suggests that we should begin where we are.  Look first for opportunities right under your nose.  Jesus says in Acts 1:8,
NKJ Acts 1:8 “. . . you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”
Jesus is presenting a geographical order of things here.  It’s like a drop of water in a pond that first makes a splash at one point and then the ripples emanate outward.  Home base was Jerusalem.  They were to first be witnesses there.  Judea was then a little farther out.  Samaria was farther still.  And, of course, the end of the earth is about as far as you can go.

Where is your Jerusalem?  It could be your home, your neighborhood, or your work.  Chances are there are people there who have never trusted Jesus Christ as their Savior.  Start there.  Ask the Lord to give you an opportunity right where you are.

Going to the end of the earth is a good thing, but we don’t need to go far to find people who are unbelievers.  Did you know that the unchurched population of the United States now constitutes the largest mission field in the English-speaking world?  And it’s the fifth largest mission field globally, regardless of language (Clegg and Bird, Lost in America, quoted by Kimball in The Emerging Church, 14).
C.
If you’re like most, you worry about not having enough knowledge of Jesus to witness effectively.  You worry about looking like an idiot.  I’m here to tell you that knowledge doesn’t help.  I worry about looking like an idiot just as much now as I did before I went to seminary.  Knowledge didn’t help me worry less.
I think the worry stems in part from thinking we have to do more than we really need to.  All Jesus is calling us to do is to be witnesses to what we know about Him.

1.
Jesus healed a blind man.  When the man was asked a theological question—whether or not Jesus was a sinner—the man replied,

NKJ John 9:25 . . . “Whether He is a sinner or not I do not know. One thing I know: that though I was blind, now I see.”
He simply told about what Jesus had done for him.  Nothing more.

2.
When Jesus spoke with a Samaritan woman at a well, she went home and bore witness.  John 4:29 says,

NKJ John 4:39 And many of the Samaritans of that city believed in Him because of the word of the woman who testified, “He told me all that I ever did.”
She simply told about what Jesus had done for her.  Nothing more.

3.
When Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, those who saw it bore witness.  John 12:17 says,

NKJ John 12:17 Therefore the people, who were with Him when He called Lazarus out of his tomb and raised him from the dead, bore witness.

The people simply told about what Jesus had done for their friend.  Nothing more.

Tell me, what do you know about Jesus?  What has He done for you?  Has He forgiven your sins?  Has He given you eternal life?  Has He given you assurance?  Has He brought meaning to your life?  Has He provided what you need?  Has He granted you the strength to hang on?  Has He brought a peace in the midst of hardship?  What do you know about Jesus?
The angels tell us,

NKJ Acts 1:11b This same Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will so come in like manner as you saw Him go into heaven.”
Jesus Christ our Lord is coming again.  What will you say, when He asks, “How have you been a witness for Me?”
We’re witnesses, not customers.
Message by Bob Kerrey, Moon Valley Bible Church, 2004-08-22
Message by Bob Kerrey, Moon Valley Bible Church, 2004-08-22

