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How We Fit Into God’s Plan:

Preparing to Pursue Our Purpose
A Study of Acts 1:12-26
Characteristic of Completeness:  Prayer
Big Idea:  Wait for the serve and play it as it comes.
Related Scriptures:  Psalm 27:14; Acts 1:4, 8; Matthew 16:18; 1 Peter 3:15, 7; Psalm 69:25; 109:8; Luke 24:51-53; Mark 3:9
Introduction:

A.
In the Olympics last week, Misty May and Kerri Walsh won the gold metal in women’s beach volleyball for the United States.  I don’t know much about beach volleyball, but it’s fun to watch.  There’s the serving and digging and celebrating points won.  But the part that intrigued me most was the waiting.  It’s the part of the game when they’re standing there waiting to receive the serve.  They have an idea where the ball might go, but they’re not sure, so they try to be ready for anything.  Will it be a floater or a hard jump serve?  Who should take it?  Will it be in or out?
The waiting intrigues me because waiting is what God often asks His followers to do.  Back in the Old Testament, the psalmist calls us to wait.  Psalm 27:14 says,
NKJ Psalm 27:14 Wait on the LORD; Be of good courage, And He shall strengthen your heart; Wait, I say, on the LORD!

Over in the New Testament, there’s more waiting.  James 5:7 tells us to wait for the second coming of the Lord, saying,
NKJ James 5:7 Therefore be patient, brethren, until the coming of the Lord. See how the farmer waits for the precious fruit of the earth, waiting patiently for it until it receives the early and latter rain.

And we’ve been working our way through the first chapter of Acts, and there, Jesus tells His apostles to wait.  You may recall that Jesus had risen from the dead and appeared in person to His followers.  Just before Jesus finally ascended to heaven, He gave His followers two commands.  In Acts 1:4, it says
NKJ Acts 1:4 . . . He commanded them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for the Promise of the Father . . .
Jesus was referring to the promise of God the Father to give His people the Holy Spirit to permanently dwell inside them.  Previously, the Holy Spirit had certainly empowered certain people to do extraordinary things, but the Holy Spirit had never before come to take up permanent residence in the hearts of all God’s people.  Jesus was commanding His apostles to wait in Jerusalem for the coming of the Holy Spirit.

Then, in Acts 1:8, Jesus says, 

NKJ Acts 1:8 “But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me . . .”
We talked about this last week.  Christ followers then and now are to be witnesses.  We are to tell people, by word and deed, the great things Jesus has done for us.  That’s our commission.  That’s our job as followers of Christ, and the Holy Spirit gives us the power to do it.
But Jesus said to wait.  And the apostles ended up waiting ten days for the Holy Spirit to come.

B.
Which raises the question:  Why wait?  Why not just get the show on the road?  Nobody likes to wait.
I suspect Jesus had them wait ten days to demonstrate some things that are true.  You see, God, in the person of the Holy Spirit, is in charge of witnessing.  He provides the power.  He provides the direction.  He provides the opportunities.  Remember, in Matthew 16:18, Jesus said, 
NKJ Matthew 16:18 “. . . I will build My church . . .” [Emphasis mine]
He didn’t say “You will build it.”  It’s not by our own power or our own wisdom or our own initiative that we are to be witnesses. Our job is mostly to be prepared, to be ready, to be alert, to be willing, to be available, to look for the opportunity to be a witness whenever and wherever the Holy Spirit prompts us to.
In 1 Peter 3:15, we are told,
NKJ 1 Peter 3:15 . . . always be ready to give a defense to everyone who asks . . .
It doesn’t say, “Always force Jesus into every conversation in the most obtrusive, awkward, embarrassing, and inappropriate way.”  No.  We’re to be ready to seize opportunities as they arise in the course and rhythm of life, as the Holy Spirit prompts and empowers.

I’m not suggesting that we Christians should do absolutely nothing until people line up at our door asking about Jesus.  Nor am I suggesting that proactive missionary efforts are misguided.  I am merely suggesting that we all need to wait on the Holy Spirit to guide and empower us in whatever we do.
If the Christian life were beach volleyball, then we Christians would be called to wait—to wait for the serve and play it as it comes.  In fact, I’m using this volleyball metaphor to convey the big idea of this message as it relates to witnessing:  Wait for the serve and play it as it comes.

Clearly, there is something active to this waiting.  It’s not just lazy waiting.  Notice May and Walsh aren’t waiting on the bench or in a stupor.  They’re in the game, and there’s a method to their waiting.  They’re focused.  They’re positioned.  They’re anticipating.  They’re eager.  They’re ready to play.
Similarly, it’s important for us to learn some things about how to wait as Christians.  It is true that none of us will wait for the Holy Spirit to come in exactly the same way as the apostles did.  The Holy Spirit has already come; we as believers already have the Holy Spirit on board with us every moment; and we have continual access to the power of the Holy Spirit.  But I believe we still have to wait—to wait for the Spirit’s lead.  The Holy Spirit is still in charge of witnessing.  He provides the power.  He provides the direction.  He provides the opportunities.  Ours is to be ready, to be prepared, to join Him in His work.
C.
But how do we do that?  What does this look like?  Since God has called us to be His witnesses, how do we prepare ourselves to pursue this commission?  How do we make ourselves ready to receive the serve?  How do we wait?
Our biblical text for study this morning is Acts 1:12-26.  It’s the historical record of what happened between the time Jesus ascended and the time the Holy Spirit descended—a period of ten days—a period of designated waiting.  As I have studied what the apostles did during this time, I noticed that they did a number of things, and that they did these things together.  It’s as if getting ready to be witnesses is a “dot com” deal—“dot com” meaning “in community.”  Whatever they did, they did “dot com,” in community with one another.
I find three things that the early followers of Jesus did that are worth imitating.  There are at least three ways to wait.  
I.
In waiting to witness, the first thing is to obey what you know together.  That is, we should do what we know to do.  Let me show you how I arrived at this.  Acts 1:12 says,
NKJ Acts 1:12 Then they [the apostles] returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem, a Sabbath day’s journey.
A.
Jesus had previously led the apostles out from Jerusalem to the vicinity of the mount called Olivet, also known as the Mount of Olives.  A Sabbath day’s journey is a little more than half a mile.  It’s the distance that Jewish tradition says one could travel on the Sabbath without breaking the command to rest on that day.  It was from there that Jesus ascended, right after he commanded them to wait in Jerusalem and to be His witnesses.
B.
The two commands to wait and to be witnesses are different.  The command to wait in Jerusalem until the Holy Spirit comes is quite clear.  It raises no particular questions about how the command is to be obeyed.  The time, the place, and the duration are specified.

But the command to witness is a little more ambiguous.  Exactly how were they supposed to witness?  To whom?  When?  How often?  One on one, or to crowds?  I suspect they didn’t have the answers to these questions.
So what did they do?  They obeyed what they knew.  They returned to Jerusalem.  But to witness, they had to wait on the Holy Spirit.  They had to wait for His power and guidance.  Here’s the principle:  In order to receive guidance and power for what we don’t know, we need to obey what we do know.  Put another way, we can’t expect the Holy Spirit to guide and empower us in that which is unclear, when we’re refusing to obey that which is quite clear.
C.
We’re faced with a similar situation.   Some of the things we are commanded to do in the Bible are clearer than others.  For example, the command to be honest with other people is pretty clear (Ephesians 4:25).  Don’t lie.  Shoot straight.  The command not to commit adultery is also relatively straightforward.  Don’t cheat.  Stick with your spouse.

Then there’s the command to be a witness.  That’s not quite as clear.  To whom do we witness?  When?  Where?  How?  We need to rely on the Holy Spirit to guide us and empower us.  But, we can’t expect Him to do it if we’re not obeying what we know.
An example comes to mind in 1 Peter 3:7 where husbands are commanded to honor their wives lest their prayers be hindered.  It says,

NKJ 1 Peter 3:7 Husbands, likewise, dwell with them with understanding, giving honor to the wife . . . that your prayers may not be hindered.

The prayers that could be hindered would certainly include prayers to help us be witnesses.  So, I think this is God’s way of saying, “Don’t expect Me to help you be My witness while you’re abusing your wife.”  Obey what you know.  That’s the first way to wait—to wait for the serve and play it as it comes.
II.
Secondly, in waiting to be a witness, we should also apply the Scriptures to our situation together.  That is, we ought to wait by considering how the Word of God relates to our circumstances and act on it.  That’s what the apostles did.

A.
Our text says they returned to Jerusalem to a particular home.  Verse 13 says,
NKJ Acts 1:13 And when they had entered, they went up into the upper room where they were staying: Peter, James, John, and Andrew; Philip and Thomas; Bartholomew and Matthew; James the son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot; and Judas the son of James.
The definite article “the” suggests that this upper room is one that was well known to the apostles.  It’s is possible that this is the upper room in which Jesus shared the Passover meal with these guys on the night before He was crucified.  We don’t know for sure.  It is also quite possible that this is the room that Jesus used to teach these apostles during the 40 days after His resurrection.
Why would the apostles return together to this upper room?  Perhaps logistics were involved.  The largest rooms of homes were normally upstairs.  The honeycombed walls of the smaller rooms on the ground floor were used to support the weight of the upper rooms.  And the upper room would have afforded more privacy as well.

Beyond logistics, however, I imagine the apostles returned to this room to reflect together on what Jesus had said to them there.  We’re told in Luke 24:44 that what Jesus had talked about included an explanation the Scriptures of the Old Testament.  So the apostles were, in a sense, returning to the classroom of the Teacher to reflect on His teaching from the Scriptures.
B.
Over the course of their ten days of waiting, as they reflected on the Scriptures and what Jesus said, Peter makes a very specific application to their situation.
1.
Verse 15 says,

NKJ Acts 1:15 And in those days Peter stood up in the midst of the disciples (altogether the number of names was about a hundred and twenty), . . .
Apparently, the eleven apostles didn’t just keep to themselves in Jerusalem.  On this occasion, they gathered with over a hundred other believers.
2.
Verse 15 continues,

NKJ Acts 1:15 . . . and [Peter] said, 16 “Men and brethren, this Scripture had to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit spoke before by the mouth of David concerning Judas, who became a guide to those who arrested Jesus; 17 for he was numbered with us and obtained a part in this ministry.”

Peter is saying that some portions of the Old Testament written by David and inspired by the Holy Spirit relate to Judas Iscariot, the disciple who had previously betrayed Jesus and then killed himself.

3.
Before we find out exactly how Peter is applying Scripture to their situation, the author of Acts gives his readers a parenthetical comment about Judas in Verses 18 and 19.  He says,
NKJ Acts 1:18 (Now this man purchased a field with the wages of iniquity; and falling headlong, he burst open in the middle and all his entrails gushed out. 19 And it became known to all those dwelling in Jerusalem; so that field is called in their own language, Akel Dama, that is, Field of Blood.)
Besides being gross, these verses can also be a little weird and confusing.  You can use this to your advantage, however.  For example, the next time a real holier-than-thou Christian says to you something like, “My life verse is Philippians 4:13:  ‘I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.’  What’s your life verse?”  You can say with a perfectly straight face, “My life verse is Acts 1:18:  ‘Now this man purchased a field with the wages of iniquity; and falling headlong, he burst open in the middle and all his entrails gushed out.’  Thank you, Jesus!”  I’ve done this, and it can be very entertaining. (
Let me try to unravel these weird, gross verses.  You may recall that, before Christ was crucified, Judas was paid thirty pieces of silver by the Jewish priests to betray Jesus.  After the betrayal, Judas felt enormously guilty.  Matthew 27:3-10 says that Judas returned the silver to the priests and then hanged himself.  But the priests could not lawfully keep the money, so they purchased a field with it, in the name of Judas.  So, in effect, Judas purchased the field indirectly.  That is what is meant by, “this man purchased a field with the wages of iniquity.”  It became known in Jerusalem as the “Field of Blood” because it was purchased with “blood money.”

We are also left to reconcile Judas falling here in Acts.  You see, back in Matthew, it says Judas hanged himself.  Is this a contradiction?  Did he fall or did he hang?  Judas may have hanged himself on a tree overhanging a cliff in the Hinnom Valley just outside Jerusalem.  Perhaps the rope or the branch to which it was tied broke, sending Judas to the rocks below.  So it is quite plausible that Judas hanged himself and he fell.  Both are true.  And both are gross.
4.
Now, in Verse 20, we return to what Peter was saying.  We see how he’s applying the Scriptures to their situation.  He says,
NKJ Acts 1:20 “For it is written in the book of Psalms: ‘Let his dwelling place be desolate, And let no one live in it’; and, ‘Let another take his office.’”
Peter is quoting two different Psalms here.  He’s quoting Psalm 69:25 and Psalm 109:8, both written by David.  These two psalms are sometimes classified as messianic psalms because they are among those that provide glimpses of various aspects of the Person and work of the Messiah long before His arrival (Oberholtzer, class notes).  Sometimes they are also classified as imprecatory psalms because they are among those that speak against enemies (Toussaint, Bible Knowledge Commentary, 356).

a.
In Psalm 69:25, David speaks of the enemies of the coming Messiah when he says,
NKJ Psalm 69:25 Let their dwelling place be desolate; Let no one live in their tents.

Peter applies this specifically to Judas, saying, “Let his dwelling place be desolate, And let no one live in it.” [Emphasis mine.]

b.
Psalm 109:8 also speaks of an unnamed enemy, saying,

NKJ Psalm 109:8 Let his days be few, And let another take his office.

Indeed, the days of Judas as an apostle were few; he died.  And Peter applies the last part to their situation:  “Let another take his office.”  In applying the Scriptures to their situation, Peter concludes that they must replace Judas with another apostle.
c.
You may be thinking, “Peter got all that from just two obscure verses in the Psalms?”  Probably not.  There were other things Jesus had said to Peter and the other apostles.  For example, Jesus said that when He returns to finally establish His kingdom and to establish His right to rule, twelve apostles will play key roles in that reign.  Matthew 19:28 says,
NKJ Matthew 19:28 So Jesus said to them, “Assuredly I say to you, that in the regeneration, when the Son of Man sits on the throne of His glory, you who have followed Me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.”
Only one problem.  There were only eleven apostles.  Judas had defected.  So, another apostle was needed.  Peter applied, in combination, the words Jesus spoke and the Psalms to conclude that they needed to replace Judas by adding the twelfth apostle.  Indeed, they would need the twelfth apostle to be effective witnesses to their fellow Jews who might see the divine connection between the twelve apostles of Christ and the twelve tribes of Israel.  I’m not just making this up.  A noted Bible scholar, Dr. Richard Longenecker, says, “The twelvefold witness was required if early Jewish Christianity was to represent itself to the Jewish nation as the culmination of Israel’s hope and the true people of Israel’s Messiah” (Longenecker, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 265).
d.
So, the eleven apostles added a twelfth.  Acts 1:21-26 records how they went about choosing Matthias.  It says,
NKJ Acts 1:21 “Therefore, of these men who have accompanied us all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us, 22 “beginning from the baptism of John to that day when He was taken up from us, one of these must become a witness with us of His resurrection.” 23 And they proposed two: Joseph called Barsabas, who was surnamed Justus, and Matthias. 24 And they prayed and said, “You, O Lord, who know the hearts of all, show which of these two You have chosen 25 to take part in this ministry and apostleship from which Judas by transgression fell, that he might go to his own place.” 26 And they cast their lots, and the lot fell on Matthias. And he was numbered with the eleven apostles.
C.
The point of all this is to show that a big part of waiting is to actively reflect on the Bible and to consider how it applies to the specific situation you face.  Apply the Scriptures together.  That’s the second way to wait—to wait for the serve and play it as it comes.
III.
The third and final way to wait is to pray single-mindedly together.  This is the point I really want to emphasize.  In fact, prayer is the key characteristic I want to encourage you to live out today.  Acts 1:14 says,
NKJ Acts 1:14  These all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication, with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with His brothers.
A.
The verse says that they were in “one accord.”  I just happen to have a photo of the “one accord” that they were in.  Here it is.  Of course, it was one of the older Accords. (
Actually, “one accord” does not refer to a Honda; it refers to a state of mind.  The Greek word used is homothumadone.  It’s a compound of two words:  Homos means “same,” and thumos means “mind.”  So to be in one accord literally means to have the same mind.  Figuratively, it means to have the same purpose, to be single-minded.
In our analogy of beach volleyball, to be in one accord means that the players are focused on a single, common goal.  They both want to win.  It does not mean that they have the same opinions about everything.  It does not mean that they have the same personality.  It does not even mean that they have the same style of play.  But the same purpose burns in each of their hearts.  And everything is subordinated to that one overriding purpose.

What common purpose burned in the hearts of the apostles?  To be a witness.  To reach another generation with the good news of Jesus Christ.  That was their commission from Jesus Himself.  And this common purpose bonded them together regardless of their background or gender.  Notice even women were involved—women who, in that culture, did not have much status or power.  Notice also that Jesus’ brothers were there—brothers who had not believed in Jesus before His resurrection.  They were all unified by one mission:  to be His witnesses.
B.
We are told that “they continued with one accord in prayer and supplication.”  Which raises the question, what did they pray about?  We’re not given a specific list of the content of their prayers, but we have some clues.
1.
If being witnesses was their common goal, then it is reasonable to expect that they would pray for help in witnessing.  The word “supplication” emphasizes personal need, and these apostles needed help in witnessing.  Asking for God’s help is the first dimension of prayer.
a.
They needed the power of the Holy Spirit, and I suspect they asked for it.  They may have recalled the words that Jesus had spoken to them as recorded in Luke 11:13:
NKJ Luke 11:13 “If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him!”
In keeping with Jesus’ words and His promise to send the Spirit, I think they prayed for the Holy Spirit to come and help.
b.
We also know that the apostles were to begin witnessing in Jerusalem.  Jerusalem was the place where the angry mob crucified Jesus just a few weeks earlier.  Jerusalem was the heart of Jewish culture—a culture that ostracized Jews who claimed that Jesus was the Messiah.  They were to witness in an environment hostile to Jesus Christ.  Proclaiming Jesus as the only way to heaven was not politically correct in Jerusalem.  They needed help.

c.
Also one glance at the list of apostles in Verse 13 reveals no one with any real clout.   They were common men.  The leaders among them were uneducated fishermen.  They needed help.
2.
Evidence suggests that the prayer of the disciples was more than just asking for things.  They also praised God as a part of their prayers.  Look with me for a moment at a parallel account of what the disciples did after Christ’s ascension.  Luke 24:51-53 says,

NKJ Luke 24:51 Now it came to pass, while He blessed them, that He was parted from them and carried up into heaven. 52 And they worshiped Him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy, 53 and were continually in the temple praising and blessing God. . . .
As part of their prayers, the apostles were praising and blessing God.  This includes the acknowledgement of God’s goodness and giving thanks for what Jesus had done for them.  I suspect they also gave thanks for the privilege of witnessing.
3.
Evidence also suggests a third dimension to their prayers.  It’s a dimension that’s easy to miss, but I think it’s very important.  Their prayer was an expression of readiness.  Notice Verse 14 says that the disciples “continued” in prayer.  The word continued comes from the Greek word, proskartereo.  It’s a compound of two words:  pros means “toward,” kartereo means “strong.”  So, literally it means “strong toward.”  When a person is in view, it means “to wait on” or “to be continually ready for someone” (Friberg).  In this dimension, prayer is an act of readiness.  Readiness to play.  Readiness to be a witness.  I can imagine the apostles praying, “Lord, we are at your disposal.  We’re ready to witness in any way you direct.  We’re just waiting to do it.”
Another place in Scripture provides a beautiful word picture of this readiness.  Early in Jesus’ ministry on earth, He would often speak on the seashore, and crowds would press against Him as He spoke.  Mark 3:9 recounts one occasion.  It says,
NKJ Mark 3:9 So He [Jesus] told His disciples that a small boat should be kept ready for Him because of the multitude, lest they should crush Him.

Jesus was saying, “I want a small boat devoted to Me.  I don’t need a large, impressive boat.  Just a small one.  To stand ready for Me to step in.  To wait and receive Me.  To be attentive to Me.  To present itself to me.  To be kept ready.  The phrase, “kept ready” is a translation of our word, proskartereo.  The followers of Jesus kept ready in prayer.  That’s what it means to wait—to wait for the serve and play it as it comes.
Conclusion:
A.
Looking back at all the ways the disciples waited, I wonder.  We have the very same commission they did:  “Be My witnesses.”  Are we ready and waiting for the Holy Spirit to lead us in witnessing?  Or, in the analogy of the boat, have we drifted?  Have the currents of busyness drawn us away from being available to witness?
In the analogy of beach volleyball, are we even in the game of witnessing?  Are we ready and waiting for a God-given opportunity to score?  Or are we just spectators—spectators who have lost sight of our reason for being?

B.
I want to go back.  I want to go back to first century and wait like they did.  I want to do it together.  I want to “continue with one accord in prayer” right now.  I want to take this opportunity to do some business with God in our upper room.  I invite you to take a deep breath and close your eyes.  I want to guide you in praying through what we have studied this morning.  I will prompt you along the way, inviting you to pray silently about certain things.  If your mind wanders and you get lost, just look up at the screen to see where we are and reconnect.  Here we go.
1.
In waiting to be a witness, are you obeying what you know?  Ask God, by His Holy Spirit, to bring to mind things you’re doing that you know you should not do.  Or perhaps things you’re not doing that you know you should.  Maybe it has to do with sexual purity, or selfishly wanting to control everything, or ignoring family priorities, or materialism, or viewing church like a customer instead of a witness.  Examine your heart before God.  Confess.  Seek forgiveness.  Repent.  Do that now.
2.
In waiting to be a witness, are you applying the Scriptures to your life?  Are you searching the Bible regularly to learn how to be a witness?  How was last week?  Last month?  When was the last time you allowed the Holy Spirit changed your mind or your behavior based on something you read in the Scriptures?  Maybe you need to do some business with God here.  Do that now.
3.
(Prayer)

a.
Now let’s ask God for some help to be His witnesses.  Be honest with Him.  Tell Him if you’re scared.  Tell Him if you feel completely inadequate.  Ask Him for help.  Ask Him to empower you by His Holy Spirit.  Do that now.
b.
Now praise God.  Thank Him for how good He’s been to you.  Praise Him for His love.  Praise Him for the sacrifice of Jesus Christ in your place and on your behalf.  Thank Him for the privilege of being His witness.  Do that now.
c.
Now finally, I invite you to tell God you’re ready and waiting.  Ask Him to give you an opportunity this week.  Ask Him to bring to mind right now someone you know who needs to hear how good Jesus has been to you.  Ask Him to help you see the opportunity.  Ask Him for the courage and power to take the opportunity.  Ask Him for the words.  Tell Him you’re ready and waiting.
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