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How We Fit Into God’s Plan:

Seizing Our Opportunity
A Study of Acts 2:1-21
Characteristic of Completeness:  Spiritual Gifts
Big Idea:  Live a life that begs for an explanation; then give it.
Related Scriptures:  Matthew 5:16; John 13:35; Galatians 5:16-23;


Luke 12:11-12; Acts 4:18
Introduction:

A.
When you get to be my age—a 40-something empty-nester—some curious things happen.  I’m not talking about the more obvious physical stuff.  I’m not talking about the focal point of my eyes moving ever forward, while my hairline is in full retreat.  I’m not talking about the migration of my torso south so that my six-pack has become a two-liter.  I’m not talking about the gradual disappearance of my backside so that someday soon I’m going to look like a bullfrog walking upright in tight jeans.
No.  I’m talking about the questions.  I keep asking myself some questions that have a similar theme.  I asked myself these questions when I was younger, but not as much as I do now.  You see, in the football game of life, you could say I’m just starting the third quarter.  And I find myself looking for a scoreboard.  What’s the score?  What do I have to show for my effort?  Are we winning?  Is my life counting for anything?  If I were removed from the game right now, would it be said that I played well?  

I’ll be honest.  Sometimes it’s not so obvious to me what the score is.  My feelings don’t help me much.  Sometimes I feel like I’m holding my own.  Other times I feel like I’m gettin’ whooped.

All the while, I’m continually drawn to look at my personal stat sheet.  It’s the stat sheet our culture provides.  On it there’s education and net worth and social status and appearance and popularity and productivity and comfort.  I confess.  The personal stat sheet is attractive to me.  After all, is there anything better than being a highly educated, independently wealthy, good-looking, well-liked person who lives a comfortable life and can point to the tangible fruits of his labor—companies founded, elections won, honors bestowed, children reared, positions held, boards chaired?  Wow.  Putting up those kinds of stats is appealing to me.
But Jesus spoils that stat sheet for me.  You see, Jesus was a washout.  He was a washout on our culture’s stat sheet.  He was not highly educated.  Not wealthy.  Not extraordinarily good-looking.  Not well-liked; He was spat upon and crucified.  His life was not comfortable; He was homeless.  He founded no companies, won no elections, received no honors, reared no children, held no significant positions, and chaired no boards.
Jesus forces me to conclude that our cultural stat sheet—the one to which I am drawn—has nothing to do with the real score in life.  Which brings me right back to those haunting questions.  What’s the real score?  What do I have to show for my effort?  Is my life counting for anything?  If I were removed from the game right now, would it be said that I played well?

B.
It all gets back to our purpose in life, doesn’t it?  For the last several Sundays, I've been trying to provide a biblical perspective on our purpose in life as believers in Jesus Christ.  You may have picked up on that.  The title of this series of studies in the book of Acts is “How We Fit Into God’s Plan.”
1.
Three weeks ago, we learned that Christ is our King.  The universe is His kingdom, and He has a right to rule.  It sort of spoils the we’re-the-captain-of-our-own-ship idea.  It’s Christ our King who determines our purpose in life.
2.
Two weeks ago, we learned what His purpose for us is.  We learned that we are witnesses, not customers.  Our King has given us our purpose.  It is to be His witnesses.  That is, to be like Jesus and to tell other people about Him.  To testify on His behalf so that others may follow Him.
3.
One week ago, we learned how to prepare to be a witness.  We learned how to wait for the Holy Spirit to empower us and lead us in witnessing.  The waiting involves obeying what we know, applying the Scriptures to our situation, and praying single-mindedly.  We pray, asking for God’s help in pursuing His purpose.  We pray, praising God for the privilege of pursuing His purpose.  And we pray, offering ourselves in readiness to pursue His purpose.
4.
What happens next?  How do we actually witness?  How do we score?  How do we execute?  How do we put some points on the board?  What does it look like?
C.
Our text for this morning provides answers to these questions.  We’re going to be studying Acts 2:1-21.  The book of Acts is the historical account of the birth of the church and its growth.  Let me give you the historical context leading up to the text we’re studying today.

Jesus had been crucified about seven weeks earlier.  He had risen from the dead and appeared to His followers over a period of 40 days, teaching them about the kingdom of God and their purpose in life.  Jesus said His followers were to be His witnesses.  That’s their purpose.  But first, He told them to return to Jerusalem and wait for the coming of the Holy Spirit.  Then Jesus ascended to heaven.

So Jesus’ followers waited.  As a part of their waiting, they obeyed what they knew, returning to Jerusalem.  As a part of their waiting, they reflected on the Scriptures and applied them to their situation, concluding that they needed to replace Judas with another apostle.  As a part of their waiting, they also prayed single-mindedly, offering themselves in readiness to be witnesses.
That brings us up to our text today.  It shows what happens when the followers of Jesus wait in readiness.  I’ve drawn four main points from the text.  The four points serve as the outline for my message.
I.
First, I want to you see that God orchestrates opportunities for us.  God is at work all around us, creating divine appointments, arranging significant moments, bringing people into our lives for us to be a witness.  When we more fully understand that God orchestrates opportunities, it encourages us to be ready, to be alert, to watch prayerfully for what God is doing.  Let’s look how God orchestrated an opportunity for His followers in Acts 2.
A.
Acts 2:1 says,
NKJ Acts 2:1 When the Day of Pentecost had fully come, they were all with one accord in one place.
1.
You may remember the term, “one accord” was used earlier in Acts.  It means to be of one mind.  Their mission to be witnesses unified them.
2.
It says they were in, “one place.”  Verse 2 tells us that they were sitting in a “house,” so this may be the same upper room where they had convened back in Chapter 1, Verse 13.  Or, perhaps they were together within a part of the temple in Jerusalem.  Sometimes the word, “house” is used in reference to the temple, and we know from Luke 24:53 that they were often together in the temple in this general time period.
3.
And it was the Day of Pentecost.  Pentecost was one of three major Jewish festivals.  Pentecost means “fifty.”  It was so named because it came on the fiftieth day after the Sabbath of the Passover.  It was also called “the Feast of Weeks,” and “the Day of Firstfruits.”  At Pentecost, devout Jews would bring the firstfruits of their agricultural harvest to the temple in Jerusalem as an act of thanksgiving to God.
B.
Verse 15 tells us that it was . . .

NKJ Acts 2:15 “. . . the third hour of the day.”

The Jewish day was considered to begin at 6:00 a.m.  So, “the third hour” would have been 9:00 a.m.  Traditionally, this was a time for prayer.  So, the disciples were probably gathered to pray at or very near the temple.
C.
Verse 5 says,
NKJ Acts 2:5 And there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men, from every nation under heaven.
There were a lot of Jews in Jerusalem from many nations because Pentecost was a pilgrimage festival.  Jews from far and wide were expected make the trip to Jerusalem to celebrate the Day.  The term, “dwelling” does not mean, “permanently residing” in this case.  It’s more like “staying,” and some Bible translations render it that way (e.g. the NIV).

Pentecost was typically more largely attended than even the Jewish Passover because it came during a season that was more favorable for traveling (Knowling, The Expositor’s Greek Testament, 73).  So, on this Day of Pentecost, there were probably more Jews in Jerusalem visiting from all over the world than at any other time of the year.
D.
Verses 9 through 11 give us an idea of just how far people had come.  It says there were . . .
NKJ Acts 2:9 “Parthians and Medes and Elamites, those dwelling in Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 10 Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya adjoining Cyrene, visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, 11 Cretans and Arabs . . .”

To translate this into modern geography, there were Jews and Gentile converts to Judaism who had came to Jerusalem from Italy, Greece, Asia Minor, Syria, Jordan, Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Libya.  They were all in Jerusalem.  The place was packed.
E.
Verse 2 says,
NKJ Acts 2:2 And suddenly there came a sound from heaven, as of a rushing mighty wind, and it filled the whole house where they were sitting.
Verse 6 continues,
NKJ Acts 2:6 And when this sound occurred, the multitude came together . . .

The Jews in Jerusalem, thousands of them, some residents, some visitors, heard the sound of something like a rushing wind and they were drawn by it to the place where the disciples were praying.
F.
Just think of it.  A small group of disciples sold out to Jesus were praying for the power and opportunity to be a witness, and God brings thousands of people from all over the world right to them.  We know there are thousands because later in Acts 2:41 we are told that 3,000 of them trusted Christ.
God doesn’t always orchestrate opportunities in the same way.  But whether the opportunities appear to be big or small, miraculous or mundane, they are all important because God orchestrates them.  Take an inventory with me for a second.  Think of this coming week.  Think of every person who will see or hear you.  At home.  In the car.  At work.  At the store.  On the phone.  At the salon.  In the restaurant.  At the fitness center.  On the plane.  On the golf course.  We tend to think that it’s all so random.  It’s not.  God is at work all around us, orchestrating opportunities.  If we’re not looking, if we’re not ready and waiting, if we think it’s all just random, we can zone out and miss opportunities.
We’ve all zoned out.  It happens to all of us.  Sometimes it’s more obvious than others.  I remember one time over ten years ago when I was just on the brink of moving from the business world into seminary, we were on vacation.  We were at a campground near Carmel, California.  It was a nice campground on a beautiful hillside overlooking a valley.  It had a pool where we were hanging out one day with our two kids.  We decided to head back to our camp when a woman about our age approached us and said, “You guys seem to be so happy and to have it all together.  What’s your secret?  What do you have that I don’t?”
That was an opportunity.  I could have said something like, “We don’t really feel like we have it all together, but we’re very thankful for what Jesus has done for us.  Can I tell you our story?”  I could have said something like that.  And you’d think I would because, after all, I was thinking of becoming a pastor.
But I missed it.  I didn’t say anything.  I just sort of shrugged, chuckled nervously, and walked away.  I choked.  In the analogy of beach volleyball, the serve came over the net right at me.  I stood motionless and let the ball bounce off my face and into the sand.  Doink.
The first thing to realize is that God orchestrates opportunities for us.  And unless we’re actively waiting and ready for them, we can easily miss them.

II.
The second thing to understand is that the Holy Spirit then enables us to do the extraordinary.  God not only provides the opportunities, he also provides the power to seize them.
A.
Verses 3 and 4 say that the Holy Spirit came upon the disciples.  It says,
NKJ Acts 2:3 Then there appeared to them divided tongues, as of fire, and one sat upon each of them. 4 And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit . . .
This is the moment for which they had been waiting.  Jesus had told them just ten days before, in Acts 1:8,
NKJ Acts 1:8 “But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you . . .”
And power is what the Holy Spirit gave them.  He gave them the power to speak in languages that were previously unknown to them.  Verse 4 says,
NKJ Acts 2:4 And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.
B.
It appears that this speaking in tongues did not involve some ecstatic utterance or heavenly prayer language.  Instead, the disciples began to speak in the native languages of the people who had gathered from all over the world.  The text, beginning in Verse 6, makes this quite clear.  It says,
NKJ Acts 2:6 And when this sound occurred, the multitude came together, and were confused, because everyone heard them speak in his own language. 7 Then they were all amazed and marveled, saying to one another, “Look, are not all these who speak Galileans? 8 And how is it that we hear, each in our own language in which we were born? . . . 11 . . . we hear them speaking in our own tongues the wonderful works of God.”

Notice in Verse 7 that some of the onlookers knew that the disciples were largely Galileans.  Galileans were known to be hicks.  They had a reputation for being uneducated, uncultured people who spoke with a funny accent (Stott, Acts, 65; Longenecker, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 272).  Galileans were considered to be the “Gomer Pyles” of that day, so it was doubly shocking to find them miraculously speaking in the many different languages of the world.  The Holy Spirit enabled them to do the extraordinary.
C.
Some of you may be thinking, “Wow.  That’s remarkable.  But nothing like that has ever happened to me.  I’m a believer, but I haven’t heard that sound like a wind from heaven; I haven’t seen the tongues of fire coming down on my head or anybody else’s; and I haven’t ever spontaneously begun to speak foreign languages I never knew before.  So, what’s wrong with me?”  Apparently the same thing that’s wrong with me.  I haven’t experienced those things either.

To put all this perspective, I am sorely tempted to try to provide a complete explanation of just how the Holy Spirit empowers believers today.  The teacher in me wants to try to thoroughly explain all the nuances and controversies associated with this passage of Scripture.  When I originally thought of this sermon back in June, I identified spiritual gifts as the key characteristic of this message.  I wanted to explain to you the historical significance of Pentecost as the birth of the church, and tell you the difference between the Spirit’s gifting and indwelling and baptizing and filling ministries—all different ways that believers receive power.  In fact, last week I wrote and rewrote hundreds of words trying to explain all this.  And then I chucked them all.

I realized that, for the purposes of our discussion, the only thing you really need to know is this:  When we’re ready and waiting for God to use us as His witnesses, He’ll enable us to do the extraordinary.  By “extraordinary” I simply mean that the Holy Spirit will enable us to do what we could not otherwise do.  It may not involve the sound of a rushing wind.  It may not involve things that look like tongues of fire.  It may not involve speaking in languages we didn’t know before.  It may not be what others would consider to be miraculous.  But the work of the Holy Spirit in every yielded believer is still extraordinary.
1.
For example, when we’re ready and waiting for God to use us as His witnesses, the Holy Spirit works in us, enabling extraordinary changes in our character.  We become more and more like Jesus.  We bear His image.  Scripture speaks of these kinds of extraordinary character changes as “the fruit of the Spirit” (Galatians 5:16-23).  Scripture speaks of such people as “full of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 6:3).
2.
And when we’re ready and waiting for God to use us as His witnesses, the Holy Spirit also works through us to reach other people.  The Holy Spirit gives us special abilities in specific moments to be witnesses.  Jesus says the Holy Spirit teaches us what to say (Luke 12:11-12).  Those who speak boldly in the Scriptures are sometimes said to be “filled with the Holy Spirit” (e.g. Acts 4:18).  It’s a way of saying the Holy Spirit enabled them to do the extraordinary.
III.
This raises an important question.  Are you living an extraordinary life?  How do you know?  Where’s the evidence?  Our text suggests one way we can tell if we’re living an extraordinary life.  It constitutes the third main point of my message.  Here it is:  When we live extraordinary lives, the world begs for an explanation.  When we allow the Holy Spirit to do extraordinary things in and through us, the world notices and wants to know what’s going on. 
A.
Look with me at how the community responded to the extraordinary things the Holy Spirit was doing in the through the lives of the disciples in Jerusalem.  Acts 2:12-13 says of the onlookers,
NKJ Acts 2:12 So they were all amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, “Whatever could this mean?” 13 Others mocking said, “They are full of new wine.”

The onlookers were begging for an explanation.  They were amazed.  They were perplexed.  These are strong words, indicating that the community was at a complete loss to explain what was happening in the lives of these believers.  There was no natural explanation.  Those with softer hearts asked, “Whatever could this mean?”  Those with harder hearts mocked and made fun:  “They’re just drunk.”  The hard-hearted mockers tried to give a lame natural explanation for that which was clearly supernatural.  Deep down, I believe that even the mockers were amazed.  They nervously tried to cover it with mockery.
B.
This brings us to the big idea of my message this morning.  Here it is.  Live a life that begs for an explanation.  We are to live lives so extraordinary, so Christ-like that they beg for an explanation.
C.
In light of this big idea, I wonder.  What kind of response do our lives elicit from our community?  Are they amazed?  Are they begging for an explanation?  In Matthew 5:16 Jesus said,
NKJ Matthew 5:16 “Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven.”
Are our neighbors begging for an explanation of our extraordinary light?  Do they even see our light?

In John 13:35 Jesus said,

NKJ John 13:35 “By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”
Do our neighbors know that something extraordinary is going on with us?  Are our neighbors begging for an explanation of our extraordinary love for one another?
Let me be frank.  The evidence as it relates to the American church is not that encouraging.
1.
Recent research conducted by George Barna indicates that Christians in America are living lives that are not extraordinary.  He says, “In aspects of lifestyle where Christians can have their greatest impact on the lives of non-Christians, there are no visible differences between the two segments” (Barna, quoted by Lewis in The Church of Irresistible Influence, 24).  Uugh.
2.
Why is there no difference?  Why are we so lukewarm, so powerless, so unextraordinary?  I believe one observer hit the nail on the head when he said, “The average evangelical church in North America exists for itself.  Churches are preoccupied with themselves, their routines, facilities, and filling their buildings for performances” (Hull, quoted by Lewis, 30).  Ouch.

That’s another way of saying that we’re pursuing our own agenda, not God’s.  But God does not empower the pursuit of any agenda but His own.  And His agenda is for us to be His witnesses.  If we are not waiting and ready to be God’s witnesses, we cannot expect Him to empower us to live extraordinary lives.
When we are waiting and ready to be God’s witnesses, the Holy Spirit does extraordinary things in us and through us.  And when we live extraordinary lives, the world begs for an explanation.
IV.
This raises another question.  What do we do when the world begs for an explanation?  It’s pretty simple.  We give it.  That’s the fourth and final point of my message:  We boldly seize the opportunity to witness.  We seize the moment.

In light of this, I think we ought go back to our big idea and add something important.  Live a life that begs for an explanation; then give it.
A.
In our text, thousands of on looking Jews were begging for an explanation.  I want to zoom in the lens on the Apostle Peter for a moment.  How would you feel if you were in his sandals?  This was clearly an opportunity.  But it was a daunting one.  Let’s just imagine what Peter might have been thinking to himself.
1.
“Wow.  Look at the crowd.  They’re all staring at us.  Sort of reminds me of just seven weeks ago when Jerusalem was packed for the other Jewish pilgrimage festival:  the Passover.  The crowd was focused then, too.  Focused on seeing to it that Jesus was crucified.  Jerusalem is not a friendly place for Christ followers.  God, I’m scared, but I’m willing to be Your witness.  What do I do now?”
2.
“I heard some of the people identify us as Galileans.  They think we’re stupid.  I am just a fisherman.  I’m not educated.  I’m not a public speaker.  I don’t know exactly what to say.  God, I can’t convince these people to believe in Jesus, but I’m willing to be Your witness.  What do I do now?”

3.
“This isn’t the first time I’ve been identified as a Galilean.  In the courtyard where I was warming my hands that night when Jesus was apprehended and on trial, I remember some guy accusing me of being a Christ follower.  He said, 
NKJ Mark 14:70 . . . “Surely you are one of them; for you are a Galilean, and your speech shows it.”

And I denied Jesus.  I . . .
NKJ Mark 14:71 . . . began to curse and swear, “I do not know this Man of whom you speak!”
God, what if some of these people recognize me as that miserable failure?  It was only seven weeks ago.  They’ll say I’m a hypocrite.  Won’t my words ring hollow?  But, Lord, I’m willing to be Your witness.  What do I do now?
B.
The crowd was begging for an explanation.  What did Peter do?  He gave it.  Verse 14 says,
NKJ Acts 2:14 But Peter, standing up with the eleven, raised his voice . . .
Peter took a stand.  And the other eleven apostles stood right with him.  Beginning in Verse 15, Peter explained that they were not drunk.  He explained that this was the work of the Holy Spirit—the same Holy Spirit that the prophet Joel talked about in the Old Testament.  And he steered his explanation to Jesus.  Peter was a witness.  He lived a life that begged for an explanation; then he gave it.
Conclusion:

A.
Perhaps some of you feel as convicted in hearing this message as I felt in preparing it.  I have good news.  God is a God of new beginnings.  God is a God of forgiveness, fresh starts, and second chances.  I’ve experienced it.
B.
Remember I told you about my missed opportunity and miserable failure at the campground in California?  A woman was begging for an explanation for what she saw in our lives, and I didn’t give it.

Let me tell you the rest of the story.  We returned to our camp and felt badly that we had missed the opportunity.  We didn’t know where the woman went.  The opportunity was gone.  The kids were wondering what was going on.  I think Candace was about 10; Chase was about 7.  We explained the missed opportunity to them.  And then we prayed together as a family for another chance.  “Lord, we’re sorry that we missed that one.  Would you serve it over?  Please give us another chance.  We’re ready and waiting.”
The next day, the kids had been playing outside.  Then Candace returned to our camp with a huge smile on her face.  It was one of those look-what-I-caught expressions.  She looked like a drum major leading a parade.  And she had in tow, the woman—the woman who had asked us for an explanation the day before.  Candace found her, and brought her to us.
We ended up talking with the woman for hours about Jesus.  When I say “we” I mean mostly my wife Cathy, which is an interesting story within a story.  I told you that I was thinking of becoming a pastor at the time.  Well, Cathy was struggling with the idea, thinking that there was no way she had what it takes to be a pastor’s wife.  She didn’t think she could be that kind of a witness.
But as we spoke with the woman, it became quite clear that she was much more interested in talking to Cathy than to me—which, by the way, is still the case with most people.  The woman wanted an explanation from Cathy.  And she gave it.
That became a turning point for Cathy.  Before, she had been saying, “Lord, I can’t be Your witness.  Not that way.”  And it was as if God, through this woman, said, “Yes, you can.”
C.
This morning, I want to give you an opportunity to make or renew a commitment to live a life that begs for an explanation.  I’m even going to give you an opportunity to give an explanation.  I’m offering this opportunity in the form of communion.  Jesus asks us to observe communion, not just as a reminder of what He has done for us, but also as a reminder of our purpose as His witnesses.  First Corinthians 11:26 says,
NKJ 1 Corinthians 11:26 For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death till He comes.

Observing communion is a way of proclaiming the Lord’s death till He comes.  It’s a way of witnessing.  Proclaiming the Lord’s death through communion is a way of explaining to the world that Jesus died and rose again to rescue us from our own sin.  Participating in communion is a way of saying, “Yes, I am God’s witness.  I’m waiting and ready.”

So, as the music is played, I invite you to silently examine yourselves before God and do some business with Him.  If you haven’t believed in Jesus for eternal life, it’s time to make that right.  Believe.  Tell Him you believe.
If you haven’t been living a life that begs for an explanation, or you haven’t been willing to give an explanation, it’s time to make that right.  Confess it.  Seek forgiveness.  Return to God’s purpose for your life.

If, as the music is played and as you have examined yourself before God, you find yourself ready to stand as Peter did and be a witness, I invite you then to stand and proclaim it by coming to one of the stations around the room, eating the bread and drinking the cup symbolizing what Jesus has done for you.
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