HOW THE DISCIPLES WAITED FOR GOD
Acts 1:1-26

Introduction:

Jesus helps his disciples to wait for God. That is how the record of Acts opens in chapter 1. But we may ask: What is to wait for God? We realize that we are not sure what it is. Then we ask: Is it waiting endlessly and passively for something to happen as Samuel Beckett satirized this idea in his play “Waiting for Godot”? Or we may put it more crudely: What is the difference between waiting for God and crossing our fingers? We realize that we are not sure. Yet here, at the opening chapter of Acts, that is the first thing Jesus did after his suffering. In other words, for that Jesus suffered. Verse 3 gives us such an insight. The Christian faith begins at waiting for God and ends in waiting for God. A Christian lives to wait for God from first to last. If so, what have we been doing all these years? We are in an urgent situation. I hope we learn the truth to wait for God. I hope we learn to wait for God. I hope there will be 120 who learn to wait for God.
I. You will be my witnesses (1-8)

Look at verses 1-2. “In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen.” Acts is the sequel to Luke’s gospel and the author begins here where he ended in the first book. He begins with Jesus’ instructions given through the Holy Spirit to his apostles. What was the first instruction? Verse 3 says, “After his suffering, he showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God.” 
What does his suffering refer to? It refers to his death on the cross. What did Jesus do after his suffering? It is interesting that the author doesn’t say after Jesus’ resurrection. He showed himself to his disciples and gave many convincing proofs that he, the dead, is alive. How is his work to convince his disciples that he was alive related to the teaching about the kingdom of God? He taught them that he is the Lord of both the dead and the living. The kingdom of God implies the declaration of his reign. Before his suffering, all things including man were ruled by life and ended in death. But when he appeared after the suffering, it is declared that Jesus, the suffered, rules. That is what we lean in verse 3.
The designation “Theophilus” in verse 1 tells us that the author wrote this new beginning with the person or persons in mind. Since the name Theophilus means a person who loves truth, we can say the author wants those who love the gospel to know the truth that Jesus who suffered indeed rules. Those who love the gospel will be strengthened that what they believe is truth. That is what we can expect in the study of Acts. The author recorded how Jesus is declared to be the Lord in the real life experiences of the apostles as they held onto Jesus’ name under the threat of life as well as of death. The disciples proved that if we die, we die to the Lord and if we live, we live to the Lord. If we are weak, we are weak to the Lord and if we are strong, we are strong to the Lord. They show that whether we live or die is no more the ultimatum. Jesus is the end of all things. He, not life, is declared to be the Lord in all our life experiences and he, not death, is declared to be the Lord in our time of death. We will come across how life and death are defied as the apostles interpreted the gospel through the Holy Spirit in the life threatening situations and in meeting death.
We read in verses 4-5 how the new beginning came when Jesus told his disciples to wait for the Holy Spirit. Look at those verses. “On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: ‘Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’” For what purpose did Jesus command his disciples to stay in Jerusalem? He wanted them to be baptized with the Holy Spirit. Why would the disciples rather want to leave Jerusalem? The city was a dangerous place for them. The inhabitants of the city and the rulers had already gathered together and conspired against Jesus. Now was their turn to become the prey of the evil force. They will survive if they leave Jerusalem. But here, Jesus commands them to stay in the place of death for the Father will baptize them with the Holy Spirit. What did they know about the Holy Spirit? They certainly had heard about the Spirit for he is mentioned in the Scriptures. Jesus talked about him that he is the gift of the Father who would come in the place of Jesus. But no one knew who or what the Spirit is since no one had seen the Spirit. Now, Jesus promises that they will know the Spirit personally for they will be baptized with the Spirit. What does it mean to “be baptized with the Holy Spirit”? The word “baptized” means being overwhelmed or covered wholly with a fluid. The disciples will be totally immersed by the Spirit. What is the worth of being baptized with the Holy Spirit since that is the reason the disciples had to risk their lives? Though they were human and, therefore, subject to the condition of life and death, the world would not overcome them. They will be united with the Spirit as they wholeheartedly held to the gospel and obeyed the teaching. Nothing in all creation could separate them from the love of God that is given to them in Jesus’ gospel. Thus, we learn the otherwise obscure teaching of “the kingdom of God” is no more obscure or ambiguous. The kingdom of God and the baptism by the Holy Spirit are the same truth.
How did the disciples interpret Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom of God and the Holy Spirit? Verse 6 says, “So when they met together, they asked him, ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’” What is the basis of their interpretation? The restoration of Israel is promised everywhere in the Scriptures, especially, in the Prophets. The problem is that nobody knew what that meant. It was just an ideal. The disciples were asking about what they had no understanding. They didn’t know what they were asking. Then, why did they ask what they didn’t know? According to Jesus’ teaching in verse 7, what is the truth of their question in verse 6? Look at verses 7-8. He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” The word dates is chronus and times is kairos in Greek. The disciples wanted to get the information on God’s chronological time table of when things will happen and when he will appear. They wanted to spy out God’s schedule. I have no idea what they would do even if they got the information. When God comes, he will be all in all the Bible says. We have no idea what that absoluteness is but we know that is the end of all things. That means the knowledge of dates and times is meaningless.
The foolishness, however, is not just of the disciples. We are always anxious to know what is going on or what will happen. We make ourselves anxious with ideals which are mostly religious cliché just like the disciples asked about the restoration of the kingdom to Israel. We should stop allowing ourselves to be driven with such foolishness. Jesus said it is not for us to know the dates and times the Father has set by his authority. What do we mean? I have seen those who believe in their fate. I have seen wise people who keep their perspective and do their best for their survival in a given situation. That is actually the surrendering to ignorance. I do not think Jesus demanded his disciples to do that. His teaching in the next verses convinces me that that is not the case.
What did he say? He said, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” What will happen to them instead of gaining information about the times and dates? They will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on them. What does it mean that they would “receive power”? What does it mean that they “will be” Jesus’ witnesses as a result? In relation to the previous teaching of being baptized by the Holy Spirit, we can say they will be overwhelmed by the power of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit will lead them as he led Jesus after he was baptized by John the Baptist. Here, we need to think about what we mean to say the Holy Spirit. For some reason, the Holy Spirit is spoken of as if he is an assisting agent of a believer. We should remember that we mean Immanuel for the Holy Spirit is God. As we think about this in verse 5, no one knew exactly who the Spirit is or what Immanuel meant until Jesus came. But when he came, especially after he suffered, everyone is made known what Immanuel means or who Immanuel is. Likewise, since Jesus came, everyone knows that the Spirit cares for Jesus’ people with the gospel truth and in the name of the Father as Jesus did in his suffering while he was on earth. That is why in the Bible the Holy Spirit is sometimes quoted as the Spirit of Jesus. As they are carried by the violent power of the Holy Spirit, the disciples would become Jesus’ witnesses in Jerusalem, in Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. 
What does it mean for a person to become Jesus’ witness? Most of the time, we are reminded of influential evangelists like Billy Graham. But Abel or Stephen speaks as loudly as Paul. The nameless widow who offered two pennies speaks eternally. Then we understand that we mean a new creation, a man who is united with Christ Jesus by the constant help and reminder of the Holy Spirit through the gospel of Jesus Christ. We mean one who surrenders to the gospel. What was involved for the disciples to be Jesus’ witnesses in Jerusalem? They met their own foundation, their own religion, and their own people by standing on the gospel of Jesus and in his name alone. In Judea and Samaria, they would bear in the name of Jesus Christ the burden of the age old unresolved dispute that Samaria was neither a Gentile nation nor the pure descendants of Jacob.  When they went out to the ends of the earth, they would meet in the name of Jesus the problem of sin of mankind which has alienated man from God.

As we think about Jesus’ teaching to wait for the Spirit or that they would become witnesses, we realize the similarity/difference between the restoration of the kingdom to Israel and the disciples becoming the witnesses of Jesus. The ideal became real when the disciples became witnesses of Jesus. Then we learn about the Father, the Holy Spirit and the Son, in light of their involvement in the work to testify Jesus and to make witnesses of Jesus. God has been with his creation ever since he created it. But man has not regarded God as God nor gave thanks to him. Instead, they worshiped the manmade ideals as the disciples did. I realized what that is like when I went to Philadelphia to study Hosea with the coworkers there. God is right here among us and we flirt with the ideals. What amazed me is that God the Father, the Spirit and the Son, never fail to be our God when he was betrayed and despised by his own, even when we crucified him. I was amazed that by his faithfulness we are while we still do not acknowledge him. We still let ourselves be driven with something else. I was overwhelmed with the truth that God has been with us in his Spirit. In fact, we should learn that the coming of the Spirit in power is a bigger event than the evangelization of the whole world. We should learn that Jesus’ work of helping the disciples to wait for God the Spirit is a bigger event than the impact, namely, the Pentecostal event as we will learn in the next passage. When we think of Jesus’ work of making his disciples to wait for God, we realize that it is a miracle for God is Deus absconditus, which means hidden God or God unknowable by the human mind.
We will learn in the next passage how Jesus made the impossible come true in the story of the disciples’ experience. Actually, we will learn the work of our gracious Lord Jesus all through Acts. I hope we learn to wait for God through this study. The disciples asked if Jesus was going to restore the kingdom to Israel when he told them to wait for the Holy Spirit. They showed that they had no understanding of the truth that he was alive, of the kingdom of God, or who the Holy Spirit is. That is why they asked about the restoration of the kingdom to Israel in response to his teaching to wait for the Spirit. As we think about the disciples, they were not exempted from the slavery of this life on earth which is being driven with something. We are anxious about the unknown ideal, for example, when we do not have 120 1:1 Bible studies. The tragedy is that we do not know what we are doing or with what we are driven. When God is hidden, we are driven with something else. Thanks be to Jesus through whom we are rescued from this driven life with unknown causes to wait for God. When a person learns to wait for God, all other things, which we do not know, become absurdity, foolishness, even less than trash. That is why, for example, Paul said to the slaves to seek the Lord in their given situation. People run here and there, marry and divorce, get upset, and become arrogant over having a small advantage. The net result is that all perish in the end with their foolish pursuit. They are driven in ignorance and die in ignorance of God. To wait for God is our salvation. As Paul said, it is the prize for which we have been called to run the race toward to get it, of which we can not claim to have a hold. That is our hope. We should wait for it patiently. Save us, Lord Jesus, that we may learn to wait for God.
II. This same Jesus will come back in the same way (9-26)
In verses 9-11 is a humorous picture of how the disciples learned to wait for God. Look at verses 9-11.  “After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them. ‘Men of Galilee,’ they said, ‘why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.’” What did Jesus teach by his ascension according to the angels? He taught them that he would come back. He meant for them to wait for his return. We may wonder why he did not stay on earth to help them. The answer is simple. They will never learn to wait for his return. That means they will never learn that he is the way and the truth and the life. They will never learn to come to the Father through him. They will never believe! They will remain in the unbelief speculating all kinds of things as they did when they questioned Jesus on whether he would restore the kingdom to Israel. They will never testify Jesus or serve his name. They will instead serve their ideals and speculations (ref. Jn. 14:6, 12; 15:26, 27). What could the life of waiting for Jesus’ return be like? As we think about it in reference to Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria and the ends of the earth, the life would be that of suffering. But that is also the life of being saved in the hope of God (ref. Ro 8:18, 25). What could be the difference between it and looking into the sky? We admit that we wait for the hope which is yet unknown to us. From that aspect, we do not seem to be different from those sky gazers. But we are assured of the hope because we know Jesus has revealed it in the gospel after he suffered. The hope rises like a morning star in the darkness of this existence as we hold on to the gospel of Jesus and seek to know what it is in the Bible, putting aside all distraction and temptations by the help of the gospel (ref. 2 Pet 1:16-21).
What did the disciples do when they heard the angels’ rebuke? They went back to Jerusalem! Look at verse 12. “Then they returned to Jerusalem from the hill called the Mount of Olives, a Sabbath day's walk from the city.” What did they do there? Verses 13-14 say, “When they arrived, they went upstairs to the room where they were staying. Those present were Peter, John, James and Andrew; Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew; James son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James. They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers.” What a surprise! They were no longer asking foolish questions of unbelief. They did not look at the sky intently anymore. They were not divided. They did not discriminate.  They all joined together constantly in prayer. The reign of the Lord Jesus has come on earth. We are talking about the presence of the Lord Jesus in his Spirit more than their attitude or their prayer meeting.
Verses 15-22 tell us what Peter learned in prayer. He realized that God was at work in the betrayal of Judas Iscariot. “In those days Peter stood up among the believers (a group numbering about a hundred and twenty) and said, ‘Brothers, the Scripture had to be fulfilled which the Holy Spirit spoke long ago through the mouth of David concerning Judas, who served as guide for those who arrested Jesus— he was one of our number and shared in this ministry.’ (With the reward he got for his wickedness, Judas bought a field; there he fell headlong, his body burst open and all his intestines spilled out. Everyone in Jerusalem heard about this, so they called that field in their language Akeldama, that is, Field of Blood.) ‘For,’ said Peter, ‘it is written in the book of Psalms, ‘May his place be deserted; let there be no one to dwell in it,’ and, ‘May another take his place of leadership.’ Therefore it is necessary to choose one of the men who have been with us the whole time the Lord Jesus went in and out among us, beginning from John's baptism to the time when Jesus was taken up from us. For one of these must become a witness with us of his resurrection.” 

Verses 23-26 tell us how the disciples of Jesus solved the problem of Judas’ betrayal. “So they proposed two men: Joseph called Barsabbas (also known as Justus) and Matthias. Then they prayed, ‘Lord, you know everyone's heart. Show us which of these two you have chosen to take over this apostolic ministry, which Judas left to go where he belongs.’ Then they cast lots, and the lot fell to Matthias; so he was added to the eleven apostles.” We learn from Peter that he met the betrayal of Judas Iscariot by faith in Jesus. His reasoning is simply the confession of his trust of the Scriptures by faith in Jesus’ suffering. We learn from the disciples the same truth. We should remember that it was not by the means of casting lot that they chose Matthias but by the guidance of the Spirit. The disciples learned to wait for God as they learned to wait for the return of Jesus Christ by the help of the Holy Spirit. He will defy all things and declare that Jesus alone is the Lord and Savior even in the matter of Judas’ betrayal. The disciples would come to know how great their God Lord Jesus is more and more as they were guided by the violent leading of the Spirit. We should pray in one heart and mind and in faith that we may learn to wait for God who has been guiding us with the gospel of Jesus Christ.
