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PREFACE

Just before his ascension, Jesus promises: | will not leave you behind as orphans. You will receive
my Spirit (John 14:18). Even though the disciples did not understand what this meant, they remained
faithful to Jesus and to each other. They choose a new disciple (Acts 1:26) and they prayed with the
hope that Jesus will send his Spirit as he has promised. Ten days later, while they were praying, with
the sound of a powerful wind and something that looked like tongues of fire, they were filled with
the Holy Spirit (Acts 2). On Pentecost Sunday - with the power of wind and fire - the church is born.
The disciples' faith was not in vain; they did not hope in vain. They would further be known as
"apostles", which means "sent ones".

When we page through the book of Acts, there are numerous stories of hope; stories of ordinary
people whose lives were changed in extraordinary ways; stories of people whose faith was not in
vain. We read of miracles, healing, people speaking in tongues, people that changed, communities
that come together, and individuals who have received extraordinary strength, wisdom and courage
to bear witness. The common denominator is the Holy Spirit. The Spirit fills us, urges us, changes us,
carries us, comforts us, helps us, guides us, teaches us. The Holy Spirit poured out on Pentecost is
the Source of our hope. It may be good to remember that the Holy Spirit in Acts is understood as
the Spirit of the resurrected Christ. It is He, the resurrected Jesus, who himself is present through
the Spirit and establishes his church. These stories are also our stories - it is the same Spirit that still
works today, it is the same gospel that we preach, and the same Christ that we cling to.

The name of this Pentecost series is "Hope in Acts". In the series we will look at seven texts in Acts.
We are going to look at the background of each text and ask ourselves how it helps us — the church
—today. We even dare to say that these stories are stories of hope, all too aware that everyone has
a different definition for hope. In this series we say:

Hope says: No matter what happens, our preservation is important to the Lord.

Hope says: We are not alone — the Lord does not leave us to our own fate.

Hope says: We are not sent into the world without any form of help.
With the arrival of the Holy Spirit, God gives Himself to the world once more. Our hope lies in the
fact that our God — despite our rebelliousness and self-directedness — continually draws us closer
and reminds us that we are his children.

Unless indicated otherwise, all scriptures in this series are quoted from the NIV-translation.

Pieter and Mias van Jaarsveld



MESSAGE 1: OUR HOPE LIES IN THE ASCENSION OF CHRIST

SCRIPTURE READING: ACTS 1:1-11

YIn my former book, Theophilus, | wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach 2until the day
he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had
chosen. 3After his suffering, he presented himself to them 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.
40n 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.” °Then they
gathered around him and asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to
Israel?” ’He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own
authority. 8But 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.” *After he said
this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. 1°They were looking
intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them.
H“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.”

INTRODUCTION

Question 49 of the Heidelberg Catechism asks: "What use does the ascension of Christ have for us?"
On Ascension Day, we echo this question: Can there be any benefit for us that Jesus was separated
from us and went to heaven? In a way, these questions express something of the questions — or
perhaps the confusion — that were in the apostles’ hearts when Jesus told them that he was going
back to his Father. In John 16:7 Jesus says very clearly: "It is for your benefit that | go away, because

if | do not go away, the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, will not come to you, but if | go, | will send to you."

"It is for your benefit..." says Jesus. Yet we ask with the Catechism and we wonder with the Twelve:

How can it be good? What is the use? How does the Ascension of Jesus Christ give us hope?

These are the questions we must try to answer.



WE HOPE IN THE ASCENSION OF JESUS CHRIST

On the eve of his crucifixion, Jesus had a type of farewell conversation with his disciples. Feel free
to read the course of this conversation in John 14 to 16. If you look at its content, it is clear that the
disciples did not understand what Jesus meant when He said that He was "going away to His Father"
(John 16:7) not. They don't see the bigger picture yet. They do not yet understand that Jesus'
ministry on earth is only temporary. However, Jesus assures his disciples that his departure is

actually good. Just before his ascension in Acts 1 He does it again.

But what does Jesus say? Why is it good that He goes away?

1. He becomes our Advocate in heaven

The disciples were very upset when Jesus said that he was going back to his Father. Jesus begins the
conversation with the words: "Do not let your hearts be troubled..." (John 14:1). These words did
not help much. For example, Thomas asks in verse 5: "Lord, where are you going? And how are we
going to know where to go when You're gone?" (free translation). In this passage it is clear: the
disciples are confused. It is then that Jesus tries to convince them that his leaving is actually good
for them. He tells them that his work on earth is finished; the task for which He came has been
completed. His words on the cross confirm this: "Tetelesthai... it is finished" (John 19:30). Salvation
has been obtained for us — it is finished. He said to them: Now | am going back to my Father. | have
to go. | am going to prepare a room for you. | am going to be your Advocate; as a Mediator between

You and the Father.

Jesus says his presence in heaven is for their benefit, but the disciples have difficulty believing this.

2. He assures us of our eternal future

Jesus then continued. He tries to comfort his disciples when He says that the separation should not
make them sad or discouraged. In John 14:3 He says: “...if | go and prepare a place for you, | will
come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where | am." His departure is not
forever — He is going to make room for us in heaven. When the time is right, He will come back to
collect us. At this point, everything feels so unreal to the disciples. This conversation caught them
off guard and they still don't understand what is going on. Again, Jesus says: "Do not let your hearts

be troubled and do not be afraid" (John 14:27).



Think about this: while their beloved Teacher is standing amongst them, Jesus tells his disciples that
they will soon part ways and that it will be good for them. However, he also promises that it will
only be for a short while and that he will come back again. In John 16:16 Jesus says: " In a little while
you will see me no more, and then after a little while you will see me." The disciples then turned to
each other in confusion and asked: What does this mean? How long is a little while? We don't
understand! (see John 16:17). The disciples' reaction is probably understandable. Even today we
wonder about that "little time" that Jesus spoke of. After all, two thousand years have passed.
Originally, Jesus tried to comfort his disciples with these words, but how do these words comfort us

today?

When we think about Jesus' promise - the promise that He will make room for us, come back, and
take us to where He is (John 14:3) — we may find comfort in the fact that God thinks differently
about time if we Peter writes “with the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years
are like a day" (2 Pet 3:8). Perhaps our comfort also lies in the fact that God will not unnecessarily
delay Jesus' return; it will happen just like his first coming — at the moment that God himself has
determined (Gal 4:4). When Jesus makes his promise, a Greek word is used which can also be
translated as "pledge" or "undertaking". So Jesus pledges that He will come again. The guarantee of
this promise lies in the fact that Jesus as a man represents humanity in heaven. Jesus never gave up
his human nature and, in that way, people are not only represented in heaven, but people's future
in heaven is also ensured by it. Until the day when God's new world arrives, we can hold on to the
fact that people are important to God — there is a Man in heaven to affirm this. In fact, Jesus'

presence in heaven also guarantees our future and participation in his new world.

3. He makes us part of his work

However, in the “little while” before this new world arrives, we must not just sit and wait. No, with
Jesus' victory on the cross we are also appointed as co-workers who must finish the work that Jesus
started. According to Matthew, Jesus gave the revelation during the ascension: "Therefore go and
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything | have commanded you. And surely | am with you
always, to the very end of the age" (Mat 28:19-20). In Acts we read that Jesus appointed the disciples

to be his "... 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" (Acts 1:8). There

is still much work to be done in this "little while". Fortunately, we don't have to do this task alone.

4. He gives the Holy Spirit as a guarantee

How does one reconcile the sadness of Jesus' departure with the work that still needs to be done?
Underlying all the conversations about his departure, Jesus comes to give his disciples the promise
that he will not leave them alone. The words that we hear in John 16:7, among others, are actually
repeated several times in the conversation: " But very truly | tell you, it is for your good that | am
going away. Unless | go away, the Advocate will not come to you; but if | go, | will send him to you."
In other translations of the Bible, the word "Paraclete" is used — a word we do not really know or
use, but which refers to a helper, an intercessor, a comforter, and Someone called to assist. Jesus
noticed the concern and discouragement of his disciples. However, he comforts them with another
promise: You will not be alone! I send you a helper and a comforter, | send my Holy Spirit, and "...you

will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses..." (Acts 1:8).

During the ascension it may seem that Jesus has left us, but then we can remember: Jesus does not
leave us alone. Jesus kept his promise: the Holy Spirit came on Pentecost. The coming of the Holy
Spirit means for us hope and comfort, help and strength to also finish Jesus' work and carry out the
great commission: to make disciples, to be witnesses, and to bring his light to the corners of the
world. God has equipped us sufficiently for this work. He lives in us through the Holy Spirit and He
also equips us with his gifts to be able to do this work. Like Jesus' disciples, we flinch so easily when
we hear these things. But then we have to remind ourselves of our hope and the things we can hold
on to. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:5: " Now the one who has fashioned us for this very purpose is
God, who has given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come." He also writes in 2
Corinthians 1:22: " He anointed us, set his seal of ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts

as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come."

IN CONCLUSION

How does this message help us today? The thought that Jesus "abandons" his disciples when he
ascended into heaven is something we are often confronted with when the going gets tough. Many
people look at all the suffering around them and ask: Has Jesus left us? Christians easily ask: Lord,

why does the world look like this? But Jesus' response would be: | can ask you (the church) the same
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question! Jesus' words and instructions remind us that even though the work of salvation is finished,
the responsibility to go out and make a difference belongs to us. Luckily we are not alone in this task

— the Holy Spirit lives in everyone that believes.

PRAYER GUIDELINES:
e Thank the Lord for the "benefits" of the ascension.

* Pray that the Holy Spirit will motivate, equip, and use us to be witnesses in the world.



MESSAGE 2: OUR HOPE LIES IN THE FULFILMENT WITH THE HOLY SPIRIT

SCRIPTURE READING: ACTS 2:1-11, 37-38

IWhen the ay of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. ?Suddenly a sound like the
blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were
sitting. 3They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of
them. “All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit
enabled them. >Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under
heaven. *When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one
heard their own language being spoken. ’Utterly amazed, they asked: “Aren’t all these who are
speaking Galileans? 8Then how is it that each of us hears them in our native language? °Parthians,
Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, °Phrygia
and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome 1!(both Jews and
converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs—we hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own
tongues!”

3’When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles,
“Brothers, what shall we do?”*Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name
of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 3*The
promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will
call.”

INTRODUCTION

We live in a country full of people with diverse talents. We have good dancers, artists, singers,
sportsmen and women. Being talented is good, but one cannot rely on one's talents alone. If you
want to showcase your talents, compete competitively on the sports field, or perform on stage, you
will definitely have to enlist the help of a good coach. You will also possibly have to work with a
team of people with the same or different talents and you will have to practice enough to make
sure that you are ready for the competition or match. In a certain sense we can say the same about
the church. The church has a great calling and there are many challenges. There are also many
opportunities where the church can make an impact and places where believers can "participate".
There is also a variety of people with different talents and gifts. But to really make an impact,
believers must practice their faith with their fellow-believers and also listen to the voice of the

coach.
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Pentecost is the birth hour of the church. The Holy Spirit came into the lives of those who have
accepted Jesus Christ as their Saviour. This was a very dramatic event — people looked at the
apostles in amazement and their lives changed forever after they received the Holy Spirit. These
believers were bound together with the bonds of God's love that were secured by the Holy Spirit,
and we can compare it to a type of “heaven on earth.” It is here that the work of the church began.
The Holy Spirit also equipped the disciples to begin their work. After Peter's message in Acts 2, three
thousand people were converted. In the following days another two thousand people were added
to this number. Everyone was filled with the Holy Spirit, and everyone also received a gift to serve
effectively in the church — speaking in tongues was just one of a whole series of gifts. The Spirit lived
and worked in the believers with such power that even the nonbelievers were amazed at the

miracles that took place before their eyes.

The question now is: how does this story help the church today?

OUR HOPE LIES IN THE FULFILLMENT WITH THE HOLY SPIRIT

Pentecost marks the dawn of a new chapter in God's plan. With Jesus' coming to earth, He proves
God's involvement in humanity man — He is God with us. With Jesus' cross and resurrection, he
overcomes death and so does the hold of sin on our lives — He is the God for us. Because Christ's
work on earth was finished, He went to heaven and sent His Holy Spirit. Now God's presence is no
longer limited to one place — He is now the God in us. Through the Holy Spirit, God can now work
everywhere and through anyone. God's work is not finished yet, but with the help of the Holy Spirit,
it is being continued and completed. This time God does it through us — his children; by everyone

who calls himself or herself a Christian.

1. Everything changes with Pentecost

Before his ascension, Jesus already promised that he would not send us into the world without the
necessary equipment to finish his work. In Mark 16 Jesus says that He will help us in supernatural
ways. We will have the ability to do miracles. "And these signs will accompany those who believe:
In my name they will drive out demons; they will speak in new tongues...they will place their hands

III

on sick people, and they will get well.” (Mark 16:17-18). Jesus makes the promise that believers will
be equipped with certain supernatural gifts in aid of the church and the kingdom. On Pentecost —

with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit — incredible things happened; things that have never
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happened before. Ordinary people, filled with the Holy Spirit, began to testify, spoke in other
languages, and performed miracles. This is the confirmation of Jesus’ promise. Can you imagine how

much this encouraged the early church?

2. Through gifts we do God's work

When it comes to the gifts of the Holy Spirit, we're usually a bit reserved. In the New Testament,
however, these gifts are a common theme. Paul writes in his letters that there are a variety of graces
(derived from "charismata" which means "gifts") but also reminds his readers that they come from
the same Spirit (1 Cor 12:4-6). Some have wisdom and others have knowledge, some have faith and
others can heal, some can prophesy and others can discern, some can speak in tongues and others
can interpret (1 Cor 12:8-10). In 1 Corinthians 12:11 Paul writes: "All these are the work of one and
the same Spirit, and he distributes them to each one, just as he determines.” To each one is given
an operation of the Spirit." The thought is repeated in Ephesians 4:7: "But to each one of us grace
has been given as Christ apportioned it." Peter joins Paul when he writes to his readers in 1 Peter 4
that every believer, as an outcome of God's manifold grace, has received gifts of grace to serve
others with. The purpose of the gifts is to bind and bring together - not to sow division. That is why
Paul also warns that when we use our gifts for our own gain or without love (1 Cor 13:1-3), it is

aimless and empty.

Paul also warns against people who claim that they have not received gifts of grace — this would
simply be an excuse for disobedience. God has given you gifts and He expects you to use them for
His glory. When Paul speaks in 2 Corinthians 5:10 about our appearance before the judgment seat
of God, we hear that we will also have to give an account of this matter: What have you done with
the gifts that God has given you to serve Him with? We did not all receive the same or the same
amount of gifts, but we all received gifts. That is the fact. God has given gifts to each of his children

to work together so that his kingdom will come.

When there are believers who do not use their gifts, God's Name is not honoured, God's work is left
behind and this leaves God disappointed. These people are simply disobedient, they hinder the
church's calling in the world, and they do not cooperate with the coming of God's kingdom. It's like
a player in a sports team who doesn't do his part - in the end the rest of the team has to make up
for it. Jesus talks precisely about this in his parable about the talents - the parable where the
servants "buried" their talents and gifts (Mat 25:14-30). Such people also cannot grow spiritually,
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because it is only when you use the gifts which God has blessed you with that you grow in your

relationship with Him and also become a better neighbour.

What do we see in the text? God can take away the gifts He has given you and give them to others
who will fulfil their responsibility in God’s kingdom. Why can we say that? If your gift is needed for
the kingdom, but you do not use it or you are not where God wants you to be, He will take your gifts
away from you and give it to someone else who wants to do the work. For God, the coming of his
kingdom and the salvation of people is more important than someone who is too lazy or disobedient

to do his will.

3. What does your life look like?

Maybe you should ask yourselves some questions:

What is going on in your heart right now?

Do you believe what the Word of God says?

Do you believe what happened on Pentecost?

Do you believe that God has come to live in each of his children through his Spirit?
Do you believe that He has given each of us gifts?

Let's ponder the questions for a moment.

If we believe that God has given his Holy Spirit to his children, why do things look the way they do?
Why is the church of Jesus struggling so much? Why is it always the same people who are involved
everywhere? Why are church members nowhere to be seen? We hear so often: "l don't have time
now", "life is too hard", "God would never expect this from a person", "you are just trying to scare
us", "I will on my own be saved by faith", "l don't have to listen to you,"" | believe in a God of love..."

All this may be true, but what we need to know is that we will all have to give an account at some

point of what we have received and therefore it is important that we always examine our hearts.

IN CONCLUSION

On Pentecost, God came to stay with his children. He came to live in them. What does this mean for
us? That we will live like God's children and finish the work that Jesus started. What is our comfort?
We have talents and we have teammates, but we must remember that we also need to train hard.

Fortunately, we have the best possible Coach to teach and guide us. God did not leave us alone on
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the sports field or stage: He provided for us. He gives us gifts, a place where we can serve with these

gifts, opportunities to be able to serve, and above all the best Coach there can be: the Holy Spirit.

PRAYER GUIDELINES:

e What things do you see around you that make you doubt God's presence? Crime rates? Climate
change? Disasters? Power outages? War? All these things make people discouraged and make
them ask: Why doesn't God intervene? Pentecost is God's answer to this question. During
Pentecost God sends his Holy Spirit. God has not left us alone — He lives in everyone who has
accepted Jesus as their Lord and Saviour. Pray that we will realise and live out the fullness of
Pentecost.

e Think about this: in every town in our country there is a church, a congregation or faith
community. By definition these people must also have received the Spirit of Jesus. It is not God
who has not done his part. Why then does the world look like this? Could it be because people
don't live out their gifts; because they have not yet made the power of Pentecost their own?

Ask God to help us to stand up for the Lord's service.
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MESSAGE 3: OUR HOPE LIES IN THE FACT THAT THE HOLY SPIRIT CHANGES PEOPLE

SCRIPTURE READING: ACTS 1:8, 2:4A, 2:14-36

1:8But 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.

243 All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit...

14Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd: “Fellow Jews and
all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what | say. *>These
people are not drunk, as you suppose. It’s only nine in the morning! 1®No, this is what was spoken by
the prophet Joel:

17"“In the last days, God says,

I will pour out my Spirit on all people.

Your sons and daughters will prophesy,

your young men will see visions,

your old men will dream dreams.

18Even on my servants, both men and women,

I will pour out my Spirit in those days,

and they will prophesy.

191 will show wonders in the heavens above

and signs on the earth below,

blood and fire and billows of smoke.

20The sun will be turned to darkness

and the moon to blood

before the coming of the great and glorious day of the Lord.

21And everyone who calls

on the name of the Lord will be saved.’
22“Fellow Israelites, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles,
wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know. ?*This man was
handed over to you by God'’s deliberate plan and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked
men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross. 2But God raised him from the dead, freeing him
from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him. ?*David said
about him:

“‘I saw the Lord always before me.

Because he is at my right hand,

I will not be shaken.

26Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices;

my body also will rest in hope,

2’because you will not abandon me to the realm of the dead,

you will not let your holy one see decay.

28You have made known to me the paths of life;
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you will fill me with joy in your presence.’
2“Fellow Israelites, | can tell you confidently that the patriarch David died and was buried, and his
tomb is here to this day. 3°But he was a prophet and knew that God had promised him on oath that
he would place one of his descendants on his throne. 31Seeing what was to come, he spoke of the
resurrection of the Messiah, that he was not abandoned to the realm of the dead, nor did his body
see decay. 3>God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of it. 33 Exalted to the right
hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you
now see and hear. **For David did not ascend to heaven, and yet he said,

“‘The Lord said to my Lord:

“Sit at my right hand

35until | make your enemies

a footstool for your feet.
36“Therefore let all Israel be assured of this:

” 7’

God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Messiah.”

INTRODUCTION

We could call Petrus a controversial person. He was very impulsive: he is the one who left his fishing
nets in the water when Jesus called him and his brother Andreas to be disciples; he is the one who
got off the boat to walk on the water, but sank when he saw the big waves around him; it is he who
has spoken out of turn more than once; it is he who cut off the soldier's ear in the garden of
Gethsemane. Peter also ran away when Jesus was arrested. That same night, when a servant girl in
the courtyard of the high priest's house asked him: "Aren't you one of his followers?" Peter betrayed

Jesus three times. What a pitiful person he was!

In Acts 2 we meet Peter again. He addresses the crowd and speaks with authority. He testifies about
the Jesus Christ whom He had betrayed just two months earlier. The people listen to him attentively.

One can hardly believe that it is the same person. What an admirable person he was!

We can rightly ask the question: What is the difference between the Peter before Pentecost and the

Peter on the day of Pentecost? What happened? What brought about the change?

OUR HOPE LIES IN THE FACT THAT THE HOLY SPIRIT CHANGES US

1. The Spirit changes our insides
The day Jesus ascended to heaven he instructed his disciples to stay in Jerusalem for the gift of the

Holy Spirit. That day the Lord Jesus said to them: "... you will receive power when the Holy Spirit
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comes on you" (Acts 1:8). For the next ten days, they stayed in Jerusalem, waiting for the fulfilment
of Jesus’ promise. They spent their days in prayer. We read that they were of one mind; they had
one desire and that was to receive the Spirit of God. And on the promised day the promise was
fulfilled: "All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit" (Acts 2:4). This means that Jesus came to live
in them in the person of the Holy Spirit. From here Peter would not only know Jesus as Someone he
met in the flesh, but as the One who became one with him through the Holy Spirit. It becomes a
spiritual relationship. Jesus now lives in Peter. He becomes Peter's Power Source. And what a
testimony did not go forth from Peter on the day of Pentecost! You cannot imagine that this is the
same person we read about earlier. Everyone could see that something big had happened in this

man's life...

We may not have known Jesus in the flesh like Peter, but that does not mean that we do not know
Jesus. Just as Jesus became part of Peter's life through the Holy Spirit, He also enters into a
relationship with each one of us who believe in Him. Through his Spirit he comes to live in each of
us who believe. Peter and the disciples persevered in prayer for ten days before Pentecost. We can
all recall prayer events; of times we spent in prayer and times where we opened our hearts to God.
When we wait expectantly for God, we discover Him anew and He comes to reveal Himself in new
and surprising ways. In such prayers it is not God who changes - it is us who changes. Perhaps we
can say: when we prayerfully wait for the Lord, the Holy Spirit arrives and changes our insides. In
this way, God draws us closer to Him, so that we begin to look more and more like Him. Isn't that

an encouraging thought? Through his Spirit, God works on us and shapes us to his will.

2. We don't just get more of the Spirit; the Spirit also gets more of us

Pentecost was not just for the disciples — it was for the whole church! And God is still at work. As
God worked with Peter and the other disciples, He also works with and in us. To celebrate Pentecost
without an expectation is pointless. To see Pentecost simply as the day we receive (more of) the
Holy Spirit is also not right. In Peter's message on the day of Pentecost, he teaches that this is a
wrong expectation; we don't (just) receive more from the Holy Spirit — the Holy Spirit gets more
from us too. In this Peter led his audience on the day of Pentecost and we can learn from him. There
was a question from the audience: “Brothers, what shall we do?” (Acts 2:37). Clearly, the Spirit of
God was at work here. Peter was ready with the answer: “Repent and be baptized, every one of

you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38).
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Internally there must be a change of attitude: we must repent! Externally, there must be a
confession followed by an action to confirm the forgiveness you have received. In their case it was
confirmed by baptism. Make the decision! Stand up! And then follows the most beautiful promise:
"And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit" (Acts 2:38). Can you imagine: this once critical
audience listens to the spirit-filled Peter, and then three thousand of them come to faith. What a
stir that must have caused in Jerusalem?! And when you think about it, we still feel the vibrations
of that day two thousand years later. Jesus is still changing people's lives today through the powerful

action of the Holy Spirit.

3. The Holy Spirit changed the community

On Pentecost, through the preaching of Peter, the lives of the people who came to faith in the Lord
Jesus changed forever. Not only did they devote themselves to the teachings of the apostles, but
there was also a collective connection between them that was especially visible in the communal
meals they celebrated together. People who weren't part of this were jealous — they wanted it too.
(This was perhaps one of the biggest attractions in the early church that led people to faith.) Then
there were also prayer opportunities where they came together in the presence of Jesus Christ.

What an example this is!

Of course, there were spectators just watching what was going on. But in Peter's message the call
is clear: Get up and stop being a spectator! The question to Peter was clear: "What shall we do,
brothers?" (Acts 2:37). Peter replied: "Repent...be baptized...God will forgive your sins...you will
receive the gift of the Holy Spirit..." (Acts 2:38). After doing this, through the work of the Holy Spirit,
their lives were changed forever. This change was visible to the entire community, and it had ripple
effects. Soon the entire community started changing, which was of great concern for those who did

not understand or believe what was going on.

IN CONCLUSION

Peter is a beautiful example of what can happen when you are filled with the Holy Spirit. In his
younger days, Peter was impulsive. He had all the answers, spoke out of turn and was arrogant
sometimes. His behaviour was insensitive, reckless, and immature. Later, when he had the
opportunity to testify about Jesus, he denied Him three times. When the rooster crowed at night,

he realized what he had done, went outside and wept bitterly (Luke 22:62). When he had the
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opportunity to make things right the next day, he was one of the disciples who watched Jesus’
crucifixion from a distance. But like many great leaders, Peter “survived” himself. With Jesus'
guidance and under the influence of the Holy Spirit, Peter became more (spiritually) mature, began
to behave more wisely, and developed a more Christ-like character. If we look at his ability to
reason, it is clear that Peter has become a wise and fearless leader. He was not afraid to stand up
for the gospel and he became the rock on which the Lord builds his church. What then happened
that changed everything in Peter's life? The Holy Spirit was poured out on the day of Pentecost. The
disciples were all filled with the Holy Spirit. And then we read in Acts 2:14 that Peter stood up and
began to speak. He does this under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit changed his life,

forever.

Peter's story helps us to remember that our past, our shortcomings, our worries, our crimes, our
mistakes — all the things we often use as excuses — are God's greatest joy, because it is through our
imperfections that God’s grace and power takes over. This reminds us that it is not because of our

own doing that we are saved, but because of God’s grace.

PRAYER GUIDELINES:

e Thank God that he does not give up on us; that He continually works on us and changes us
through His Spirit.

e Pray that God will also do this in our lives and in the lives of our leaders; that the Lord will work

in people's hearts and unlock the potential inside of us.
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MESSAGE 4: OUR HOPE LIES IN THE FACT THAT THE HOLY SPIRIT CAN CHANGE A
CONGREGATION

SCRIPTURE READING: ACTS 2:37-47

3’When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles,
“Brothers, what shall we do?” 38Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the
name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.
39The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God
will call.” ““With many other words he warned them; and he pleaded with them, “Save yourselves
from this corrupt generation.” ' Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three
thousand were added to their number that day. ’They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching
and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. “*Everyone was filled with awe at the many
wonders and signs performed by the apostles. **All the believers were together and had everything
in common. **They sold property and possessions to give to anyone who had need. “®Every day they
continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together
with glad and sincere hearts, *’praising God and enjoying the favour of all the people. And the Lord
added to their number daily those who were being saved.

INTRODUCTION

There is a well-known image of a frog being placed in a pot of water and the heat being slowly
turned up under the pot. At first, as the water becomes lukewarm, the frog enjoys it. He stretches
himself pleasantly, unaware that the water is getting warmer. When the pot starts to boil, it's too
late. Then the frog is no longer able to jump out of the pot. We can apply this image to the church
as well. People hear the Word Sunday after Sunday. We are caressed by the Word. We stretch
ourselves comfortably but do nothing. But the difficult question we must answer is: Does the gospel
still have the power to make us react? The danger is that we can be so caressed by the Word that
we may find out too late that the gospel is not there to caress, but to call for a response. Being

caressed is as deadly as it was to the frog in the pot.

Let's go back to Jerusalem and see what happened after the first Christians heard the gospel and
experienced its power. For us, the first congregation is a good example of people who didn't just
listen and then go home, but people who asked what the Lord wanted to do with their lives: "
“Brothers, what shall we do?" (Acts 2:36). Peter answered them. We know that three thousand
people were converted that day. But what now? We are dealing here with a new life; a life that

began with the victory of Jesus and that looked different from their previous life. It was a life under
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the control of the Holy Spirit; a new life which results in new relationships and which leads to a new

life as a community. What does such a life look like? This is our question.

WE HOPE THAT THE HOLY SPIRIT CAN CHANGE A CONGREGATION

1. Wholeheartedly
There is a verb in the passage we read which is the key to unlocking everything further. This is the
word translated wholeheartedly (Acts 2:42). The word can also be translated to persevere or that

they went all out. That was the mindset: they went all out, giving their all.

What did they do wholeheartedly? What did they focus on?

® The teachings of the apostles. The early believers took the instructions they received seriously.
They spent more time to learn. They continued to grow spiritually. This is something they lived by.
The Word of God touched their entire life and changed everything they did, permanently.

e Inter-personal relationships. In the church, new relationships grew. People took responsibility for
each other. They really cared about each other. They even sold some of their possessions to help
one another. Communism says: "Your stuff is mine." The Christian says: "My stuff is yours."

e Communal meal. The believers ate together every day. The meal — usually held in the evening —
had several meanings. Despite being divided into different divisions, the congregation met daily to
have fellowship with each other. In this way, the richer members took care of the poorer members.
To keep this expectation of Jesus’ second coming alive, the believers celebrated the Lord's Supper
every night. During these meals, they also encouraged one another to persevere and keep their
faith.

® Prayers. One of the most important and significant features of the early church, was their
emphasis on pray. In this respect, they are an example for us. There can be no growth if there is no

prayer, and there can only be real community in a congregation if they pray together.

The section we read together is divided into two parts: verses 43 to 47 are in many respects a

repetition of what we read in verse 42.

2. Unanimity
In verse 44 we read: “had everything in common”. Other translations translate this to the fact that:

"all the believers were of one mind..." They dedicated themselves to unanimity. The thought of
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being of one mind is important. Christians have only one Savior — Jesus Christ —and He binds them
together to the people of God. The whole life in the congregation revolves around Him and that is
why the congregation is characterized by their unanimity, their sharing and their mutual love for
each other. Here were people who were deeply impressed by what they had been saved from. It

became the new life principle of their lives and it was visible everywhere.

Verse 46 and verse 47 spell this out for us further.

e They met every day. Verse 46 says that they - on top of the evening events - also gathered at the
temple to serve God. There at the temple they had the opportunity to testify to the traditional Jews
of their salvation.

e And for a second time, Luke says that they celebrated the communal meal daily. It was so
important in the context of their situation that he repeated it.

e They committed themselves to simplicity. There was no display of extravagance or any luxury on
their part. They did nothing to impress others. They were so aware of the variety of people in the
congregation. There were rich and poor, but they chose a frugal lifestyle, and funnily enough, it was
this lifestyle that impressed outsiders.

® They praised God. We read in verse 47 that they praised God. It is claimed that the reason for the

praise lay in the fact that they expected the return of Jesus soon.

IN CONCLUSION

Let's go back to Jerusalem. The traditional Jews despised the Christians. They saw them as
sectarians; as people who have left the true way. The Jews did not work gently with such people.
And yet the Christians enjoyed the esteem of the wider population. They lived in such a way that
they served as an example to others through their way of life. Their impeccability spoke so loudly

that no one could ever point a finger at them.

We talk a lot in our day about the relevance of the church. The early congregation in Jerusalem must
serve as a mirror for us, in which we must reflect ourselves and answer the question: Are we there?
Are we where God has placed us with a calling to make the difference there. The Word changed the
lives of the believers in the first congregation. There was teaching, but there was also visible fruit.
They changed the society they were a part of. They lived the new values and so doing, enjoyed the

respect of the community. It was a life under the control of the Holy Spirit.

22



During Jesus' ministry, He summarized the law as: love for God and love for your neighbour. In his
parables and ministry, he repeatedly underlines the importance of love for others — for Samaritans,
the poor, the sick, strangers, women... When we love, we are obedient to God. Not to love is
arrogant and condescending. Jaco Strydom writes that the opposite of "love" is not "hate", but
"selfishness". When you do not love, you consider your neighbour's life as inferior. Jesus' message
to the disciples was: go to everyone. You are not more important than the poor, the sick, the slave,
the prisoner, the unclean, the heathen. You are not here for yourself - you are here for others. This
thought challenges us: how do we think about "the other"? And also: how do we behave towards
"the others" — the people we overlook out of habit, but whom Jesus deliberately made part of his

ministry?

PRAYER GUIDELINES:

e Take a few moments to stop and think about the faith community you are part of.
e Ask yourself: What can we learn from the first congregation?

e Give thanks for what the Lord has already done in your congregation.

e Pray that the Lord will continue to shape you according to his will.
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MESSAGE 5: OUR HOPE LIES IN THE FACT THAT GOD CAN TURN THE NEGATIVES
INTO POSITIVES

SCRIPTURE READING: ACTS 1:8 AND 7:54-8:8

1:8But 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.

>4When the members of the Sanhedrin heard this, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at him.
>5But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus
standing at the right hand of God. *°“Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing
at the right hand of God.” °”At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they
all rushed at him, >%dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses
laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul. >*While they were stoning him, Stephen
prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” ®°Then he fell on his knees and cried out, “Lord, do not hold
this sin against them.” When he had said this, he fell asleep.

1 And Saul approved of their killing him. On that day a great persecution broke out against the church
in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. 2Godly men
buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him. 3But Saul began to destroy the church. Going from
house to house, he dragged off both men and women and put them in prison. *Those who had been
scattered preached the word wherever they went. >Philip went down to a city in Samaria and
proclaimed the Messiah there. °When the crowds heard Philip and saw the signs he performed, they
all paid close attention to what he said. ’For with shrieks, impure spirits came out of many, and many
who were paralyzed or lame were healed. So there was great joy in that city.

INTRODUCTION

Hudson Taylor is known as one of the greatest missionaries in the history of the church. As a
teenager, young Hudson ran away from his very pious Christian home, but after reading a Christian
pamphlet at the age of 16, he dedicated his life to serving Jesus. Shortly after his conversion in 1849,
as a young man of 17, he received the call to preach the gospel in China. He was enthusiastic and
excited to share the good news but became discouraged when he could not find a missionary
organization anywhere that would be willing to send him. It must have been a terribly negative
experience for Taylor. Not forgetting about his calling, he decided to qualify himself as a medical
doctor. Upon finishing his studies, he finally found an organization who sent him to China. Once in

China, he founded the China Inland Mission and devoted 51 years of his life serving the Lord. At his
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funeral in 1905, it was reported that more than 750,000 people came to faith in Jesus under the

ministry of the China Inland Mission.

Talk about a man who could turn a negative situation into a positive one! Today we can speculate
that a medical degree could’ve been more beneficial in the field, that he matured and gained
important insights before going to China, and so on. This, however, is secondary to the fact that
God’s time and God’s ways are different than ours, and the fact that God can even use a person’s

disappointment and turn it into something beneficial and positive.

WE HOPE THAT GOD TURN SOMETHING NEGATIVE INTO SOMETHING POSITIVE

When Jesus ascended into heaven, he gave his disciples a command. A version of this command
appears in every gospel. In Matthew 28:19 He says: "Therefore go and make disciples of all nations."
In Mark 16:15 He says: "Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation." In Luke 24:48
He says: "You are witnesses of these things...but stay in the city until you have been clothed with
power from on high." In John 15:27 He says: " And you also must testify, for you have been with me
from the beginning." Acts 1:8 is actually just a summary of what he already shared in conversations
with his disciples: “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.”

Clearly, the disciples were called to share the good news across borders. When it comes to Jesus'
command to us, He is clear about where we must be witnesses and what the content of that

testimony will be.

1. Where to testify?

Jesus was very clear when he instructed his disciples about where they will be his witnesses. It's not
just in one place. It's not just in Jerusalem. Let's listen again to his words in Acts 1:8: "Jerusalem...
as well as... as well as... and..." If we listen very carefully to what Jesus said, He did not say that they
must finish the work in Jerusalem first and then move on to Judea and then to Samaria and then go
to the other countries in the world. Jesus clearly speaks of a simultaneous action: Jerusalem and at
the same time in Judea and at the same time in Samaria and at the same time in the corners of the

world.
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The early church in Jerusalem nurtured an intimate community of believers. It could be that this
community was so comfortable that they started to neglect Jesus' instruction. At some stage one
begins to wonder: When are the believers going to leave Jerusalem? When are they going to share
the good news with the people in other regions and countries? And then a terrible thing happened:
one of the believers, Stephen, was stoned. Shortly after this, a great persecution broke out in
Jerusalem. We read about this in Acts 8: "On that day a great persecution broke out against the
church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria."

(Acts 8:1). "Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went" (Acts 8:4).

The persecution for the early church was terrible. Believers had to leave everything and flee for their
lives. But, filled with the Holy Spirit, they bore witness to Jesus Christ as far as they went. Wherever
the believers went, people came to faith. Talk about a negative situation that turned out for the
better! One of the places the believers fled to was Samaria. Jews did not like to visit this region. A
bit of background: Samaria was located in the middle of Israel. (Galilee was North, Judea was South,
and Samaria was in between.) During the Babylonian exile, the few people who stayed in Israel -
mostly poor and old people — intermarried with people of other faiths and races. A new group of
people was formed, and they became known as the Samaritans. After their return from exile, the
Jews forced the Samaritans into one particular region. They were not allowed to worship at the
temple in Jerusalem, because they were considered as impure, inferior, and traitors of the people.
People looked down on them and they were despised. That is why it was the disciples found it
strange that Jesus wanted to travel through Samaria on his way to Galilee (John 4:4), because it is
an area that was usually avoided. This is also why the found that strange when Jesus spoke to the

Samaritan woman, because things are not done that way.

The apostles would never have gone from their own Samaria! When the persecution broke out,
however, they did not have much of a choice. But then they remembered Jesus' words: "You will be
my witnesses...even to Samaria..." Perhaps God had allowed things to happen as they did, which
lead them to go to Samaria. Perhaps this is the fulfilment of God's words before his ascension. Or
perhaps this was the opportunity they were waiting for: to preach the gospel across borders! The
message of Jesus Christ came to Samaria and the people there came to faith. Later, the congregation
in Jerusalem even sends Peter and John to Samaria to encourage the believers there. Here is a clear

example of how God transforms a negative experience into something positive. Could God stop the
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persecution? Yes! But instead, God uses its momentum to spread the gospel in Judea, Samaria, and

to the ends of the earth.

This brings us to another question: what was the content of the believers' testimony, that they were

even willing to suffer for it?

2. What to testify about?

In Acts we read: "Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went” (Acts 8:4).
The gospel means the glad tidings or the good news of Jesus Christ. Peter would later write in 1
Peter 4:10: "Each of you should use whatever gift you have received to serve others, as faithful
stewards of God’s grace in its various forms." He speaks of "stewards of God’s grace" — this is the
content of our testimony. In earthly terms they didn't really have anything to offer the people in
Judea and Samaria and so on. But they — filled with the Holy Spirit and equipped with gifts of grace
— testified to the redemption of sins, the victory over death, and an eternal life. As far as the
believers fled, they testified. | think they also invited people to the communal meals, where curious

people experienced the love of Jesus first hand.

The persecution of the believers —however bad it was — may have been the best thing for the church
and for the spreading of the good news. From place to place, a lot of people gave their hearts to the
Lord, got baptized and became part of the church. Consequently, the church grew and the message
spread. In that way, God took something bad like persecution and turned it into something positive.
Paul would later say that God causes all things to work together for the good of those who love Him
(Rom 8:28). Through the persecution (or rather, in spite of the persecution) the church remained
faithful to the command of Jesus: to go to the ends of the world. Of course, this was not the work
of a few persons, but the work of the church as a whole. One planted, another watered, but in the
end, it was God who germinated the seed of faith under the dead soil (1 Cor 3:6). This is our secret
as Christians: to use every situation to make a difference under the guidance and with the power of

the Holy Spirit.

IN CONCLUSION

When Esther became the queen of Persia, she did not expect that one day she would have to risk

her life by appearing before the king on behalf of the entire Jewish people. Mordecai's words to her
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were: “...who knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a time as this?” (Es
4:14). Her bravery saved the lives of the Jewish people. A difficult situation became an opportunity
to let God's light shine, and it made a profound difference. When the believers of the early church
were persecuted, and found themselves in foreign lands, they would surely also have been able to
say these words to each other: "Perhaps it is precisely for a time like this that Jesus has called and

sent us."

Bad times are part of life. Even good believers face difficult choices and experience bad things. We
can't always stop it and we don't always have control over it. But the Bible teaches us that we can
still make a difference in this time; that in such times we can make a difference. When we look at
our country, our communities, our congregations in this way, then perhaps we have to ask

ourselves: isn't it precisely for a time like this that God has called us to be his light?

PRAYER GUIDELINES:

e Think of the times that the Lord has already made everything work for good in your life. Thank
God for showing up in strange and unexpected ways in your life.

e Look at what is going on in our congregations and communities, our towns and cities, our
country and the world. Pray for people for whom bad things and negative things are currently
an overwhelming reality.

e Pray for the Lord's comfort and support, and also intervention or a way out where the situation

seems hopeless.
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MESSAGE 6: OUR HOPE LIES IN THE FACT THAT GOD HEARS OUR PRAYERS

SCRIPTURE READING: ACTS 12:1-19

11t was about this time that King Herod arrested some who belonged to the church, intending to
persecute them. 2He had James, the brother of John, put to death with the sword. 3When he saw
that this met with approval among the Jews, he proceeded to seize Peter also. This happened during
the Festival of Unleavened Bread. *After arresting him, he put him in prison, handing him over to be
guarded by four squads of four soldiers each. Herod intended to bring him out for public trial after
the Passover. °So Peter was kept in prison, but the church was earnestly praying to God for him.
éThe night before Herod was to bring him to trial, Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, bound
with two chains, and sentries stood guard at the entrance. ’Suddenly an angel of the Lord appeared
and a light shone in the cell. He struck Peter on the side and woke him up. “Quick, get up!” he said,
and the chains fell off Peter’s wrists. 8Then the angel said to him, “Put on your clothes and sandals.”
And Peter did so. “Wrap your cloak around you and follow me,” the angel told him. °Peter followed
him out of the prison, but he had no idea that what the angel was doing was really happening; he
thought he was seeing a vision. 1°They passed the first and second guards and came to the iron gate
leading to the city. It opened for them by itself, and they went through it. When they had walked the
length of one street, suddenly the angel left him. 1 Then Peter came to himself and said, “Now | know
without a doubt that the Lord has sent his angel and rescued me from Herod'’s clutches and from
everything the Jewish people were hoping would happen.” ?When this had dawned on him, he went
to the house of Mary the mother of John, also called Mark, where many people had gathered and
were praying. 13Peter knocked at the outer entrance, and a servant named Rhoda came to answer
the door. **When she recognized Peter’s voice, she was so overjoyed she ran back without opening
it and exclaimed, “Peter is at the door!” 1>“You’re out of your mind,” they told her. When she kept
insisting that it was so, they said, “It must be his angel.” 1°But Peter kept on knocking, and when
they opened the door and saw him, they were astonished. 1’ Peter motioned with his hand for them
to be quiet and described how the Lord had brought him out of prison. “Tell James and the other
brothers and sisters about this,” he said, and then he left for another place. *8In the morning, there
was no small commotion among the soldiers as to what had become of Peter. °After Herod had a
thorough search made for him and did not find him, he cross-examined the guards and ordered that
they be executed.

INTRODUCTION

In his book, For This Day, Prof Mias de Klerk writes in a meditation on Acts 12: "Guided by the angel,
the messenger of God, one surprise after another awaits Peter. The handcuffs fall from his hands.
The impenetrable iron door swung open. This witness of the Lord Jesus Christ discovers that the
impossible is possible. If the Lord awakens you through his messengers in your bonds, whatever

they may be, then get up and follow him. One obstacle after another falls away on the path of
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obedience. Then get up, get ready, put on your clothes and discover the iron door swinging open,

as it were, by itself."

In a certain sense, the Lord has given us the keys to unlock the iron doors on our path. The believers
prayed for Peter's release, and God answered their prayers. What a testimony! When people pray
together, God hears. In fact, God doesn't just hear — He also acts! We believe that there is power in

prayer. When we pray, we believe that God hears us too. We put our hopes on it.

WE HOPE THAT GOD HEARS OUR PRAYERS

1. Background for Acts 12

The Roman Empire was big and strong superpower. Like the Greeks and the Persians before them,
they were considered as a great world power. As they took over one country after the other, they
had the custom of appointing people from that country to rule over their own people — under
Rome's supervision, of course. Rome also did this when they occupied Israel in 37 B.C. when they
appointed Herod the Great to rule over the Jews. He was the king when Jesus was born. He died
shortly after Jesus' birth, and after his death Israel was divided between his three sons: Archelaus,
Herod Antipas and Philip. Herod Antipas was king over Galilee and Samaria during Jesus' ministry
on earth. The Herod we read about in Acts 12 is Herod Agrippa — the son of Herod Antipas and the
grandson of Herod the Great. Therefore, we are talking about a third generation king from the same

house.

Kings who acted on behalf of Rome, like the three Herods, were always afraid of rebellion and unrest
in their region, because this would reflect negatively on their ability to rule. If they could not
maintain law and order, they would be removed from their position. This apparently happened to
Archelaus, one of Herod the Great’s sons. The Herod we read about in Acts 12, Herod Agrippa, would
therefore nip any form of rebellion or disorder in the bud early on, because his position (and all the
benefits that come with it) would then be in jeopardy. The Jews knew this, and they also took

advantage of the situation.

The Jews could not tolerate the Christians. Since the coming of the Holy Spirit and the establishment
of the Christian Church in Jerusalem, there has always been tension between the traditional Jews

and the followers of Jesus. This tension already started during Jesus' ministry on earth, but it
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increased exponentially after the founding of the Christian church. During the annual celebration of
Easter, when Jews from far and wide came to Jerusalem, they began to conspire among themselves
and tried to manipulate Herod with the possibility of an uprising. The Jews warned Herod against
the Christians and tried to convince him that he would lose his position if he did not act against them
immediately. He had to make an example of the Christians — that would defuse all the tension.
Herod fell for their lies. This is why he executed James the brother of John without a trial by

beheading him with a sword.

In Acts 12 we read that Herod also had Peter arrested and imprisoned. He would try Peter after the
Passover and possibly have him executed to satisfy the Jews. The Jews were perfectly content with
their plans. There are writers who claim that Herod was afraid of Peter's influence and was therefore
more careful in his handling of Peter's case. Nevertheless, he had Peter locked up and guarded by

at least sixteen soldiers.

2. The congregation prays

In Acts 12:5 we read “...the church was earnestly praying to God for him (Peter)." Shortly after this
we also read about Peter's miraculous deliverance from prison. After the soldiers who were looking
after him fell asleep, an angel appeared to him. The handcuffs fell from his hands, the door of the
prison opened, the angel guided him down the street before just disappearing into thin air. And
there Peter was — a free man! But what now? Where should he go? Peter decides to go to Markus'
mother's house. We read that there were believers gathered to pray together (Acts 12:12). They

were most likely praying for Peter’s release.

When he got to the door, he knocked. A girl with the name of Rhoda asks: “Who is there?” Peter
identifies himself. She recognized his voice, but leaves him standing outside and runs to the upper
room where the believers were busy praying together — where they are praying release of the man
who is standing at the front door. Rhoda tells them that she thinks Peter is standing at the door.
"You’re out of your mind " said one; "perhaps it’s his angel" says another (Acts 12:15). They don't
want to believe Rhoda, even though she is bringing the news that their prayers have been answered.
They don't want to believe her. They send her away in order to pray for the release of the man who

is standing at the front door, knocking...
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Here we can ask the question: But what did they expect? Didn’t they pray for Peter's release?!
Perhaps we could also ask: Did the believers doubt the power of prayer? Did they pray without an

expectation?

When they finally opened the door, "... they were astonished " (Acts 12:16). They could not believe
their eyes! Here, in front of them, stands their friend Petrus who they saw being arrested. He begins
to tell them how the Lord miraculously freed him from prison. Since his life was in danger, Peter left

from there to another place immediately; a place where he would be safe from Herod and the Jews.

This story is a beautiful example of how God’s answers prayers. It also contains an important lesson
about praying with an expectation. Isn't it ironic how the believers prayed for Peter's release, but
when the answer to their prayers knocks on the door, they don't believe it? Did the believers pray
that without an expectation? Did they doubt if God heard them or whether God could intervene?
When Rhoda came to the door, she recognized Petrus' voice at the door. The answer to their prayers
is on the other side of the door, yet she does not open the door. She wonders: Can God really answer
our prayers so soon? Maybe she thought: How could Peter get past the guards and the steel doors
and handcuffs?! God is powerful, but this sounds insane. She runs to the room where the believers
are praying. "l think Petrus is at the front door! Our prayers have been answered!” Their response?

“You're crazy...it must be his spirit. Leave us now so that we can continue to pray for Peter."

Perhaps they were so afraid and sceptical after the death of so many other believers, that they did
not want to believe that Peter could have escaped from a Roman prison. They were just being
realistic. Perhaps they prayed that Peter would be released at his trial. Maybe their prayers were
full of dictations on how God should perform a miracle. All of this, while Peter was standing in front
of the door. And isn't this a wonderful lesson? While we are in the midst of uncertainty, praying to

God and expecting an answer, God has already set the gears in motion to do something incredible!

IN CONCLUSION

How easily do we pray like the believers in Acts 12? What is the attitude with which we pray? Do
we pray prescriptively: "Lord, help us, but do it in this way." Or do we pray with the expectation that
God will act in his way and on his time? Do we believe that God can still make miracles happen or

are we too blind and deaf for it, even though it is knocking at the door. Perhaps it is good to remind
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ourselves during Pentecost: we live in difficult times and under difficult circumstances. The content
of the prayers testifies to this. Let's take God at his word and believe that He hears our cries, tears,
and desires. Let our way of life, our conversations, our plans, our relationships bear witness to this.
God has already placed the keys to the iron doors in our hands. Let’s thank God and trust that he

would also open our eyes when the answer to our prayers are knocking at the door.

When we pray, we run the risk of it turning into a monologue; we rattle off a bunch of thoughts,
recite a rhyme, or read a list of everything the Lord must do for us. Or we pray out of habit —we do
it without really expecting anything. We forget that prayer is actually a conversation, and that it
sometimes requires being quiet and listening too. In prayer we become aware (or we remind
ourselves) that God is at work in our lives. In a sense you are also coming to serve —we to come and
make ourselves available for the Lord's work, and we open ourselves to the Lord's work. Perhaps
the Lord is leading us to be the answer to others' prayers. In prayer we come to align our own lives
with God's will — not the other way around. By praying we become aware of God's presence in our
lives, which is possible through the Holy Spirit. We forget that prayer does not necessarily change

God, but it surely changes us.

PRAYER GUIDELINES:

e Think of the times God has answered your prayers and thank him for it.

e Also think about the times when your prayers were not answered — perhaps the time was not
right yet or perhaps the God protected you.

e Think about the iron doors that are currently overwhelming you. Pray that the God will give you
the keys to open it.

e Ask the Lord to help you to pray correctly, and to listen when the answers are knocking at the

front door.
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MESSAGE 7: OUR HOPE LIES IN THE FACT THAT GOD CAN USE US IN ANY PLACE

SCRIPTURE READING: ACTS 18:1-3, 24-28; 1 CORINTHIANS 16:19

IAfter this, Paul left Athens and went to Corinth. There he met a Jew named Aquila, a native of
Pontus, who had recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had ordered all
Jews to leave Rome. Paul went to see them, 3and because he was a tentmaker as they were, he
stayed and worked with them.

24Meanwhile a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came to Ephesus. He was a learned man,
with a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures. >He had been instructed in the way of the Lord, and
he spoke with great fervour and taught about Jesus accurately, though he knew only the baptism of
John. ?°He began to speak boldly in the synagogue. When Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they invited
him to their home and explained to him the way of God more adequately.?”When Apollos wanted to
go to Achaia, the brothers and sisters encouraged him and wrote to the disciples there to welcome
him. When he arrived, he was a great help to those who by grace had believed. *For he vigorously
refuted his Jewish opponents in public debate, proving from the Scriptures that Jesus was the
Messiah.

1 Cor 16:19 The churches in the province of Asia send you greetings. Aquila and Priscilla greet you
warmly in the Lord, and so does the church that meets at their house.

INTRODUCTION

The famous theoretical physicist Albert Einstein taught at Princeton University for many years. It
was at Prince that he developed his theory of relativity. After this "discovery", the practice of science
would never be the same again. Yet you will not find a plaque or a monument in honour of Albert
Einstein on the campus in Princeton. Apparently, it was Einstein's wish not to erect anything in his
honour. Princeton respected his wish. Einstein said: “Greatness is not self-directed. You yourself are
never the centre." Perhaps this is true wisdom: To look at the bigger picture and realize that the
universe does not revolve around you. This does not make them less important — but it is a lesson
in humility. Arrogant people seek recognition and fame; humble and considerate people recognize

others and realize that they play only a small part in a much bigger story.

With this in mind, let’s look at today’s scripture reading. There is little information available about
Agquila and Priscilla in the New Testament. For most of us, they are just names — maybe that's a good
thing, because they wouldn't want to be famous. But if you look at them a little more closely, you

realize what an enormous role these two people played in the early church. When we look at their
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lives, and we see how God used them in various places. When we then look at their lives, we also

realise that God can use anyone, anywhere.

WE HOPE THAT GOD CAN USE US IN ANY PLACE

1. Aquila and Priscilla — the tentmakers

When Paul went from Athens to Corinth, he met Aquila and Priscilla. They were skilled tanners who,
like him, were of Jewish descent and made tents (Acts 18:3). Before they came to Corinth, they lived
in Rome where they sold their leather goods. They were also part of the congregation there.
However, a strange incident occurred — we read about it in Acts 18:2. Emperor Claudius banished
all the Jews from Rome. If you browse through the history books, you will read that Claudius

banished many immigrants — the Jews by name — from Rome in the year 49 A.D.

There are many theories as to what caused this drastic action. The author Suetonius attributed it to
the Jews who were occasionally involved in riots in Rome; riots surrounding a certain "Krestus". This
Krestus obviously refers to (Jesus) Christ, and these riots most likely refer to conflict between
traditional Jews and the Jewish Christians (the believers of Jewish descent who became followers
of Jesus). For the traditional Jews, the Christians were heretics — especially since the roots of their
faith is Jewish (Jesus who was called the Son of God, the King of the Jews, the promised Christ, and
Jewish Messiah). Aquila and Priscilla were part of the group of people who were banished from
Rome by Claudius because of their religious beliefs. After their exile, they settled in Corinth where
they continued their profession as leather workers. There in Corinth they were actively involved in

the congregation as well, and they opened their house to other Christians — Paul by name.

Paul stayed with them while he was working in Corinth. It was a natural friendship: all three were
Roman citizens of Jewish descent who now believe in Jesus, and all three made tents. During the
day he worked with them to provide for his livelihood, and in the evenings he shared the gospel
with the people. He stayed with them for eighteen months. In these eighteen months, Paul did
incredible work for the Christian Church. Although it is not clearly stated, we can conclude that
Aquila and Priscilla were instrumental in Paul's ministry. Their hospitality and support made it
possible for Paul to carry out the great task that God had given him. Aquila and Priscilla may not
have received all the recognition for their work, but that didn't matter to them either. They knew

that they were merely role players in a much bigger story.

35



2. Apollos —the new missionary

Paul was not the only guest in Aquila and Priscilla's house — we read of another man who stayed
with them. This man's name was Apollos. In Acts 18:24, we read that Aquila and Priscilla moved to
Ephesus. It is here Apollos crosses their path. Apollos was a Jewish Christian who grew up in
Alexandria in Egypt. At the time of the New Testament, there were at least one million Jews living
in Alexandria. The city was known as the academic capital of the world. Apollos was presumably an
intelligent young man who had a good university education. He was thoroughly trained in Jewish
thought and knew the Old Testament very well. He must have come across the teachings of John
the Baptist, and he was so moved by it, that he was baptized and fervently preached the teachings
of John. He was also intelligent enough to draw the lines between the predictions of the Old
Testament and Jesus, despite not knowing much about Jesus. And so, upon arriving in Ephesus, he
makes contact with Christians. Aquila and Priscilla also met him, heard him preaching, and realised
that he was a man with incredible potential. They also realised that they need to help him to fill in
the gaps to understand the Scriptures even better. They taught him about Jesus Christ. After this,

Apollos was sent out as a missionary and he became a powerful instrument in the God’s hand.

3. What do we learn from Aquila and Priscilla?

When we look at these two people, we are both grateful and amazed at how God used them. They
turned their embarrassment into an opportunity and did not give up after what happened to them
in Rome. In Corinth, there were new opportunities and they seized them. When they came to
Ephesus, they must also have joined the congregation, because otherwise they would not have met
Apollos. They never claimed the fame for themselves. They never stood in the limelight, but rather
helped others so that the Light could shine better through them. For Paul they offered
accommodation and enabled him to do his work in order to provide for his livelihood. For Apollos
they introduced the full truth of the gospel. Apollos gained great fame as a famous preacher after
that. Yet we not read much about the two people who stood behind Paul and Apollos. Aquila and
Priscilla never went into the world with the gospel, but through their hospitality they helped Paul

and Apollos to do it.

In his first letter, Peter writes about the gifts of the Holy Spirit (1 Pet 4:7 — 11). In verse 9 he writes:
"Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling." He is the only writer who mentions hospitality

as one of the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Aquila and Priscilla are two examples of the value of hospitality.
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When they were in Rome, Corinth, and Ephesus, they were devoted believers. In Corinth they were
hospitable to Paul. In Ephesus they were hospitable to Apollos. This couple may not have been great
preachers or dynamic leaders; nor do we read that they performed miracles or spoke in tongues.
What was their great contribution in the church then? They were hospitable. Their home was open
and available for the Lord's work. Paul and Apollos (and perhaps many others we don't even know
about) stayed with them. Their story reminds us: God can use us where we are with what we have.
It is a comforting thought. Their humility and the fact that they worked behind the scenes is also an
example for us. Sometimes you won't have chapters dedicated to you, and people won't necessarily
remember your name. But that's not important! Wise and considerate people do not dedicate their
lives to the Lord for recognition or fame; they are content with the knowledge that they are small

players in a bigger story.

IN CONCLUSION

Sometimes we are very enthusiastic about serving the Lord, but we also love our comfort zones. We
love to give money to a good cause or to give old clothes to the church's charity shop; but then we
feel that we have done enough. Basically we say: | want to serve the Lord, but | do it on my terms.
Jesus, however, did not want us to compartmentalize our lives — our faith should be visible in every
aspect of our lives. Everything we do becomes the testimony of our faith. How we eat, sleep,
entertain, work, worship... Faith is not a list of things we can tick off — sometimes it asks us to leave
out comfort zones. It requires us to act and sometimes do things that are difficult for us. Faith
demands that we make friends across racial and cultural boundaries, reach out to strangers, forgive
our enemies, and seek God's will. Jesus says in Matthew 6:33 that we must first seek the kingdom

of God in everything we do.

PRAYER GUIDELINES:
* Pray: Lord, here | am. Use me as | am, where | am, with what | have.
e Also pray: Lord, forgive me the times | was arrogant and sought recognition. Make me content

when only splaying a small role player in Your bigger story.
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