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  25th Sunday after Pentecost 
  November 15, 2015 
 
 

 
Acts 1:1-11 

“The Church: Life with a Mission” 
Matthew B. Reeves 

 
 This sermon concludes a series on the story of the Bible as the story of our life. But the Bible story doesn’t really 
have an ending. That’s because when Jesus sent his followers as his witnesses, all the way to the end of the earth, 
eventually, the message of Jesus got as far as our own hearts. And so, the Bible story isn’t ended because we are now a part 
of it. We are part of what God wants to do in making and saving the world. 

___ 
 

 When we began this series on the story of the Bible as the story of our life, we started at the beginning, when God 
created everything that is. Why did God create? We could attempt some deep, philosophical responses to that, but when 
we get down to it, it’s pretty simple. God created because God wanted to.  
 

Why did God make a promise to Abraham, that through him all the families of the earth would be blessed? As we 
keep coming to grips with those terrible attacks in France, it’s crucial for us to hear that at the heart of biblical faith, God’s 
desire for this incredibly diverse and violent world is that everyone should know blessing and fullness of life in God. Why 
does God hold on to this vision even for a world that’s done violence to God’s own Son? We could explore rich complex 
theological terms like covenant and grace, but when we get down to it, it’s quite simple. God holds the promise of blessing 
to the earth because God deeply wants to. 

 
At its heart, from creation to God’s call to Israel, from the coming of Jesus to the gift of the Holy Spirit upon the 

church, the Bible is sacred testimony to what God wants to do. God wants to give life, to rescue from trouble, to restore 
peoples’ lives. But we don’t hear this biblical message truly until we hear that it isn’t just about what God wanted to do 
way back when. The Bible is about what God wants to do today, in the world as it is. The biblical story reveals to us God’s 
mission here and now. 

 
Forty days after his rising from the dead, and after teaching his followers how God rules the world in the way of 

God’s kingdom, Jesus sent his followers on God’s mission. The first part of the mission was to wait. Wait in Jerusalem for 
the gift of the Holy Spirit. Because when the Holy Spirit came, these apostles who were as ordinary as you and me, they 
would receive power––God’s power.  

 
But the purpose of this power wouldn’t be for them to accomplish life goals or get things to go their way or defeat 

some human enemy. That’s because God’s power wasn’t for what they wanted to do. The purpose of God’s power was for 
what God wanted to do though them.  

 
God wanted to make them witnesses to Jesus, close to home, to the ends of the earth, and everywhere in between. 

Any power God gives us is always for the sake of what God wants to do. 
 
What to you believe God wants to do in your life? If we paused, and took our lives even half as seriously as God 

does, and gave an earnest response to that question, “What do you believe God wants to do in your life?” what would we 
say? Whatever we said would get at our belief in what God’s purpose in our life really is. 

 
Now, what if we took that question, “What do you believe God wants to do in your life,” and broke it free of the 

sanctuary? Maybe even took it to other people? I think it would be fascinating, revealing, probably heart-rending, for us to 
hear what other people long for God to do in their lives. Let me give an example. 

 
Last week I went to Donuts at Dawn at Lindsey Elementary School. It’s this special program that empowers kids 

to wake up early, thereby getting less sleep, in order to eat donuts at school, thereby causing a sugar crash halfway through 
the morning.  
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So, Gareth and I had finished our donuts and I’d gone to the kitchen to help clean up. And I don’t remember how 
it came up, but in the group of us cleaning up, a parent started talking about a child’s reading struggle to read. And then 
about how another child faced challenges in writing. In this parent’s eyes, there was surface tension like water hanging rim 
of a full cup. The tears were right there, about to spill over. 

 
It was a reminder of how in people we see all the time and, let’s be honest, in us ourselves, there’s so much 

operating right below the surface. So much that’s about to spill over. Because there’s so much in life that’s other than how 
we wish it were. It wasn’t the right time to ask, but I wondered what I would have heard had I said, “What do you believe 
God wants to do in that part of your life?”  

 
The book of the Bible called the Acts of the Apostles tells us what God wants to do in the earth really includes 

everyone. This is why Jesus says that church needs to be his witnesses all the way to the end of the earth. God wants the 
message of Jesus––the healing and restoring power of Jesus––to land in the deepest pocket of every single heart.  

 
Acts begins by pointing back to “everything Jesus began to do and teach.” And here we might remember that Acts 

is written by Luke who wrote the gospel with that name. Luke’s gospel shows Jesus healing without discrimination, 
reaching out to outcasts, and opening a future to those who thought future’s door was shut.  

 
But Jesus revealed that, with God, the future is always open because there is never a time when God is rendered 

unable to do what he wants. The start to Acts reminds us of this by recalling Jesus’ suffering on the cross. But God made a 
locked tomb an open door and raised Jesus up. Again and again, Luke says, Jesus proved himself alive to the apostles. 

 
But quickly, Luke says that the resurrection was not the end of what God wanted to do in Jesus. The resurrection 

was, in fact, a new beginning, the start of a new Jesus story. Notice how carefully Luke chooses his words in the first verse 
of Acts. How he says that his first book, the Gospel of Luke, was about everything that Jesus “began to do.” Which is to say 
that what Jesus did in the gospels, with his feet on the earth, was only the start of what he’d do across the earth and 
history. 

 
Which brings us to the church. Acts considers the church to be the group of people who keep living out what God 

began to do in Jesus. If it would be revealing to hear responses to the question, “What do you believe God wants to do in 
your life,” it might be equally revealing, and maybe chastening, to ask, “Tell me what you think about the church.” Would 
responses anything like the person of Jesus Christ? 

 
There’s been some research done on this, by a man named David Kinnaman, who leads an organization called 

the Barna Group. In 2008 he published a book that describes his findings on what outsiders to the church today think of 
Christians. The title of the book is UnChristian, because his research shows that many outsiders’ perceptions of Christianity 
just do not represent what Christians believe God wants to do in Jesus. 

 
Kinnaman’s research focused especially on people between the ages of 16 and 29. He found that nearly half of the 

24 million people in this age group have a negative impression of evangelical Christians. When he asked them why, he 
found that to many of these outsiders, the church has become famous for what it opposes rather than what Jesus is for.  

 
He quotes one outsider to the church as saying: 
 
Most people I meet assume that Christian means very conservative, entrenched in their thinking, antigay, 
antichoice, angry, violent, illogical, empire builders; they want to convert everyone, and they generally 
cannot live peacefully with anyone who doesn’t believe what they believe. 
 

In light of the attacks in France, this depiction of Christians, of the church, frankly sends chills up my spine. 
 
Now, of course, this hardly reflects Jesus’ purpose or the purpose his followers embrace as his witnesses. And that is 

just why David Kinnaman titled his book UnChristian. Increasingly, especially among young people, perceptions of the 
church do not reflect the person and character of Jesus.  

 
Even as the church needs to say that these perceptions aren’t altogether accurate, the church needs to take them 

seriously. Because they tell us that, somehow, we have failed to be the witnesses that Jesus wants. If so many see the church 
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as such “unchristian people” we might even ask if Holy Spirit has wanted to give us a Jesus way of life, but we have wanted 
to pursue something else. 

 
This is why the risen Christ told his apostles to wait for the Holy Spirit. Because without the Spirit, anything they 

tried to do would fall short of what God wants to do. They’d come across as arrogant. They’d feel burdened by the work. 
They’d wind up burned out. Without the Spirit, they’d become anxious, even fearful of the world that crucified Jesus and 
that wouldn’t be any friendlier to his apostles. 

 
But the reason Jesus’ followers can go out as his witnesses, is that Jesus is ascended to heaven as Lord and the Spirit 

has come with power.  
 
As he was about to be taken up, Jesus reminded his apostles authority in the earth really belongs to God. Which 

means that Jesus followers aren’t in the business of to setting up earthly kingdoms over which people struggle for territory 
and control. God doesn’t ask the church to claim authority. God asks them to receive power. Power that, in the Greek, is 
called dynamis, from which we get the word dynamite. And dynamic.  

 
A few years ago, author Malcolm Gladwell found himself in a dynamic place in life, where he was returning to 

Christian faith. He’d drifted away as an adult, but as he was working on a book, he interviewed a couple whose daughter 
had been brutally murdered. In the witness of these plainspoken people he found a remarkable power. After his daughter’s 
funeral, the father said they wanted to find out who killed her so, in his words, “They could share, hopefully, a love that 
seems to be missing in these people’s lives.” And the mother added, “I can’t say at his point I forgive this person,” putting 
stress on “at this point.” But “We have all done something dreadful in our lives, or have felt the urge to.” 

 
In his meeting this couple, these ordinary, humble, broken people, sitting in their ordinary backyard, Gladwell 

began to take Christianity seriously again. He said, “Maybe we have difficulty seeing the [power] of the spirit because we 
don’t know where to look, or because we are distracted by the louder claims of material advantage. But I’ve seen them now, 
and I will never be the same.” 

 
The call of the church is to be people in whom others can see the life of Jesus happening. To be witnesses to Jesus 

in whom the world is not the same. To live in a different kind of way that isn’t so much about what they are against, but for 
what God is for. God is for the transformation of lives. God is for the wholeness and dignity of people. God is for a 
generosity toward the undeserving that’s so shocking as to be beautiful. 

 
This is the mission to which we give pledges and gifts to day. And beyond pledges, we give our lives to what God 

wants to do. We give ourselves to the power of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit who makes Christ Church to be witnesses to 
what Jesus is doing today. Amen. 


