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INTRODUCTION.  

Firstly, let me bring you the greetings and best wishes from the students and staff of the greatest Theological Seminary in the world.  As my students have taught me I must properly greet all dignitaries and participants of this SYNOD.  So, Bishop Taylor, the vice Chair of the District, Colleagues, sisters and brothers in Christ (all protocol observed), I greet you in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord and Saviour.  Amen.

I am extremely grateful to Bishop Taylor for asking me to share with you today on the theme of “The Church’s mission in the world”.

A few weeks ago the MCSA’s Connexional Secretary addressed the 40 odd graduates at John Wesley College.  In his address he made reference to a quote which left me thinking, and has shaped this Bible study today.  The quote is from Bishop Graham Gray (Bishop of York) who said: "The gospel must be constantly forwarded to a new address because the recipient is always changing his place of residence."

And so today, I have chosen the theme of “The same Gospel in an ever-changing world:  Mission in Community”. 

In investigating this them we will look at a Mission Cameo from the Bible that faced this same challenge, we will look at the account of the Mission of the Early Church as it is recorded in the book of the Acts of the Apostles.

1. A few facts about the book of Acts.

This may be old news to some of you here, but let’s just remind ourselves about the purpose, nature and content of this wonderful book so that we can better grapple with the subject of “the same Gospel in a ever-changing world”.

· The Book of Acts, as we know, was written by Luke, the author of the Gospel that bears his name.  Whereas Luke’s Gospel was intended to tell the story of the life and miraculous works of Jesus that lead to salvation, the Acts of the Apostles is written by the same author, to the same person, to tell of the wonderful that God has done through the power of the Spirit in the early Church.  In fact William Barclay goes as far as saying the Acts of the Apostles is the most important book in the New Testament since it tells of the kick start of mission and the transfer of God’s power from God’s son, to God’s chosen in the Church!

· What is of interest is that much of Acts is written from Luke’s own travel diary (as such he may have accompanied Paul on some of his missionary work).  There are three particular sections where Luke employs the first person plural (we) to describe events – Acts 16:10-17, 20:5-21:18, and 27:1-28:16.

· The book is written to a believer, which is what makes it so useful for us.  Luke addresses the book to a man called ‘Theophilus’ (Luke 1:3, and Acts 1:1).  Theophilus is unlikely to be a name (since it is not common in those times), rather it is a combination of two Greek words, theos meaning God, and philein which means to love or have deep familial affection for (brotherly love).  As such we can see that it was likely to have been written by Luke for someone who was a ‘lover of God’.

· I have already briefly touched on the reason why Luke wrote this Chronicle called Acts, but let’s just flesh out a few suggestions:

· He wrote the book to commend the Christian faith, and the good and honourable work of Christians, to the Roman government (in fact some have suggested that ‘Theophilus’ was a high ranking Roman official who may have had some say in the trial of Paul – before is execution in Rome, and that Luke’s intent was to write to this ‘lover of God’ to convince him that Christians are not subversive of the Roman Empire.  This could certainly account for the reason why the account of Paul’s life ends with him jailed in Rome.

· HOWEVER, the clearest indication of Luke’s intent in writing this chronicle can be found in one particular verse near the beginning of the book, Acts 1:8.

2. God’s Missiological purpose for the SAME church in an EVER-CHANGING world, based on Acts 1:8 – a hermeneutic key.

The verse reads as follows:

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.
In Biblical scholarship we would call a verse such as this a ‘hermeneutic key’.  Hermeneutics is the science of interpretation.  This verse is thus a key that unlocks the interpretation of the whole book.  Many books in the Bible have such verses (see as another clear example of a ‘hermeneutic key’ John 20:30-31 as verses that unlock the interpretive purpose of the whole of that Gospel).

This interpretive key gives us two significant insights:

a. Source of true mission:  It shows us where the power comes from for true mission as a lasting, living and powerful change of lives and communities.  ‘But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you…’
b. The strategy of true mission:  The second part of this verse ‘…and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth’, gives a very clear outline of how the Gospel message spread from it’s early start among a band of about 30 Jewish men and women, to a world changing faith that transformed  the whole of the world and history as we know it today.  However, Luke had to make a record of how the SAME GOSPEL had been forwarded to DIFFERENT locations.  In other words, how God’s mission had lead the early Church to break out of its complacency, out of its comfort zone, to become bold, non-conformist and engage society for the sake of it’s salvation and the love of God.  We can chart this growth and expansion of the Gospel from Jerusalem (Acts 1:1-7:60) which ends with the martyrdom of Stephen and the scattering of the Saints through Judea and Samaria (Acts 8:1-40), then the conversion of Saul (Acts 9:1-43) and the subsequent spread of the Gospel throughout the whole known world (even to the very end…. Rome).

Let’s deal with the first aspect of the hermeneutic key - 

2.1. Mission in the power of the Holy Spirit.

I believe it was L Ron Hubbard, the founder of Christian Scientology, who said that “If your religion doesn’t change you, then it’s time to change your religion”.  Well friends, let me tell you, that what we read about in the book of Acts is nothing short of an explosive world changing encounter with Almighty God!

Luke uses the voice of Christ himself to say:  But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses….
Power.  The first thing that we learn about this life-changing mission is that it was a power based faith!  Just this week I read an internet article written by a friend who was lamenting the state of the Church, he writes of his personal despair at having to go to SYNOD and sit through hours of meaningless business and boring debate.  He writes:

This Church Synod will discuss the dwindling congregational numerical returns, the financial struggle to pay salaries, how to keep gay people out of the church, and the jockeying for position of various clergy intent on becoming the next Bishop!
He ended his article by asking the question whether anything of substance or change would come out of the SYNODS this year?  I was challenged by these thoughts.  When last did we leave a SYNOD full of the power of the Holy Spirit?  The interesting thing about this passage that we read today it foretells of the pitfall that the institutionalised Church would find itself in some 2000 years later.  This statement of Jesus about God pouring out God’s spirit in power is as a result of a question asked by the disciples:

v.6.  Lord, are you at this time going to restore the Kingdom to Israel?
This is a very telling statement.  It shows two very clear misunderstandings of the Power that the Gospel has to change society and human lives.  

Firstly, it is a passive faith….  It asks “ are you going to restore…”, and “… the Kingdom TO Israel…”.  I see this attitude reflected in many Churches across the world.  We have become passive, expecting God to act FOR us.  At very least we expect the SYNOD, the Conference, the Bishop, the Superintendent, the Minster, the Local Preacher….. to set the Missional agenda FOR us.   This is not where to Power of God comes in to change.  The Power of God acts within you, when you love Christ.  You have to love his world!  You have to love the old and the young, the rich and the poor, the gay and straight.  Don’t look to someone else to love the world for you.  Jesus uses the word you humas (Greek, it is the accusative object of the verb, second person singular).  Jesus does not say ‘they’, or ‘them’.  It is not in the third person.  It is YOU!  Change and power starts with you!  When last did YOU take responsibility for mission?  When last did you ask God what God’s will is for your community?  Friends, it is time to stop looking elsewhere.  We will have to give an account of how we lead and pastored our churches.  

Secondly, they show a clear misunderstanding of where the power comes from.  The Greek word, for power, used here is dunamin, from which we get our English word ‘dynamite’!   Jesus points out to them that when they wait upon God, and follow God’s agenda for their lives they will receive a power which is far greater than any political or organisational power could ever be!  Jesus promises a NEW POWER, the POWER of God himself.  The word dunamin comes from the Greek root dunamai which means ‘to be able’, or to be enabled or empowered.

So, Jesus tells the religious, the holy, the followers, of his day – the kind of power that you need to truly transform society is not status, it is not wealth, it is not political.  You don’t need to be a Bishop to change the world, what you need to be is connected to God by the power of the Holy Spirit!

True change and transformation in ministry can only come from a true connection with God in the Holy Spirit.  Let’s be honest, many of our members, in fact many of our ministers, need nothing more than to be saved!  Our ministry is ineffective and powerless because we no longer know God!

So, when I wrote to my friend and responded to his dismay about the SYNOD I said:  “My hope for the Church lies not in the SYNOD, not in those of us who think that we have known God for a long time…  My hope lies in the Sunday school!  It lies with those who are discovering and falling in love with Christ for the first time!”

True power in the Spirit, dynamite power, the power of Acts that changes the whole world, comes not from prestige, or position, it comes from passion!  Passion for God in Christ.
How is your passion doing?  If you have forgotten God, then today make yourself right with him!

The Holy Spirit.
Jesus said: But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you;

The interesting thing about the structure of this sentence (epelthontos tou hagiou pneumatos eph’ humas) is that it is in the Genitive absolute and is simultaneous in time with the preceding verb “shall receive” (lempsesthe).  What does that mean!?

It means simply that the only time that you receive power is in the moment that the Holy Spirit descends upon you.  The same structure is employed in Jesus sentence in John 15:4 concerning Christians bearing true fruit for Christ, “Remain in me, and I will remain in you.  No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine.  Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me”.

It is essential that we receive this POWER to be Christ’s witnesses, why?  Because the witness is costly, it is difficult, it takes more than just commitment, it takes personal sacrifice!

My witnesses.  

…  and you will be my witnesses… (mou martures).  The Greek word witness is the word martures from which we derive the English word ‘Martyr’.  A Martyr is someone who give up their very life for the Christian faith.

I wonder if Jesus knew how his disciples would die for their faith when he said these words?  Of the twelve disciples, 11 would be killed for their faith.  And the witness of the Power of God would be strong within them, that Peter (the one who was so afraid that he denied Christ three times, even denying him to a slave girl) asks to be crucified upside down because he believed he was not worthy to be crucified in the same manner as his Lord.


Perhaps our witness is not costly enough.  Perhaps it is too cheap.  Maybe that is why we no longer offer our lives for the faith.  Even clergy are afraid to sacrifice their lives for the cause of Christ.  When last did you witness to Christ, I mean actually suck up your courage and go over to a person and say “I want to tell you about someone who loves you”.  Let me say, our laity will never do it until we are prepared to do it.

The saddest thing about the modern Church is that it has become a FORT instead of a PORT.  We have closed ourselves in from the world, we retreat here to escape race (in society our Children school together, our spouses work side by side with people of all races.  Yet on  Sunday we worship separately.  In society people who are differently abled are catered for.  There are ramps for their wheelchairs and sign linguists for their communication.  In the Church we have stairs, spoken sermons and uniforms.

I recently found this incredible video…. It speaks volumes about the modern Church.

[if possible play ejector pew]

Friends, witnessing for the Gospel of Christ demands more than our time.  It demands our lives.  It demands that we place ourselves in the hands of God and say “spend me, spend me generously, for your sake and for the world”.  We should be a PORT that sends forth change and renewal, not a FORT that cuts us off from the change in the world.

Remember the words of Bishop Gray who said: "The gospel must be constantly forwarded to a new address because the recipient is always changing his place of residence."
So, how and where does this mission birthed in the Power of God’s spirit, constantly connected and costly take place? 

Well, that leads us on to the second element of this ‘hermeneutic key’ where and how this mission is to take place…

2.2. The location of God’s Mission in community.

An interesting point about the locations of Mission is that Jesus places them within communities, with particular societies.  We have often thought of these places (Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and the ends of the earth) as geographical locations.  However, the rest of the book of Acts shows us that the concern is not with geography, but reaching communities with the love of Christ.  So where does it begin? 
2.2.1. I MUST SHARE WITH THOSE IN MY WORLD – JERUSALEM. (Acts 1:1-7:60)
· The first place that Jesus calls us to engage in being missionaries (martures), to live the life of sacrifice for love, is in Jerusalem.  

· There is a Chinese proverb that says “the long journey starts with one step”.

· Here we come to realise that true mission starts where we are.  

· First, to complete my God-given mission, I must share with those in my world.  That's the starting point. I must share with those in my world.  Do you remember the healing of the Demon possessed man in the Garasenes?  After Jesus healed him, he wanted to travel with Jesus and Jesus said, "No, I don't want you to do that." In Luke 8:39, He said this, "’Go back home and tell people how much God has done for you.’ So that man went all over town telling how much Jesus had done for him.”  Circle the phrase "go back home."  Jesus says the same thing to you.  You know where your mission starts?  Right at home, starts in your own neighborhood, in your own community.  It says he went all over town.  That's what God wants you to do.  He wants you to go to your friends, your family, your coworkers, your neighbors, anybody who crosses your path, the person at the Video shop, the person who helps you with petrol or the cashier in the shops somewhere.  God says, "I want you to share the Good News with the people first in your Jerusalem, with the people in your home.”  

· Let me ask you an honest question.  When last did you share the Gospel with someone in your home?  When last did you pray with your wife, your husband, your children?  When last did you visit your neighbours simply to share the love of Christ with them?  There are of course a couple of reasons why you HAVE to share with those in your world:

· Firstly, let me ask you, do you think that God loves those persons?  Do you think that God has a plan for those people?  Do you think that God longs for them to find blessing, wholeness, life, healing and wellness?  If God does have a will.  Then you have a task!  I often wonder how often I am disobedient to God’s will for other people!  Do you remember the story Luke 5:17-20 where some friends brought their paralyzed friend to Jesus for healing.  Listen to how Luke records the outcome of this loving act.  He says “When Jesus saw THEIR FAITH he said ‘Friend, your sins are forgiven’” (Luke 5:20).  Your faith is intended for someone else’s healing!

· Secondly, let me say, if you cannot engage in this kind of loving service and activity in an environment of security and trust, among people whom we know and love, there is no way that you will ever do it in the wider world!

· Thirdly, it has been shown the most effective way for persons to come to know of Christ and his love is through loving relationships.  Let’s do a quick little poll.  How many people here came to experience the loving, saving work of Christ through an evangelical meeting?  How many persons here came to know Christ their a family member (a mother, grandmother, brother or sister), or a friend?  The most effective instrument of God’s love and healing and transforming power comes through close community relationships.

· You see friends, so many of us live with the myth that there is someone else who can do God’s mission.  Friends, the good news is that there is no-one else!  Who is there in your world that God wants to reach?  Who is there that God longs to love and care for?  Who is there in your world that God wants to shower in grace, to bless, to care for, to protect, to meet their needs?

· There is nothing quite as effective as sincerely sharing your faith with other people.  Remember, you were CREATED for a MISSION!  How is your Mission at home, at work, in your local Jerusalem going?

2.2.2. I MUST DARE TO REACH BEYOND MY WORLD – ALL JUDEA AND SAMARIA. (Acts 8:1-40)
· Number two, I must dare to reach beyond my world. 

· You may remember that once the Disciples had been commanded not to go to Samaria (Matt 10:5), but now it is included in God’s program for the world!  The places that were off limits have become the mission field!

· A further interesting aspect of the missionary work which is spoken of in the book of Acts is the methodology that is engaged in when the missioners (martures) encounter struggle.  They encountered all of the kinds of struggles that we encounter in our mission:

· Inward interpersonal conflicts (Paul and Barnabas).

· An unwillingness of the believers to share in a common vision (Council of Jerusalem and the spread of the Gospel to Gentiles)

· Lack of resources (Paul’s need to engage in ‘tent – making’ and creative ways of doing ministry in a changing context).

· Lack of support and acceptance in the community in which ministry is to take place (the need to move from the Synagogue to the Market Place).

· Love demands I move beyond my comfort zone to people with different background, different education, different language, different economics.  You see, our mission has such eternal consequences, heaven and hell, that we must be willing to risk anything to get the message out.  If I had the cure for AIDS, believe me, I'd be shouting it on the street.  It would be criminal to keep it a secret. But I have something even more important than that, the way to eternal life.  It has been given. Somebody cared enough to tell me, I've got to be caring enough to tell others. The Bible says this in 1 Corinthians 9:22b "Whatever each person is like, I try to find common ground with him so that he will let me tell him about Christ and let Christ save him."  In other words, I just don't hang out with people like me. Christians are called to build bridges, not walls.  And repeatedly in the Bible, we're told to reach out.  God expects us to make the first move.  In fact, over and over again God says it in one word: "Go."  I want you to go.  You can't spell “God” without “go.”  You can't spell “Good News” without “go.”  You can't spell “gospel” without “go.”  You have to go!  The Church is meant to be a PORT, not a FORT!

· I must dare to reach beyond my world.  Look at this next verse, Galatians 6:2, "Stoop down and reach out to those who were oppressed.  Share their burdens, and so complete Christ's law."  What is Christ's law?  Love your neighbor as yourself.  He says, “Stoop down and reach out to those who are oppressed.”  Now, you don't have to go very far to do this.  It is within 20 minutes.  God says our actions are proved by our love.  Look at the next verse James 1:27. “Real religion,” – real religion – “the kind that passes muster before God the Father, is this: reach out to the homeless and the loveless in their plight.”  You know, when you read about Jesus, you read that Jesus always rooted for the underdog that people in that society wanted to ignore; the powerless, the poor, the left behind, the imprisoned, the orphaned, the widowed, the aged, the mentally ill, the social outcasts, sick, the lepers.  If Jesus were alive today, do you know who He would be hanging out with -- AIDS patients, with Gay People, with street Children. He'd probably be at an AIDS hospice, caring for those that everybody else wants to kind of turn their back on, or on the street with the children all around him!

· I wonder what our ministry will look like when we return to Circuits?  Will we be the friend of outcasts?  Or will we seek the comfort of our pulpits, our offices, our manses?  The truth of the matter is this, if you want to find Jesus, you may just need to go where Jesus is!  I can assure you that He is fare more easily seen in places of despair, of need, the places of hurt and struggle, than he is seen in the places of comfort!

· The Good News is that one day we're going to stand before God and He's going to do an audit of our lives, and He's going to judge if we really learned to love or if it was just all talk.  Did we ever really do anything that showed love or did we just say we loved?  The Bible says one day Jesus is going to separate people into two groups: sheep and goats.  And He's going to say to one group, you know what? Well, let's look, here's what He's going to say, 

· Matthew 25:35-36.  “I was hungry, and you fed Me.  I was thirsty and you gave Me a drink.  I was a stranger, and you invited Me into your home.  I was naked, and you gave Me clothing.  I was sick and you cared for Me.  I was in prison and you visited Me.”  If you go back and read the rest of that verse, Matthew 25, people are going to say, “When did we do that for you, Lord?”  And He says, “When you have done it to one of the least of my brothers or sisters, you've done it to Me.” When you give a cup of cold water to somebody who is thirsty, when you give a shoe box of toys to a child on the other side of the world who has never had anything, Jesus said, “It is just like did you it for me.”  

· So, how is your Mission in Judea going?  Remember that you were made for mission.  Every person must not only reach out where they are, but they must find ways of reaching out, showing love, beyond their comfort zone!  

2.2.3. I MUST CARE ABOUT THE WHOLE WORLD – TO THE ENDS OF THE EARTH. (Acts 9:1-43, and to the end of acts in Acts 28:31)
· If I am going to be like Jesus Christ, I must care about the whole world. I share with my world.  I dare to reach beyond my world.  And then I care about the whole world.  

· This is one of the greatest problems with the local Church, many of our Churches are very much taken up in the concerns of the local community that they pay no attention to the needs and concerns of the whole world.

· And we have to care because God cares about the whole world.  This is going to take you to a new level of spiritual maturity. 

CONCLUSION.

· So, what can we learn from the model of Mission we encounter in Acts?

· You are God’s chosen instrument of Mission in the world.  You have to take responsibility for that, and we will have to give account for it.  How responsible are you for Mission in:

· Your own world

· Beyond your comfort zone

· To the ends of the earth?

· You can only do Mission under the Power of God’s Holy Spirit.  This is not something that you experience once, it is as a result of an ongoing relationship.  Let me ask you, how is your relationship with God?

· Lastly, true witness is Martyrdom, it is costly, it is sacrificial, and it demands your life.  How costly is your mission at this point in your life?

· I can't think of a better thing to have on your tombstone: “She served God's purpose in her time,” “He served God's purpose in his generation.” What is more important than that: doing what God put you on earth to do?  And that's my prayer for you and it is my prayer for me; that people will be able to say it about me, that I served God's purpose in my generation.  And I want them to say it about you.  Here's the test to know if you have completed your mission or not. Are you still alive?  If you're still alive, your mission is not completed.  So as we close, you’ve got four possible responses.  You can say like Moses, “Who me?” Or you can say like Jonah, "Not me."  Or you can say it like Habakkuk, "Why me?"  Or you can say like Isaiah, "Send me."  

· You have heard me say this many times.  The most dangerous prayer you can pray is "God use me."  I dare you to say it.  Do you have enough courage to say, "God use my life"?  Watch what happens!  Little becomes much when you put it in the Master's hand.  Let’s pray, as the Psalmist said, “Send us around the world with the news of Your saving power and your eternal plan for all humankind”,  Psalm 67:2
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