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The book of Acts is understood to be a sequel. It picks up where a previous book in the bible ends. It carries on the story from the book of Luke - one of the four gospels

It is widely accepted that the book of Acts is written by the same author as the book of Luke
It is suggested that they are two books of equal length rather than one longer book because of the limits of what they could write on the length of a piece of scroll on which they would have been written. It serves as the intersection between the gospels and all the letters that come after it.

Acts is history – more specifically theological history – it is history with a purpose. 

Luke tells us at the start of his first book that Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eye witnesses and servants of the word. With this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account

Luke is understood to have been a doctor and he carried out meticulous research, talking to eye witnesses and collating the story of the life of Jesus And in the book of Acts he carries out a similar process of investigation, taking eye witness testimony and collating the story of what came next – the story of the early church.

Acts is the story of the early church on the move

Acts begins in Jerusalem among Jewish believers and it ends in Rome among gentile believers
Luke himself is a gentile, the only gentile to write a book of the bible 

It is the movement of the gospel from a Jewish audience to the rest of the world

And this journey is narrated in six parts - and each part is separated by a little summary statement

Such as Acts 6:7 “So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith” Acts 6:7

It all starts in Jerusalem. But Jesus says to the disciples
‘you will be my witnesses (not just) in Jerusalem, but in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth Acts 1 v 8 The other five parts of Acts tell the story of the Gospel as it spreads out in ever widening circles from Jerusalem to Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth. 
This verse 8 is seen as Luke’s outline of the book

And throughout our time in Mark we have been saying that Mark is a book for everyday disciples
Acts is a book for everyday churches

We live in strange times, society is moving so fast, and as a church, as a community of disciples that meet in Upper Grosvenor Road, we need help navigating our way through an everchanging landscape And Acts is the story of the early church learning to navigate it‘s way through an everchanging landscape

We need encouragement as everyday disciples trying to work out what it looks like to follow Jesus  
And we need encouragement as a church family trying to work out what it looks like to be a community of disciples that meets here
In this early biography of the church Luke has chosen to include all the messy bits
The bits where those in the church fall out with one another
where there is conflict in the church
the bits where the church is stumped by what to do next
the bits where the church struggles to cope with the various cultures that exist not just around them but within the church as well
the bits where the church is persecuted and 
meets with fierce opposition

It is not simply a highlight reel. It is a story of real people experiencing real challenges within the life of the church as it looks to engage with the surrounding culture

The other thought or reason for switching it up between Mark and Acts is the contrast in experience of the disciples between the gospels and what comes next, between a life with Jesus before his ascension and a life after the ascension when Jesus was taken up before their very eyes - in effect Acts shows us how to live without Jesus

And we can so easily dismiss their experience of Jesus as mere history, mere fiction maybe   
and thereby run the risk of dismissing all possibilities of an experiences of Jesus

Now when you read Acts – Jesus in person, is only on stage for the first 9 verses of the book
At which point they had to learn how to engage with Jesus in a completely new way

The pre ascension disciples had to relearn how to engage with Jesus post his ascension.

Have you ever had a crisis of faith, or a an experience of God where you have had to have a rethink about how your engage with God, with Jesus, with Christianity, with Church or with your faith generally?

Some people talk about having a before and after experience of Jesus, God, faith? They had a tangible moment – a defining moment of life before and life after. Is that your experience?

How would you describe your journey to faith?

The rest of the book is the story of how the disciples learned to live without the physical Jesus
How did they learn to live without the physical Jesus?
They learned to keep in step with the Spirit of Jesus - it is only through the Spirit of Jesus - the Holy Spirit

Now Acts covers a timeframe of about 30 years and it is a 30 year record of the interaction between the people of God and the Spirit of God – it is God at work in and through the early church by the power of his Spirit 

Now a key verse in our understanding of Acts is the very first verse
‘In my former book Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach’
I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and teach 
NT Wright describes Acts as a play in which we are invited to become actors and actresses ourselves - the ending of Acts is a bit odd – it has a rather abrupt ending and in so doing it leaves the story open
And Wright suggests that the final act of the play has been left open for us to join in 

What we are reading in acts is simply the opening scene, or set of scenes, in a play whose action we are called to continue

Acts joins what Jesus began to do and teach, with what he continued to do and teach through the early church by means of his Spirit 

The Spirit of God is always there, always talking to us, through the bible, through the events and experiences and encounters that we have everyday

And I believe that God wants to awaken us to the reality of his Spirit’s prompting in our lives

What are the checks and balances that you apply in your life to test whether something is a nudge, a prompt, the voice of God speaking to you?

The Spirit’s prompting is a gift and a grace of God But it takes work and it takes practice and a little bit of perseverance to tune into the Holy Spirit at work in our lives.and maybe we need to tune out some other stuff as well - tune out things that are a distraction

scripture is often the means by which God speaks

Ultimately, the challenge is stopping and listening

I think it is the case that God is more ready and willing to share with us, engage with us than we are willing to stop and listen.Acts is the story of what Jesus continued to do and to teach through his Spirit to his church

The Spirit of Jesus is still at work, is still teaching, still speaking, nudging, guiding prompting 
And I invite you to take up your pencil and start looking out for the reality of the Spirit’s prompting in your lives

start recording your story of the goodness of God

the God who loves you and longs for you to pause long enough to recognise his prompting

Jesus has not stopped doing things and teaching things

And he wants to carry on with the next scene of the play and he wants me and you to get on stage.

What is the Lord Saying?
What do you need to tune out in order to tune in?
What distracts you from listening to the still small voice of God at work in your life?
Do you need to learn how to engage with Jesus in a completely new way?

The clear intention of the Holy Spirit is to take the Good News of Jesus from those who know Jesus to those who don’t know Jesus

If the disciples hadn’t listened and responded to the Spirit of God the Gospel would not have travelled from Jerusalem to Rome

We start by listening to the Spirit’s prompting in our own lives, for the situations we face – our own Jerusalem’s if you like 

But as we shall see as we go on this journey with Luke thro the book of Acts,

The spirts prompting is not simply so that disciples have a nice time and feel good about themselves

It has an outward focus, it has another person edge,
 
We start by listening to God for ourselves, we learn in effect on ourselves and with each other here 
the intention is that we are listening to the Holy Spirit to discern the mind of Christ for the direction that God wants us to take, as a community of disciples, to benefit Tunbridge Wells.

What can we do as a small group, as a church to benefit Tunbridge Wells?

Pray together:

Lord awaken us to the reality of your Spirit’s prompting in our lives
Help us to tune into you.
Please give us ears to hear, eyes to see,
senses to perceive, hearts to discern
and minds to understand 
the promptings of your Holy Spirit in our lives
and Lord we ask you to give us a will that desires to respond to what you are saying to us


