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Acting Out: The Big Picture    Sunday, 6/17/18 

1 Have you ever stopped and asked yourself why you bother to come to church on 

Sunday morning for worship? Why you sacrifice your time, talent, gifts, and service for the 

sake of other people? Is there more to being the church than just singing songs that make us 

feel good and hearing sermons that make us think? Is there more to being the church than 

balancing the budget, keeping the building and parking lot in good repair, and making sure 

everyone gets a cookie with their coffee between services? Don’t misunderstand me, all 

those things are good, but they’re not enough, not worth pouring out our lives into. Even 

gathering to reassure ourselves that Jesus loves us each week isn’t enough. If you’ve ever 

suspected that there has to be more to this whole Jesus thing than the way you’re 

experiencing it, then our summer worship series, “Acting Out,” is for you. And if you’ve 

never stopped long enough to ponder these kinds of questions, this series is for you as well.  

God never intended that we live solitary lives of faith, gathering only occasionally for 

corporate worship. Instead, we are called, gifted with and by the Spirit, and sent in mission, 

acting out the love of God to an ever-wider circle of people across the world. This summer 

we’ll be working our way through the book of Acts, recapturing the vision and missionary 

impulse that lit the early church on fire with passion, power, and purpose. I encourage you to 

start reading Acts this week so that you can experience the story directly for yourself. It’s a 

long book, 28 chapters. But it’s an action-packed book that reads a bit like a Marvel comic, 

complete with ship wrecks, poisonous snakes, vexing conflicts, and yes, miracles as well. If 

you read about two chapters per week, you’ll be done by the time September rolls around. 

2 We’re beginning our series today with a look at the big picture of that Acts fits into 

and describes. You’ve probably heard the parable about the blind people describing an 

elephant. The person with her hands on the tusk says, “It’s a spear!” The one with his arms 

around the trunk says, “It’s a snake!” The person holding the tail says, “It’s a rope.” And on 

it goes. Reading the book of acts can be a little like describing an elephant while wearing a 

blind fold. Read chapter 1 and you might say, “It’s about the disciples hanging out again in 

the upper room. Read chapter 9 and you might say, “It’s about the persecution of 

Christians!” Read Chapter 27 and you might say, “It’s about Paul’s epic sailing voyage and 
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shipwreck!” It is, of course, all these things in the same way that an elephant has tusks, a 

trunk, and a tail. To make sense of Acts, we need to start by seeing the big picture. 

The events described in Acts don’t stand by themselves, but in a particular time in the 

grand history of God’s saving work that spans the thousands of years of Biblical history. Just 

as the four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) signaled the beginning of the New 

Testament, the new covenant of grace in the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus, 

Acts addresses the question, “Now what?” In particular, you can think of Acts as the sequel 

to Luke’s Gospel that answers the question, “If Jesus is the Son of God who gave his life to 

save us, what does that mean for the way we are to live our lives?” Luke even gives us a 

little recap at the very beginning of Acts, just as you’d see in a good TV or Netflix show 

(“Previously, in the Gospel of Luke…). Let’s take a look now at the first nine versions of 

Acts which set the stage for the entire 28 chapters. I’m reading in the New Living 

Translation. 

{Read Acts 1:1-9 (NLT)}. 

3 There are three big-picture ideas that are essential for both understanding Acts and 

Acting Out the Gospel. The first big picture idea is that everything that happens in Acts has 

relates to the Good News of forgiveness. We see that spelled out in the last chapter of Luke 

that we read earlier: We are to be witnesses to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus- 

everything contained in the Gospel of Luke, and really, the other three Gospels as well. And 

even more specifically, in Luke 24:47 we’re reminded that we are to continue the same 

proclamation that Jesus himself and John before him made: “There is forgiveness of sins for 

all who repent.”1 Repenting, you’ll remember, is turning around and moving in the opposite 

direction from anything and everything that comes between our loving of God and loving 

other people. So that’s the first big picture idea to carry with you in reading and living the 

book of Acts. The Good News, the Gospel, is that God forgives us if we turn and align 

ourselves with God’s purposes, choosing to love God and love other people. But living the 

Good News isn’t a passive, stay-at-home kind of thing. It’s an active, hit the road kind of 

thing that requires us to act it out among other people in the things we do and say every day, 

                                                 
1 Luke 24:47 (NLT, 2nd ed.) 
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especially people who aren’t like ourselves. And that’s what the book of Acts is really all 

about: God’s people acting out the Good News of Jesus Christ in the world to more and 

more people.  

Before we move on, let’s do a heart check. Ask yourself in all honesty, how deeply 

have you received the Good News of forgiveness? How completely have you accepted that 

forgiveness by reorienting your life to Jesus rather than yourself? And are you ready to go 

places and do things you never would have chosen on your own for the sake of sharing the 

Good News of forgiveness with other people? It’s all about forgiveness- receiving it and 

sharing it. 

4 Which bring us to the second big picture idea for understanding and living Acts. It’s 

all about the Holy Spirit. In one sense, the Holy Spirit is the proxy for Jesus who has 

ascended to the presence of his Father and sent the Spirit of God to serve the many roles 

Jesus would have served had he remained on earth with us. On the other hand, Jesus seems 

to say that we’re actually better off without him sticking around! Our ability to act out the 

Good News has been increased, not diminished, with the ascension of Jesus to the Father 

and the giving of the Holy Spirit.  

The title “Acts” is a shortened version of the longer working title, “The Acts of the 

Apostles.” I’ve said before that if I were to give it a title, it would be “The Acts of the Holy 

Spirit.” Who is it that gives the disciples the boldness to proclaim the good news of Jesus? 

The Holy Spirit. Who is it that intercedes with the Father on their behalf when they pray? 

The Holy Spirit. Who is it that equips each of them with unique spiritual gifts for ministry? 

The Holy Spirit. Who leads them forward in their mission, leading them to the right places 

and the right people at the right times? The Holy Spirit! Is Acts about the formation of the 

early Christian church? Yes, but the real protagonist in this story is the Holy Spirit.  

When you read Acts, pay extra attention to what the Holy Spirit is doing. If you want 

to live Acts, the same is doubly true. That means that you’ll have to learn to recognize the 

voice of the Holy Spirit in your life, whether it’s that still, small voice that speaks though 

your inner voice; a stirring of your soul in the reading of scripture; the voice of a trusted 

friend or counselor; or the strong conviction that you should turn away from something 
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harmful. Let’s do another heart check. How real is the Holy Spirit to you? Can you 

recognize the voice of the Holy Spirit in yourself and others?  

5 The third and last big picture idea for understanding and living Acts is that it’s all 

about mission. Acts 1:8 serves as both a table of contents to the mission of the disciples and 

a missionary manifesto for the church today. “And you will be my witnesses, telling people 

about me everywhere—in Jerusalem, throughout Judea, in Samaria, and to the ends of the 

earth.”2 Imagine Jerusalem as ground zero, the location of the Temple and the upper room 

where the disciples of Jesus were hanging out. It was the center of the Jewish world. As you 

read Acts, you’ll see that this mission given by Jesus in Acts 1:8 is fulfilled exactly, with 

each passing chapter finding the Gospel of Jesus carried farther from Jerusalem and, 

consequently, to more and more gentiles (that is, people who were less and less like the 

apostles). Leaving Jerusalem was a big deal, such a big deal that it took the threat of 

imprisonment and death to drive the disciples into the countryside of Judea and the province 

of Samaria, some 30 miles from Jerusalem. By chapter 12, the Gospel had reached Perga, 

over 400 miles from Jerusalem. Rinse and repeat throughout Acts, until in chapter 28, the 

Gospel reaches Rome, the virtual “ends of the earth” at that time, almost 1,500 miles from 

Jerusalem. The pattern is clear. The Good News isn’t just for sermonizing once a week in 

church. The Good News is for actively sharing, carrying it in mission through word and 

action to where people are, rather than waiting for people to come and find it. It’s all about 

mission. 

6 Let’s come back to where we started. Why do we bother to come to church on 

Sunday morning for worship? Is there more to being the church than just singing songs that 

make us feel good and hearing sermons that make us think? When we gather here and 

worship in the name of Jesus, facing the empty cross on the far wall, we’re signing up for 

acting out the Gospel of forgiveness in Spirit-filled ways and in active mission to the world. 

This week, think about where you fit into God’s big picture, then find at least one way to act 

out the forgiveness of God, either by taking a step to grow in your love of God or your love 

of another. And when you do it, don’t forget to take a selfie for Jesus! 

                                                 
2 Acts 1:8 (NLT, 2nd ed.) 
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