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God’s Unstoppable Mission: 

Stories from the Acts of the Apostles 

Finding our Place in the History of Grace 

Acts 1:1-3 

(September 10, 2006) 

 

 This morning I am beginning a sermon series that I am calling God’s 

Unstoppable Mission: Stories from the Acts of the Apostles. Stories are 

loved by all of us because when we hear stories, watch stories in movie 

form or read them in book form they invite us into another world. Good 

stories not only invite us into another world, they also help us to better 

understand the world in which we live. If you are a parent you have 

undoubtedly read this story, Good Night Moon to your very young 

children. On a much more serious note, the movie Flight 93, captures 

something of the horrors of 9/11 in a way that help the viewers to more 

fully capture what happened on that life-changing day.  

 

Not only do stories do this, it is also true with songs. When I am captured 

by a song and want to hear it repeatedly it is often because the music and 

lyrics work on my mind and heart in a way that help me to better 

understand my place in the world. They can also be just plain fun at the 

same time.   

 

I have been enamoured by a song I want to play for you now. The lyrics 

talk about a man named Matthew West and his experience and 

understanding of what it means to be a Christian. As he thinks about his 

story, he connects it into the story of what the Creed calls the Communion 



 2

of the Saints. He then asks the listener to think about his or her story. So 

let’s listen to it now and then I will explain to you why I think it’s such a 

good song to introduce the Acts of the Apostles.  

 

NNeexxtt  TThhiinngg  yyoouu  KKnnooww  

 
II  rreemmeemmbbeerr  wwhheenn  II  wwaass  tthhiirrtteeeenn  II  ssaaww  aa  ppiiccttuurree  oonn  mmyy  TT..VV..  ssccrreeeenn  

TThhee  RReevveerreenndd  BBiillllyy  GGrraahhaamm  aanndd  tthhee  ppeeooppllee  ssiinnggiinngg  ""JJuusstt  AAss  II  AAmm""  

AAnndd  iitt  ffeelltt  lliikkee  YYoouu  wweerree  ttaallkkiinngg  ttoo  mmee  AAnndd  tthhee  wwhhoollee  wwoorrlldd  sseeeemmeedd  ttoo  

ffaaddee  aawwaayy  UUnnttiill  II  hheeaarrdd  mmyy  mmootthheerr  ssaayy::  

""SSoonn,,  aarree  yyoouu  ookkaayy??  DDoo  yyoouu  wwaannnnaa  pprraayy??""  AAnndd  tthhaatt  bbeeccaammee  tthhee  hhoouurr  II  

ffiirrsstt  bbeelliieevveedd  

  

  NNeexxtt  tthhiinngg  yyoouu  kknnooww  II''mm  hhiigghh  aanndd  ffllyyiinn''  NNeexxtt  tthhiinngg  yyoouu  kknnooww  MMyy  

hheeaarrtt  iiss  iinn  yyoouurr  hhaannddss  NNeexxtt  tthhiinngg  yyoouu  kknnooww  TThheerree''ss  nnoo  ddeennyyiinn''  NNeexxtt  

tthhiinngg  yyoouu  kknnooww  II''mm  aa  bbrraanndd  nneeww  mmaann  

  

WWeellll,,  II  wwiisshh  II  ccoouulldd  ssaayy  II  aallwwaayyss  ssttaayyeedd  rriigghhtt  tthheerree  AAnndd  II  ddiidd  uunnttiill  mmyy  

ffrreesshhmmaann  yyeeaarr  BBuutt  tthhee  wwoorrlldd  wwaass  ppuulllliinngg  mmee  aa  lloonngg  wwaayy  ffrroomm  tthhiirrtteeeenn  

AAnndd  yyoouu  wweerree  ccaalllliinngg  bbuutt  II  ddiiddnn''tt  hheeaarr  SSttiillll  II  kknneeww  tthheerree  wwaass  

ssoommeetthhiinngg  mmoorree  SSoo,,  oonnee  ddaayy  mmyy  kknneeeess  hhiitt  tthhee  ddoorrmm  rroooomm  fflloooorr  II  ssaaiidd,,  

  

""IIff  yyoouu''rree  tthheerree,,  aanndd  iiff  yyoouu  rreeaallllyy  ccaarree,,  CCoommee  aanndd  ttaallkk  ttoo  mmee  lliikkee  II  wwaass  

tthhiirrtteeeenn..""  
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CChhoorruuss  NNeexxtt  tthhiinngg  yyoouu  kknnooww  II''mm  hhiigghh  aanndd  ffllyyiinn''  NNeexxtt  tthhiinngg  yyoouu  kknnooww  

MMyy  hheeaarrtt  iiss  iinn  yyoouurr  hhaannddss  NNeexxtt  tthhiinngg  yyoouu  kknnooww  TThheerree''ss  nnoo  ddeennyyiinn''  

NNeexxtt  tthhiinngg  yyoouu  kknnooww  II''mm  aa  bbrraanndd  nneeww  mmaann  

  

IInnssttrruummeennttaall  

  

GGoott  aa  ppiiccttuurree  iinn  mmyy  hheeaadd  ttooddaayy  ooff  hhooww  hheeaavveenn  mmiigghhtt  llooookk  ssoommeeddaayy  II  

sseeee  tthhee  ppeeooppllee  tthheerree,,  ssoo  II  ppuullll  uupp  aa  cchhaaiirr  AAnndd  tthheeiirr  ssttoorriieess,,  tthheeyy  bbllooww  

mmee  aawwaayy  ''CCaauussee  II  ccaann  sseeee  iitt  oonn  eevveerryy  ffaaccee  TThhee  eevviiddeennccee  ooff  ggrraaccee  AAnndd  aass  

II  lliisstteenn  iitt  ooccccuurrss  ttoo  mmee  EEvveerryybbooddyy''ss  ggoott  tthheeiirr  oowwnn  tthhiirrtteeeenn  

  

SSoo,,  wwhhaatt''ss  yyoouurr  ssttoorryy  aabboouutt  HHiiss  gglloorryy??  YYoouu  ggoottttaa  ffiinndd  yyoouurr  ppllaaccee  iinn  tthhee  

hhiissttoorryy  ooff  ggrraaccee  YYeeaahh,,  wwhhaatt''ss  yyoouurr  ssttoorryy  aabboouutt  HHiiss  gglloorryy??  CCoommee  oonn  aanndd  

ffiinndd  yyoouurr  ppllaaccee  

  

CChhoorruuss  NNeexxtt  tthhiinngg  yyoouu  kknnooww  II''mm  hhiigghh  aanndd  ffllyyiinn''  NNeexxtt  tthhiinngg  yyoouu  kknnooww  

MMyy  hheeaarrtt  iiss  iinn  yyoouurr  hhaannddss  NNeexxtt  tthhiinngg  yyoouu  kknnooww  TThheerree''ss  nnoo  ddeennyyiinn''  

NNeexxtt  tthhiinngg  yyoouu  kknnooww  II''mm  aa  bbrraanndd  nneeww  mmaann11  

 

When it comes to the Acts of the Apostles we have 28 chapters of stories  

that invite us into the world known as the kingdom of God. But these 

stories are not just for our entertainment, although they are entertaining. 

They are also intended for our conversion.  As we listen to these stories, 

                                                           
11  ((cc))  22000055  WWoorrdd  MMuussiicc,,  LLLLCC//WWeessttiieess  MMuussiicc  PPuubblliisshhiinngg,,  aaddmmiinn..  bbyy  WWoorrdd  MMuussiicc,,  LLLLCC;;  BBMMGG  SSoonnggss,,  IInncc..,,  aaddmmiinn..  bbyy  BBMMGG  MMuussiicc  PPuubblliisshhiinngg,,  IInncc..  ((AASSCCAAPP))..  AAllll  

rriigghhttss  rreesseerrvveedd..  UUsseedd  bbyy  ppeerrmmiissssiioonn..  IInntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  ccooppyyrriigghhtt  sseeccuurreedd  
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Luke wants us to find our identity more clear defined and understood as 

we read them. Luke is doing the same thing as Matthew West is doing in 

this song. As we read of people with names like Saul, Peter, Stephen 

Corrnelius, and countless others we hear about their thirteens. We are also 

given an understanding of what it means to find ourselves in the history of 

grace. In writing to his friend Theopholus Luke intending to share the 

story of grace with just one person. But in so doing the Holy Spirit 

deemed it necessary that this story be recorded for posterity so that 

countless billions of other people could also her the story. That is the 

power of a good story, and indeed there are no stories more transforming 

than Gospel stories because when they get hold of our hearts with 

Matthew West we can sing: 

 

Next thing you know I'm high and flyin' Next thing you know My heart is in 

your hands Next thing you know There's no denyin' Next thing you know 

I'm a brand new man 

 

As Luke introduces his story he wants Theophlous to know that he had 

spend many hours listening to the stories of those who had been there 

with Jesus. Let’s listen in on what he has to say:   

 

The former account I made, O Theophilus, of all that Jesus began both to do 

and teach, 2 until the day in which He was taken up, after He through the 

Holy Spirit had given commandments to the apostles whom He had chosen, 

3 to whom He also presented Himself alive after His suffering by many 

infallible proofs, being seen by them during forty days and speaking of the 

things pertaining to the kingdom of God. 
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In these verses Luke begins be referring to the Gospel. He tells his 

friend that his intention in that volume was to write an account of all 

that Jesus had begun to do. The focus of the Gospel was of course on 

the life death and resurrection of Jesus. Now in Acts he will go onto to 

show what Jesus will continue to do through those who were first 

generation disciples.    

 

He also wants Theophilus to know that this is a reliable story. Back at 

the beginning of the Gospel he does this by writing the following: 

 

Inasmuch as many have taken in hand to set in order a narrative of those 

things which have been fulfilled among us, 2 just as those who from the 

beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word delivered them to us, 

3 it seemed good to me also, having had perfect understanding of all things 

from the very first, to write to you an orderly account, most excellent 

Theophilus, 4 that you may know the certainty of those things in which you 

were instructed. 

 

Notice that her Luke is emphasizing that his grasp of the Jesus story is one 

that he very clear in his mind. He says he had a perfect understanding of it. 

In other words he has the details very straight in his mind so that he can re-

tell it truthfully and thoroughly. This is true of course not only of the Gospel 

but also of  Acts. He wants the reader to know that what he started to tell us 

in volume one is carried on here in volume two.  As he does this he 

emphasizes that Jesus was seen by the disciples by many infallible proofs as 

he talked to them about the kingdom of God.  
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So as we read through Acts we are to recognize that Jesus is the main player 

here as those who are empowered by the Holy Spirit live in the power of the 

Spirit making real the kingdom that will never pass away. And the way Luke 

will do this is with stories. And so I want to end this morning by saying 

three things about stories and  then provide an application.  

 

i) Stories make sense. 

ii) This story in Acts not only depicts the nature of God but also makes 

real the promise of God to give us a new heaven and a new earth 

(Rev. 21:1). 

iii) Acts, like the rest of Scripture, has as its purpose the formation and 

equipment of disciples2 

1. Stories make sense. A story not only means something but also does 

something. The story performs certain actions when told, heard, and 

remembered. In the telling of the story in Acts we begin to glimpse 

that behind what happens there is an active presence who gives 

coherence and meaning to the narrative. As it turns out, it was not just 

by chance, not just blind fate, that Saul happened to be on the road to 

Damascus. It was not for nothing that the believers happened to be 

gathered in an upper room at Pentecost. They are part of a story that 

makes sense, that reveals an author who is someone more than  

 

Luke, someone none other than the one in whom " . . .  we live and 

move and have our being" (Acts 17:28). God is not just a character in the 
                                                           
2 the material that follows comes directly from a commentary by William H. Willimon on Acts from the 
Interpretation series. 



 7

story, rather God is the author who makes the story possible and 

whose nature and purposes are revealed in the telling of the story. 

 

1. This story in Acts not only depicts the nature of God but also 

renders the promise of God to give us a new heaven and a new earth 

(Rev. 21:1). The God of Luke-Acts is a God of promise who can be 

depended upon to be faithful to his promises In listening to this story of 

God's fidelity to promises made "to you and to your children and to all 

that are far off, every one whom the Lord our God calls to him" (Acts 

2:39), something happens to us. The reader becomes the recipient of the 

promise. Not only is a God depicted but a new world as well. The 

world rendered to us in Acts is not just a few images from the ancient 

Middle East or first-century Rome. What is portrayed is what is going on 

in the creation as a whole. This world in Acts is not a sober description of 

what is but an evocative portrayal of what, by God's work, shall be, a 

poetic presentation of an alternative world to the given world, where 

Caesar rules and there is enmity and selfishness between men and 

women and there is death. This is a world where God is busy making 

good of his promises. Therefore the future is never completely closed, 

finished, fixed. God has been faithful before (history) and will be 

faithful again (apocalyptic). The story is a stubborn refusal to keep quiet 

and accept the world as unalterably given. The "world" of Acts is what 

is real, what is really going on in life, the ultimate meaning and destiny of 

humanity. The more we talk about and tell stories of this "world," the 

more this "world" becomes our own. Or to coin Matthew West’s phrase 

“We find our place in the history of grace”. 
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We find that we have not simply been listening to a story from some 

long ago, long away place but we have been changed by their story, 

shaped by it, so that we can no longer think of ourselves without 

thinking through their story. We live in a world where God makes 

promises and keeps them.  

 

Whenever we tell the story of our lives or of our church, we can be 

expected to engage in a good deal of fanciful reconstruction and 

downright cover-up and deceit. It is a difficult task to see our lives 

truthfully. We are frightened creatures who, in the absence of a story 

which makes sense and gives us hope and security, can be counted 

upon to make up stories about ourselves in order to get by. My world 

is invariably refracted through the distorted vision of my own deceit 

and alienation.  I need some story so coherent, so dependable, so 

truthful, yet so hopeful that it will enable me to tell my story truthfully. 

The Christian claim is more than that the stories in Acts are interesting, 

exciting or historically valuable – which they often are. Our claim is 

that these stories, are true. That is they help us to see the world as it 

truly is. The world really is a place where God’s promises make a 

difference and that makes all the difference to us. 

 

Lest this all sound too intellectualized, let us be reminded that Acts, 

like the rest of Scripture, has as its purpose the formation and 

equipment of disciples. Jesus did not come bringing an interesting 

philosophy of life. He came calling people to a new way of living and 

dying. The stories in Acts not only depict an author, God, not only 

render a new world, God's world, but they also render a new way of 
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living, discipleship in the church. Given who God is and the way God's 

world is, this way of life makes sense. When we read about the way the 

early church organized itself and stood with its surrounding culture, or 

when we read the exploits of people like Paul, we are learning what sort 

of pilgrimage life is, the dangers it holds for those who are faithful, the 

limitations inherent in this life, what sort of character is required to 

make it through, the rewards to be had by living faithfully.  

 

Scripture, like any good story, depicts an adventure and gives clues as 

to how ordinary folk like you and I can get on in this life, can be the 

church today, or how we can miss the whole point. When asked by 

unbelievers, "How do we know your gospel is true?" we must, like 

Acts, trot out not only our little arguments for inspection but also our 

little lives. The best support any of us can give these stories is the way we 

back them up with the lives we lead. 

One of the lovely things about the Gospel and Acts is that Luke 

mentions the powerful people of his time. They are so to speak the 

people who would be ont eh cover of all the flashy magazines. But 

Luke tells us that his story isn’t about these super stars. Rather it is 

about ordianary people like you and me. I think it is important that 

we hear this afresh because we live in an age where we are oppressed 

by the cult of the superstar. Everywhere we see and hear stories of 

the famous or the would be famous. But the church is another kind of 

story.  The people are ordinary but what makes them extra-ordinary 

is their encounter with the God who is at the centre of this story.  
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As we listen to these stories over the next two months may we people 

able to say yes there is evidence of grace on every face within this 

fellowship of Jesus’ disciples, because we are more fully finding our 

palce in the history of grace. 

 

Amen. 


