


God’s Part – My Part: How Spiritual Life Works
Part 3 – The Example of the Early Disciples
Phil. 2:12b, 13; Mar. 3:14; Acts 2

We know that God saves us by His grace, not because of any good works we have done or will do, not because of anything good within us. While that is completely true, it’s simply not all that’s true in spiritual life. Though God has done everything necessary for us, there are still things He gives us to do in order to receive what He has and appropriate it in our lives. In this series, we are looking at that, and asking, what’s God’s part, and what is our part? What do we humans need to be about? Is there anything we can do so that we experience more of what God has for us, or do we all just wait passively for Him to do everything? 

We started by looking at how God interacted with people in the Old Testament. The history of Israel and the fact we have the Bible itself show divine-human interaction is always a two-way street. Last week, we looked at the greatest example of divine-human cooperation of all time, the Lord Jesus Himself. Today, I want us to look at His disciples and the early church. After all, Jesus taught them directly. So let’s consider what the gospels and the Book of Acts show us about these folks and how they lived the Christian life. 

I’ve always loved Mar. 3:14, where it says when Jesus called His first disciples, He called them in order that they might “be with Him” first and foremost, and then too, He called them in order to equip them and send them out to do the work of casting out demons, preaching, teaching, etc. It’s so important to notice that their first priority (and naturally ours), was/is to simply be with the Lord. This means they developed a relationship with Him, got to know Him, listened and talked with Him, and watched what He did and said. So their spiritual lives consisted of this life of relationship with Jesus; that’s how it worked. 

The way Jesus lived was the way His disciples had to live. The spiritual disciplines He practiced were the same disciplines they had to learn to practice; prayer, study, meditation, living for others, etc. Jesus prayed in front of His guys often, so they learned the importance of that. They saw it was how He got His directions, how He depended upon God. That’s why they asked Him to teach them to pray (Lu. 11:1).  

Jesus gave them assignments and required them to minister as He ministered (Mark 6:7, 8), then report on what they had done and learned (Mark 6:30). He frequently asked them questions meant to provoke thought. They did not experience spiritual life as passive spectators for one or two hours a week at the local synagogue! It’s obvious that, just as Jesus’ spiritual life required His active participation and involvement, so His disciples learned to live the life their Master required by prayer, learning God’s Word and plan, practicing self-denial and personal holiness, and practicing spiritual ministry among and for the people of their society.

There’s a terrific DVD series from Focus on the Family called “In the Dust of the Rabbi.” I highly recommend it. The teacher of the series, Ray Vander Laan, explains that when a rabbi called young men, it was understood that they were to follow him so closely that even the dust from his footsteps would cling to them. The idea was, they were not just to learn facts from the rabbi – they were to become like the rabbi! The thing is friends, nothing has changed! Jesus’ disciples were called to follow Him closely and to become like Him. Now they were to become apostles, sent ones, ministers, if you will. So some people might think we’re exempted from that. We’re not all called to be full-time ministers! Well, it’s true that we’re not all called to vocational ministry, to preach in churches or to teach the Bible. But folks, we are all “called” to do the work of the ministry (Eph. 4:12). We are all called to follow Jesus and let Him work through us to bring His Kingdom into the everyday spheres of life where we live. 

The Book of Acts is the history of the early Church and how it expanded out into the world. Boy does it ever teach about how the spiritual life is lived! So for the rest of this message, I’m going to focus on what we see there, especially in chapters 1 & 2. I won’t have you turn there. I hope you already know the story? 

Before finally ascending to heaven, Jesus gave last instructions to His disciples, telling them to remain in Jerusalem until they had received “power from on high” (Acts 1:4-8). In order for them to receive what God had for them, they could not allow themselves to go wherever they might have wished or do whatever struck their fancy. They needed to remain together in a specific place, and devote themselves to prayer, actively seeking God’s promise and His will for their lives (Acts 1:14; 2:1). Have you ever thought about that before? There was a place they had to be and there were activities they needed to be involved with, if they wanted what God had for their lives and wanted His will to be done on earth. 

Though what was about to happen to them had been prophesied hundreds of years before by the prophets Joel (2:28) and Isaiah (Is. 32:15; Is. 44:1-3), it was not something that would automatically happen or about which they could be passive. Isn’t that interesting? Doesn’t it give you a different perspective? What was about to happen was supernatural; it was going to be an act of God. And yet, their active participation was needed! How, you ask? They spent days together in prayer and in seeking God. They knew something special was supposed to happen. They also knew they’d been given a huge assignment – to make disciples of all nations! They knew it was way beyond their capacities. So they simply had to have God’s power, His wisdom and direction. That knowledge motivated them to spend days and days in prayer and waiting on God. This is what prepared them so they were ready to receive the Holy Spirit when the Day of Pentecost arrived. It’s what launched the Church and its worldwide mission. Some might see that background preparation as peripheral, but I submit it was essential, the prerequisite for what followed. The disciples had to desire it and seek it actively.  

Finally, the Day of Pentecost came, and the Spirit was poured out with the accompanying signs of the sound of a rushing wind, tongues of fire seen upon the apostles’ heads, and the speaking of tongues, which were heard by the crowd as different foreign languages. All of this occurred at the initiation of God alone. It was a sovereign act. And yet, active human participation was also needed, even in this! How so? 

First (1), in the days of earnest prayer and seeking of God. Second (2), though the Spirit gave them the words they spoke, it wasn’t the Spirit who spoke them. It was they who opened their mouths and allowed those words to flow out (Acts 2:4). Human response and interaction were required. It was a divine-human partnership that enabled this sign to happen. This is how it works. I know from experience. It’s how spiritual life always works!

When the people gathered because they heard the rushing wind, saw tongues of fire, and heard these messages of praise to God in tongues, some began to mock and say they were merely drunk on new wine. This was a human response, but it was a wrong one! A wrong human response can hinder spiritual life just as a right response helps it happen. So Peter then stood up and began to address the crowd to correct this mocking speech with God’s truth, and explain the phenomena they were witnessing. A human spiritual leader intervened to steer things the right way. Otherwise, the meaning and benefit might have been lost. 

Peter’s preaching was a third (3) human response to the sovereign acts of God that day. First of all, he could’ve said, well, there are people with distorted views out there, but we’ll let God handle that. If He wants to correct their wrong thinking, we’ll leave that up to Him. No! Peter decided to do what he could to correct the distortions. He decided to speak and to teach the truth. That was his human response to God’s work. 

Now the Spirit no doubt gave Peter the boldness to do this and the words to proclaim. But what would’ve happened if he hadn’t stepped up to preach? No sermon would have been forthcoming and the resulting conversion of some 3,000 people would not have occurred! Oh, you say, God would’ve just chosen someone else. Maybe, but even so, the point is the same; a human being had to cooperate with God and do something! 

As Jesus had predicted, the apostles bore witness of Christ, and the Spirit bore witness with them (Jn. 15:26, 27). The Spirit did amazing supernatural works only He could do. But friends, the disciples also had a part to play! They proclaimed the Word of God, and the Spirit confirmed what they preached. In Mark 16:20, the NT says this clearly; the apostles went everywhere preaching, and the Lord worked with them to confirm the words they preached by supernatural signs. If believers don’t preach, there’s nothing for God to confirm! We are co-workers with God (1 Cor. 3:9). 

When Peter preached, the Spirit brought conviction to the people (Acts 2:37), to the point they asked what they should do. They saw the signs, they heard the tongues, they perceived this was a sovereign act of God, they heard Peter’s message explaining it all, and they intuitively realized there had to be some sort of response on their part. What were they to do about this? They wanted to know what their response was supposed to be!  
Peter’s answer to them is very important, as it is the first instruction from a Christian evangelist at the dawn of the new Messianic Age. Peter did not tell the people no response was needed! He didn’t recommend idle passivity. Rather, he gave them very clear steps to take to receive this and experience it. He told them to repent and be baptized in Jesus’ name, and then they too could become partakers of the promised Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38). They were told what to do, how to respond, how to experience this that God had provided. 

The Greek word for repentance, metanoia, means to change the way you think and act, change the orientation or direction of your life. The Amplified version puts it this way: “Repent (change your views, and purpose to accept the will of God in your inner selves instead of rejecting it).”
Peter was calling for the people to change their mental orientation regarding Jesus, from seeing Him as either a false prophet or simply a “nobody,” to seeing Him as the Messiah of God, their Savior and Lord. Changing their thinking like that would naturally entail a corresponding change of behavior. If Jesus was Lord, those choosing to follow Him would have to submit to Him, conforming their lives to His life and teaching. 

Peter said the way to do that was to be baptized in water. That meant recognizing and renouncing their past sinfulness and identifying themselves with Jesus as His followers and disciples. Baptism required physical action – going to the place of baptism and participating in a very obvious, public act as a demonstration of faith. The people of that time, having only a few years before experienced the ministry of John the Baptist and the practices of such groups as the Essenes, would have fully understood the significance of such action. And there were many places to do it right there on the temple grounds. We saw them in 2008 when we went there. 

The point here is that, although it was obviously God’s desire to save people, to bring them to His Son, to change their lives, and to fill them with His Spirit, it wouldn’t happen without their active response and obedience. Though the promise of the Spirit was intended for “as many as the Lord our God should call” (Acts 2:39), only those who responded to that promise experienced it in their lives. Peter urged them to save themselves from the sinful generation in which they lived (Acts 2:40). Doesn’t that sound strange to our ears? Save themselves?! I thought only Jesus can save? 

Well of course only Jesus really saves us by forgiving our sins and regenerating our spirits so we can live for Him. Peter obviously knew that most basic fact. But he also knew people have to choose to repent and believe in Christ and submit to His lordship. We “save” ourselves by choosing to let Jesus save us.  Only the blood of Jesus washes us, but we must choose to be washed! (Rev. 7:14 says the saints washed their robes in His blood.)

In Acts 2:41-47, we see that some 3,000 people accepted Peter’s message (actively chose to believe it and respond to it), they were baptized in water in Jesus’ name, they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, to fellowship, and to prayer, and after that, they began meeting together on a daily basis to continue the new life they had begun. They chose to follow Jesus, to actively do the things He requires us to do. 

So this is one of the clearest possible teachings and examples of the necessity of human involvement and interaction in the Spirit-filled life. Without all of these corresponding actions, these early believers would not have experienced what God had sovereignly provided for them through Christ. Folks, we cannot gain the benefits of God’s promises without consciously claiming them, any more than the Israelite invading Canaan under Joshua’s leadership could possess his share of the Promised Land without actually treading upon it. We have to respond to God’s call. It’s true, we can be saved only by grace, but grace saves no one who does not respond to it and receive it!

Folks, this is how spiritual life, the Christian life works. God does the heavy lifting. He provides all we need. But we must respond and receive what He offers! We must work out our salvation, work out what He has worked for us. What response is He calling for from you today? Are you aware? 

Final hymn: Standing on the Promises, #271
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