Beginning From Jerusalem 

Luke 24:45-51 Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, 46 and said to them, "Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, 47 and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. 48 You are witnesses of these things. 49 And behold, I am sending the promise of my Father upon you. But stay in the city until you are clothed with power from on high." 50 Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and lifting up his hands he blessed them. 51 While he blessed them, he parted from them and was carried up into heaven. ESV

Acts 2:37-41 Now when they heard this they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, "Brothers, what shall we do?" 38 And Peter said to them, "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 For the promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself." 40 And with many other words he bore witness and continued to exhort them, saying, "Save yourselves from this crooked generation." 41 So those who received his word were baptized, and there were added that day about three thousand souls. ESV

The middle portion of this sermon is drawn heavily from the first chapter of Bro. J.T. Pugh’s book, “How to Receive the Holy Ghost.”  The ending is drawn from Bro. Ken Gurley’s sermon, “What Will You Do With Acts Chapter Two?”  I borrowed from them on purpose because I feel that a new generation needs to grasp these timeless truths.  

_______________________________________________________________________

It has been said that there is an unwritten rule about movies and books – the sequel is never as good as the first one.  I remember a song that made the southern gospel rounds when I was a child which was pretty good song, “I Can’t Find the Words.”  It was such a hit and everybody clamored about it that the same guy wrote another song that he called, “I Still Can’t Find the Words.”  No, I’m not making that up.  I’m just glad that he never quite got around to writing, “Even Yet As I Ponder On It, I Cannot Find The Words.”  I wouldn’t have been able to find the words to describe my feelings on the matter!  

But there is one sequel that is just as good if not better than the first book.  It certainly doesn’t pale in comparison.  I’m speaking of two books of the Bible, Luke and Acts respectively.  Maybe you didn’t know that Acts is really “Luke II – the sequel.”  The same guy, Luke, wrote both books.  His sister’s middle name was “Acts.”  Not really on that last part – I’m just trying my lame attempts at humor there – He wrote the second book to detail the Acts of the Apostles after they were called and trained by Jesus Christ.  He wrote them down to try to win a guy to the Lord.  That guy is mentioned the first verses of each book:  Theopolius.  The first book was to tell Theopilus (and us) how Jesus got disciples and what He told the disciples and what the disciples saw Him do.  The sequel, Acts, was to tell Theopilus (and us) what the disciples did with all that Jesus gave them and how they obeyed Jesus’ commands.  Think of the first as the prophecy and the second as the fulfillment.  The book of Acts tells us how the disciples obeyed and implemented what Jesus told them in Luke.  The book of Luke tells us why the disciples acted as they did in the book of Acts.  And one follows up perfectly from the other.  

I usually tell people that if they begin to read the Bible for themselves, don’t start with Genesis or even Matthew, but rather begin in Luke and then go to Acts because it tells the story of the New Testament – the circumstances around which all of the other books were written.  And if you put Acts right up against the end of Luke, you realize that they perfectly match.  Luke ends with Jesus’ ascension and final instructions and Acts begins with Jesus’ ascension and final instructions.  And in the 2nd chapter of Acts, we see the disciples beginning to obey those final instructions.  

And so we come to our texts, one of which is from Luke and the other from Acts.  More specifically, we read our first text from the last chapter of Luke and our second text from the 2nd chapter of Acts where the disciples begin to obey what Jesus told them.  The two texts go together.  The 1st text is the commandment and the 2nd text is the fulfillment of that commandment.  The 1st text in Luke 24 tells us that the disciples should tarry in Jerusalem until they received the power from on high and the 2nd text is just after the 120 disciples who obeyed Jesus and waited around Jerusalem had received the power which turned out to be the Holy Ghost.  More specifically, I would have you note that the first text in Luke 24 Jesus said:

Luke 24:47 and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. ESV          

This is our key verse that I would have you ponder today.  And our 2nd text is Simon Peter preaching the first message after Jesus’ ascension – in Jerusalem – and proclaiming that men everywhere:

Acts 2:38 And Peter said to them, "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. ESV
It’s important for you to grasp how one flows into the other so I’ll repeat it.  In Luke 24:47, Jesus commanded that “repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem” and then Peter preached at Jerusalem “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”  The same author recorded both of these in subsequent books for us to grasp that one was the fulfillment of the other.  

______________________________________________________________________

Let’s pause in this comparison and realize that what both Jesus and Peter were teaming up on was what men and women needed to do to handle their sin problem.  Salvation of man from sin is the foremost issue of the Bible.  If we were interested in geography or arithmetic today, we would resort accordingly to a book on that particular subject.  But only the Bible, the book of life, can tell us about God and salvation.  Let me remind you of some basic facts that if you do not know you should know.  First, the Bible tells us that, without question, all men have sinned.

Yes, and all women too!  Listen to some scriptures:

Prov 20:9 Who can say, "I have made my heart pure; I am clean from my sin"? ESV

Isa 53:6a All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; ESV

Isa 64:6a We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment. ESV

Rom 3:23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, ESV 

1 John 1:8 If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. ESV

Furthermore the Bible speaks to us another great truth about all of this and that is that, without question, sin separates us from God.  Listen to more scriptures:

Ps 66:18 If I regard wickedness in my heart, The Lord will not hear; NASU

Isa 59:2 but your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, and your sins have hidden his face from you so that he does not hear. ESV

Isa 64:7 There is no one who calls upon your name, who rouses himself to take hold of you; for you have hidden your face from us, and have made us melt in the hand of our iniquities. ESV

Hos 5:6 With their flocks and herds they shall go to seek the LORD, but they will not find him; he has withdrawn from them. ESV 

Now let me bring to you a third, simple but absolutely true statement from scripture and that is without question, sin brings about eternal death.  This means eternal separation of the sinner from God, a casting into the lake of fire that is called “the second death.”

Prov 11:19 Whoever is steadfast in righteousness will live, but he who pursues evil will die. ESV

Ezek 18:4 Behold, all souls are mine; the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is mine: the soul who sins shall die. ESV

Rom 5:12 Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned —  ESV

Rom 6:23 For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. ESV  

Now with these scriptures on our mind, let us – as the Bible says – reason together about the plight of a sinful person.  We understand that a householder has the right to enter his house according to certain understood rules.  We all hold that this is his inherent right.  But suppose a man by the name of Jack passed through a large city at 2:00 am where his friend Jim lives.  Disregarding the time, Jack decided that he wanted to go chat with his friend. When Jack gets there, the house is all dark and locked up but Jack solves this problem by grabbing a nearby ladder and prying open a second story window.  Just as Jack gets his head above the window sill, Jim pushes the ladder away from the house and fires his shot gun…

The standing unwritten rule of any householder seems to be that those who desire entrance are to come to the front door and either ring the doorbell or knock, indicating that they would like an audience with the householder.  After the householder looks them over, it is his prerogative to decide whether he will permit them to enter or not.  We don’t think that’s strange do we?  

So, of course, we must accredit the same right with God.  He has the right to say who can enter His heaven and who cannot.  The scriptures tell us to be holy for God is holy and that how can two walk together unless they agree.  God does not change, therefore we must change.  There is an old, old song that goes like this:

Heaven is a holy place, filled with glory and with grace,

Sin can never enter there;

All within its gates are pure, from defilement kept secure,

Sin can never enter there.

You may live in sin below, heaven’s grace refuse to know,

But you cannot enter there;

It will stop you at the door, bar you out forevermore,

Sin can never enter there.

If you cling to sin till death, when you draw your latest breath,

You will sink in dark despair,

To the regions of the lost, thus to prove at awful cost,

Sin can never enter there.

That is entirely true!  But who among us is holy within ourselves?  We just read the scriptures that declare otherwise.  Yet God requires a person who gets into heaven must be without sin and must be holy.  Listen carefully:  if God had required all those who go to heaven to possess a certain amount of riches, it would mean that there would be absolutely no hope for most of the world.  If God had required a certain level of education before one was permitted to enter into heaven, most of the world would too be without hope.  Stringent and strict as these imagined demands may appear, they are far more liberal than the one each of us is required to meet.  We are asked to be without sin!  At least if the other imagined demands were in effect, some would qualify, but the demands of heaven are such that nobody qualifies!  Not on their own worth or merit.  

There are no such things as degrees of goodness.  If there were, then we would be arguing over what was “good enough.”  It only takes one murder to be a murderer, one lie to be a liar, and only one sin to make a man a sinner.  Each of us – no matter our level of goodness as man would define it – are just as lost as the other on our own.  None of us can save ourselves.  It would be as if an entire village were led into a meadow and commanded that they must jump to the moon or they would pay on the penalty of their lives.  They would all start jumping and the younger would get much higher than the older ones, but all of them would fall far short of the goal.  They could use a pole and maybe get to 18 feet but they’d still miss the mark by miles!  “All have sinned and come short of the glory of God.”  Like the boy trying to pull himself up by his own bootstraps, we all have spiritual leverage problems.  Silly boy, for that to work, you’ve got to let go of that which is attached to you and take hold of something higher that can pull you up.  So it is with us:  the downward drag and pull of sin is far more than man can overcome in himself.  He must be helped from above!

“What are you doing preacher?”  I’m making sure that you know the basics.  We are entering Easter season where we celebrate Jesus’ work on the cross.  You cannot understand why Jesus came to die unless you understand your plight and situation without the cross.  And so we need to talk about it.  Luke, the first book of our text is the story of God coming in flesh in the form of Jesus Christ, born of a virgin, born to die.  Has that become so old that we forget what it really means?  As you think on your plight and situation you realize that God was in a real dilemma.  How can God clean up man and bring him into heaven without messing heaven up?  Since a sinner cannot have any righteousness that God will accept, how can he secure a righteousness apart from his own good works?  The best works of sinful man are like the purest water poured into a filthy, disgusting container – the vessel pollutes even the purest of intentions.  We cannot consider the deed apart from the one who does the deed. 

We know the Ten Commandments and how that they express God’s righteousness, but who of us has kept the Ten Commandments since birth?  Even if we had kept it half our life, then the other half would taint the good half.  Thankfully, Israel was not just given the Ten Commandments, but they were supplied with a plan by which they could be restored to the good graces of God when they had sinned.  Each time they sinned against the laws of God, they brought a lamb to the altar and to the priest.  Standing there in the presence of the priest, they confessed their sin, then stepped back and the lamb was carried forward to die in their place because where there had been transgression and disobedience, there had to be death and judgment.  The experience taught them to place more hope in the sacrifice of the lamb than in the law which they could not keep perfectly.  They came to see the lamb as their only hope.  Though those literal lambs did not take away their sins, it pointed to a time to come when the lamb, the Lamb of God would come.  

Paul described this process – called redemption – in the book of Romans:

Rom 5:6-9 For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. 7 For one will scarcely die for a righteous person — though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die — 8 but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 9 Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God. ESV 

When we had no strength, the leap was too far!  We were asked to become something, that in ourselves, could never happen.  No man can jump to the moon.  We were weak.  And yet – even though that we as human beings would barely even think about dying for another – God of Gods became flesh and came to this earth to live as His creation and He died for us.  The Holy of Holies died for the dirtiest of sinners!  Jesus, you see, inherited no sin.  His father was the Holy Spirit and He committed no sin while on earth.  He was perfectly innocent; therefore He did not have to die and could have gone back to heaven without ever paying the penalty of death.  But lo and behold, He chose to die!  He laid down His life voluntarily for sins that He did not commit.  He paid a debt that He did not owe and so created a surplus of righteousness.  And even greater than that, He provided a way for you and I make that surplus of righteousness apply to us!  

It is as though a good and thoughtful man goes to a grocery store and asks to pay his account and upon searching the records, the manager informs him that he does not owe a debt there and has never owed one.  “Good” says the man, “let me leave here one thousand dollars.  I wish to pay a debt that I do not owe.  If anyone comes in who cannot pay his bill, and if he is willing to let the payment I make and which I do not owe, stand for his it will be all right with me.”  “Just ask them to sign this, and this and smile at you and they can receive the surplus.”  And so now comes in a man who heavily in debt and who has groceries to buy and as he brings his meager purchases up to the counter, the clerk informs him that he has no more credit and must pay that which he doesn’t have to give.  As the man is at the point of turning away, the manager steps us and says, “sir, a great and good man came today and left a surplus and you may use it to pay all that you owe and purchase your goods, if you will but sign this and sign this and sir, you must smile at me.”  What do you think the reaction of the poor man would be?  Do you think that he would frown?  Do you think he would have to fake a smile?  Do you think he would have to force a smile while he signed his worthless name away?  Do you think he’d complain about what the few and simple parameters that the wealthy man had defined for him to do?  No, he would receive it graciously and with a smile on his lips!  

In simple terms, that is what Jesus Christ has done for the sinner.  That is why we celebrate the cross as we do!  That is the reason for the season!  That is why we can have hope of a heaven and a life beyond this one!  That is why we can be forgiven!  That is why we can smile again!  By His death, Jesus Christ created a surplus of righteousness and it is available to whomever will act in faith, obeying the terms of the Gospel.  There are terms, but what a blessing it is to even have the option to fulfill them!  

______________________________________________________________________

And so we come back to our texts.  The first book is the commandment and Jesus commands after His death – He has resurrected at this point and paid the price and produced that surplus of righteousness – and He is commanding His disciples to make that righteousness and salvation available to all men.  Hear His words again once more:

Luke 24:47 and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. ESV          

And we read the fulfillment of that text where the disciples stood with Peter and after he had preached about man’s dilemma with Christ and what Christ had done to rectify the situation, they asked, “what can we do?”  And Peter’s answer was a direct fulfillment of Christ’s command and he revealed the terms of unlocking that righteousness and the forgiveness of sins when he said:

Acts 2:38 And Peter said to them, "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. ESV
It’s pretty simple isn’t it?  But oh, how modern religions have watered it down or tried to change it!  Unfortunately many people have tried to change the original formula commanded by Jesus and preached by Peter in obedience to the command.  They preach only a few of the steps or omit certain ones.  Or they invent their own way to get to heaven and twist other scriptures to back it up.  And they are polevaulting trying to get to the moon.  If we want Jesus’ provided righteousness, then we must do as the great Man told us to do to get it!  If we want to enter His heaven, then we must listen to what He tells us that we should do in order to go!  Peter told us that the terms of the Gospel were obedience to the Gospel.  The Gospel is three parts:  the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  We must believe it but as the scriptures tell us elsewhere, we must also obey it.  We must enact the same terms in our life as God has told us to do.  This is not complicated if we take Peter’s words.  We die to our old self by repenting.  We are buried with Him in baptism in His Name – that’s scripture!
  And we don’t have to stop there because repentance and water baptism in the name of Jesus unlocks a promise of receiving the Holy Spirit just as the first disciples did!  The terms of the Gospel is the Gospel itself.  Just believe and obey the Gospel.  And by grace through faith you receive His surplus.  But true faith means obedience.  Instead of sign your name and smile, it is repent, be baptized in the name of Jesus and receive the Holy Spirit.  Any person who responds with, “do I have to do that?” doesn’t have a proper view of their plight without the cross and Jesus’ righteousness.  Like the poor man at the supermarket with a big grin on his face, fulfilling the terms of the great One is not a have to, but a get to!  Hallelujah for the opportunity!

It’s pretty clear in scripture, but as one preacher said, the issue becomes, “what do you do with Acts chapter 2?”  Oh, how some have mistreated it!  Oh, how some have twisted and distorted the clear teachings of Peter which he did so at the direct command of Jesus Christ.  Did Peter get it wrong?  I thank not – he of all people knew what Jesus had said and the other disciples who had heard the command stood with him.  But oh, how people try to change the message even today to fit their way or their method.  But it’s never been about our way or man’s method, but rather Christ’s righteousness and His prescribed steps whereby man can get that righteousness imputed to himself.  That’s our only hope, in what Jesus Christ commanded to be preached and which Peter complied.  

Some people say that Acts 2:38 is just tradition and that they fulfill it with their own traditions, usually replacing the Holy Spirit with just symbolic anointing with oil from a man whom men have called a priest and replacing the name of Jesus with a triune formula never used in scripture to baptize someone and replacing repentance with penance and rosaries and replacing full baptism with sprinkling.  But I don’t want man’s traditions over Jesus’ decrees!  I don’t want man’s replacements for what God has said, I want the real thing!  Give it to me in the original formula!  Because I don’t want a replacement for Jesus’ righteousness; I need Him and what He can give, not what a church or priest or pope can give!  I don’t want just man’s tradition but the Bible’s tradition!  

Some people say that Acts 2:38 is a misunderstanding.  The reformers tried to tell us 1500 years after the time of Luke’s writings more perfectly what he meant to say.  They say that it only takes mental and verbal faith to be saved and no obedience of action is necessary.  And they try to say that what Luke meant to write that Peter said is “repent and be baptized because of the forgiveness of sins.”  That’s what is preached in many an evangelical church today.  What they meant was that you get baptized as a sign that you are have already been forgiven and you repent as an outward sign that you’ve already been forgiven.  But there is a problem – that’s not what Peter said and that’s not what Luke wrote.  He didn’t tell us to repent and be baptized after our salvation but rather to do so for the forgiveness of sins.  Forgiveness comes when we enact the terms which Jesus decreed.  Just to make sure that we understand this, Luke wrote later in the book:

Acts 22:16 And now why do you wait? Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins, calling on his name.' ESV  

I think that’s pretty decisive!  Water baptism in the name of Jesus is not just an afterthought that people should do after they have been saved to show their faith, rather water baptism according to scripture is to “wash away your sins!”  I want what Peter and Luke really said because they obeyed Jesus’ commandment!  I’ll choose to take their words over some dead reformer who came 1500 years later!  The reformer cannot save me, but Jesus can!  I want the real version!

Some people say that Acts 2:38 is a parenthetical.  They say that it should read, “repent (and be baptized) for the forgiveness of your sins.  The baptism is just something extra that you need not do, but the repentance is what washes away your sins.  But the scripture doesn’t teach this.  The parenthesis are not there.  I remember the time a young man came into my office wanting to argue.  He said, “the Bible nowhere says that water baptism saves you.  To which I quoted him these verses:

1 Peter 3:20-21 because they formerly did not obey, when God's patience waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was being prepared, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought safely through water. 21 Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, ESV

I want the true Biblical teaching!  Don’t throw water baptism out!  

Some say that Acts 2:38 is just historical, that it applied to those who heard Peter that day but not to us.  Some say that it was just to the Jews and not for us who live in America as Gentiles.  But I go back to Jesus’ commandment that Peter obeyed:

Luke 24:47 and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. ESV          

Say it with me “to all nations!  Now say it with me, “beginning from Jerusalem.”  He did not say ending with Jerusalem.  He did not say to the people of that day only, but to all nations beginning from Jerusalem!  Jerusalem was just the beginning of this great message!  And Peter said it well in the verses following:

Acts 2:39-40 For the promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself." 40 And with many other words he bore witness and continued to exhort them, saying, "Save yourselves from this crooked generation." ESV
Anybody whom the Lord our God calls to Himself, this great righteousness can be received and this plan enacted!  Jesus Christ is the One who died to create a surplus of righteousness and He did not just die for the Jews and not just for Jerusalem and so was His plan to enact that righteousness and salvation universal!  It continued in Samaria in Acts 8.  Uncircumcised Gentiles obeyed it and received that salvation and righteousness and forgiveness of sins in Acts 10.  Decades later, people were still obeying it as preached by the Apostle Paul in Acts 19.  And even today, those who obey what the great God of glory has decreed can have their standing changed from sinner and unworthy to righteous and redeemed by His sacrifice!  But you’ve got to do what He said to do!  You’ve got to believe what He said to believe!  You’ve got to obey what He said to obey!  And, frankly, we need more preachers like Simon Peter who will preach what He said to preach!  It was to begin at Jerusalem but no stop there!  Let it continue!  

There is one other view of Acts 2:38.  That is that it is the universal plan of salvation.  This is what we get when we take it literal.  When we read it context of what it clearly says.  When we compare it to the commandment that Jesus gave and put apples to apples, we understand that the sequel is not lacking in any form but got it exactly right.  And it is a great honor and privilege that we could possibly obey the gospel to reap the benefit of the cross.  Choose to obey Acts 2:38 exactly and precisely and in doing so you will be saving yourself because you will have tapped into a higher power that is able to lift you upwards!  Repent and be baptized in the Name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit!  It’s a promise!  It’s a liberating plan of action!  Within it is hope because it is the commanded words of our Lord and the words of life.  And it just began from Jerusalem; what began from Jerusalem wants to continue even today.  What will you do with Acts chapter 2?  I say let it continue!

� Colossians 2:12





