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PSPC PCGM: TO THE ENDS OF THE EARTH

Session 4: The Holy Spirit & the People of God

Introduction

This is our final session on the book of Acts. Let me review what we have done so far. 

In our first session, we looked at the theme of prophecy/fulfilment in Acts. We saw how Jesus fulfilled OT prophecies regarding his birth, ministry, death and resurrection (Luke 24:26-27, 4-45). Luke also uses the prophecy/fulfilment theme to confirm the mission to the Gentiles. This was not something new but it was promised many years ago – Gen. 12:1-3; Isa. 49:6b (I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth).

The fulfilment theme is for encouraging both Jewish and Gentile Christians. To Jewish Christians, the coming of Jesus and the birth of the church in Luke-Acts show that there is continuity with the OT: what God had promised to their forefathers, God has now fulfilled through Christ and will continue to fulfil through the church. It also helps them to acknowledge that God intended the gospel to go to the Gentiles. Their attitude towards Gentiles must change, and we see this in Peter going to Cornelius’ household after the vision he had (Acts 10). 

To Gentile Christians, they would have been encouraged to know that they were part of God’s purpose right from the beginning. They have as much a right to the gospel as the Jews. It also provides ‘an apologetic’ for Gentile Christians when they engaged in sharing the gospel to fellow Gentiles. This is because during the first century it was common for a people to trace their roots as far back as they could go. So Gentile Christians could show that their God had long ago revealed his intention for them to become part of his people. 

I will come back to this prophecy/fulfilment theme later.

In our second session, we discovered the world of Acts. We looked at the political, religious, cultural and socio-economic context of Acts – the Roman Empire in the first century AD. It is important to see the early church in the context of the pervasive influence of the imperial cult in the first century AD. To acknowledge Jesus as Lord was to reject Caesar as their Emperor: the accusation against Paul in Thessalonica – ‘They are all defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there is another king, one called Jesus (17:5).
In our third session, we examined two of Paul’s sermons – Paul’s sermon in the synagogue to Jews and god-fearers in Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13) and his speech to philosophers at the Areopagus in Athens (Acts 17). To the Jews, he recounted the history of Israel and of God’s dealings with his people. To the learned men in Athens, Paul begins with his observation that the people of Athens are very religious: they are so religious that they even have an altar to the unknown god. Paul goes on to talk about God – his character, his revelation in nature, and his relationship with humankind. He finds common points with his audience and begins from there. Paul even cites one of their poets.

Paul then brings his speech to a climax: from the unknown God they are worshipping, he points them to Jesus Christ. They have been in ignorance long enough and God overlooks such ignorance in the past. But they can no longer claim to be ignorant. This God whom Paul speaks of commands everyone to repent. This is because he will judge the world by the man he has appointed. This is Jesus Christ, whom God has vindicated by raising him from the dead. 

Incidentally, this issue of contextualising the gospel is the theme of the workshops at the Bible Camp (refer to publicity leaflet).

While it is important for us to share the gospel in a way that our listener/s can understand, we must remember that we need the Holy Spirit to convict men and women of their sins and turn them to Jesus Christ. We cannot share the good news on our own. We need the Holy Spirit.

This evening we will examine the role of the Holy Spirit and the people of God in Acts. 

Question (for discussion in groups of twos and threes): What usually comes to your mind when you think of the Holy Spirit in Acts?

Often when we think of the Holy Spirit in Acts, we think of power and spiritual gifts, especially the gift of tongues. There is more to the Holy Spirit than spiritual gifts. 

In Acts, we cannot talk about the Holy Spirit without talking about the people of God. And we cannot talk about the people of God without seeing how the Holy Spirit worked in and through their lives and in the life of the church. So perhaps it is providential that we are studying the Holy Spirit and the people of God. Obviously these are two major topics in the book of Acts and cannot be covered in two hours (or less). This is basically an overview of Acts; also I want to look at the Holy Spirit and the people of God in the context of God’s salvation history.
But before we turn to Acts, I want to say a bit about the Holy Spirit in the OT. (The notes here are taken from M. Turner, “The Holy Spirit” in D. Alexander & B. Rosner (eds.), New Dictionary of Biblical Theology 551-552).

The Holy Spirit in the OT

i. The term ‘Holy Spirit’ is used only 3 times in the OT (Ps. 51:11; Isa. 63:10-11). Usually the terms used are ‘Spirit of God/the LORD’ or ‘my/his Spirit’.

ii. In Gen. 1:2, we see the ‘Spirit of God’ at creation.

iii. The Spirit of God was at work in and through and on behalf of his covenant people Israel. 

iv. Some examples of the Holy Spirit coming upon different people for various purposes: to transport a prophet or to seize him and lift him up (1 Kings 18:12; 2 Kings 2:16; Ezek. 2:2; 3:12, 14; 8:3; 11:1); to overcome dangers/enemies (e.g. the Spirit of the Lord came upon Samson in power - Judg. 14:6, 19; 15:14-15); to ‘enable strong rule/military might in Israel as times of crisis (Judg. 3:10 - Othniel; 6:34 - Gideon; 11:29 - Jephthah, etc.)’. It does not seem to depend on the spirituality of the person who was empowered. 

v. The Holy Spirit is given to Moses (Num. 11:17, 29) and Joshua (Num. 27:18) to enable them to lead God’s people. The same Spirit is given to the seventy elders to give them wisdom to judge the cases brought before them (Num. 11:25-29). God’s Spirit is also given to craftsmen who make the tabernacle and its furnishings (Ex. 28:3; 31:3; 35:31 – you have the Holy Spirit to help you sew curtains!). When Samuel anointed David to be king, we are told that ‘from that day on the Spirit of the Lord came upon David in power’ (1 Sam. 16:13). 

vi. It is through the Holy Spirit that God communicates with his people. This was understood in Judaism as the ‘Spirit of prophecy’. God reveals his will to his people through the prophets. This is through prophecy, in which the Spirit communicates through a dream, vision or word. 

vii. So from these passages, we see that God gives the Holy Spirit to different individuals, usually leaders and prophets, to enable them to perform certain tasks that he calls them to do. 

viii. But when it comes to prophecies relating to the future of Israel (after their return from exile), the promise is for all Israel to have the Holy Spirit. God will forgive their sins. There will be renewal and transformation, which will be expressed in their obedience. 

ix. Isa. 44:3 – For I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will pour out my Spirit on your offspring, and my blessing on your descendants. Ezek. 39:29 – I will no longer hide my face from them, for I will pour out my Spirit on the house of Israel, declares the Sovereign Lord.

x. Ezek. 36:25-17 – I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.

xi. Under the new covenant, each person will know the Lord for himself or herself. God’s Spirit will come upon them. Jer. 31:33-34 – “This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time,” declares the Lord. “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people. No longer will a man teach his neighbour or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ because they will all know me from the least of them to the greatest,” declares the Lord. For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.” 

xii. Turner’s summary (551-2): “At the heart of the hoped-for new covenant lies universal and immediate knowledge of God; each will ‘know the Lord’ for himself or herself (Jer. 31:34). Israel thus awaits a epoch of ‘new Exodus’ salvation characterised by the lavish outpouring of God’s Spirit (as in Isa. 32:15; 44:3; Ezk. 39:29) and by the revelation of his glory and power (Hab. 2:14). As the self-manifesting, transforming presence of God amongst his people, the Spirit is expected to accomplish deep existential renewal that recreates the very heart of humankind in obedience (Jer. 31:31-40; Ezk. 36:24-29; cf. Ps. 51:10-14; Isa. 44:3-5). In some expressions of this hope, it is to be fulfilled in part through a righteous prophetic liberator (Deut. 18:15; Isa 42:61) and king endowed with the Spirit of wisdom and power (Isa. 11:1-9).” 


The Holy Spirit in Luke-Acts

Luke has a special interest in the Holy Spirit in Luke-Acts: there are 20 occurrences of the Holy Spirit in Luke’s gospel (more than the other gospels) and 60 references to the Holy Spirit in the book of Acts.

A brief look at the Holy Spirit in Luke’s gospel:

i. The infancy narrative – The Holy Spirit comes upon Mary (1:35), on Elizabeth (1:41), Zechariah (1:67), Simeon (2:25-27), and will come upon John the Baptist (1:15). They look forward to the coming of a king and to the restoration of Israel as a light to the nations.

ii. The Holy Spirit comes upon Jesus at his baptism (3:22), and this is accompanied by the voice from heaven in words that declares Jesus to be the fulfilment of the servant of Isaiah 42:1-2.

iii. Before he commences his public ministry, Luke 4:1-2 tells us that ‘Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the desert, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil.’

iv. After overcoming the devil, Jesus returns to Galilee in the power of the Spirit (4:14). He goes into the synagogue in Nazareth, and proclaims himself to be the deliverer prophesied in Isa. 61:1-2 – ‘The Spirit of the Lord is on me because he has anointed me to preach the good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoner and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.’ Jesus’ disciples experienced this through Jesus’ ministry (Luke 9:1-6; 10:1-24).

v. Turner (552): “In the Isaianic context the essence of this good news is the forgiveness of Israel’s sins, the end of her historical chastisement, and the joyful proclamation to Zion that, with the return of Yahweh to them, their God reigns and the nations will see the salvation he works in and from Jerusalem (cf. E.g. Is. 52:7-10; 40:1-11; 44:1-8; 49:6, et.). It is mainly these ideas that inform the preaching of the forgiveness of sins, and the announcement of the kingdom of God, by the Baptist and especially by Jesus.”

vi. After Jesus’ resurrection, he promised his disciples (Luke 24:49), ‘I am going to send you what my Father has promised but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.’ This promise is reiterated by Jesus before his ascension in Acts 1:8 – ‘But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’ This is fulfilled in Acts 2 when the Holy Spirit came upon the worshippers at Jerusalem.

Is the Holy Spirit a second blessing?

The reference to power in Luke 24:49 and Acts 1:8 has caused some people to argue that the Holy Spirit is a second blessing given to Christians after their experience of salvation, and that the power which comes with the Holy Spirit is for mission. They also look to the experience of the Samaritans (8:14-17 – they received the Holy Spirit after they had believed and were baptized).

But is this a right reading of the texts? We need to look at these texts in their contexts, and we need to see the coming of the Holy Spirit and his role in the context of the whole book of Acts.

Jesus’ promise in Acts 1:8 is a reply to his disciples’ question in verse 6: Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel? Jesus had earlier told them that ‘in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit’ (1:5). They were to wait for the gift His Father promised (1:4).

This question shows that the disciples have not fully understood Jesus’ mission. They are still thinking in terms of Jesus restoring the physical kingdom of Israel – this would involve the coming of a king from the line of David who would overthrow the Romans, and thereafter establish the kingdom of Israel. 

In his reply, Jesus does not address his disciples’ question directly. Instead, he directs their attention to their role as his witnesses. The kingdom of God is neither confined to a particular locality nor is it accessible to a particular ethnic group. The kingdom of God will include all who accept the words of Jesus’ witnesses wherever they go – in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. 

The promise in Acts 1:8 is a fulfilment of Isa. 32:14-15 (but note the language of verse 15) – ‘The fortress will be abandoned, the noisy city deserted; citadel and watchtower will become a wasteland forever, the delight of donkeys, a pasture for flocks, till the Spirit is poured upon us from on high, and the desert becomes a fertile field, and the fertile field seems like a forest.’ If you read the following verses in Isa. 32, you will find a description of the restoration of Israel after their exile is over – a restoration of justice and righteousness and peace, and with God’s people living in peaceful dwellings, they will be secure. 
When the disciples receive the Holy Spirit in Acts 2, they will experience the transforming power of the Holy Spirit, who ‘will turn the arid wilderness of their existence into lush and flourishing growth. Now they will be restored to become the servant-witness “to the ends of the earth” (note again the striking allusion to Isa. 49:6 embedded in Acts 1:8)’. Isa. 49:6 – he says: “It is too small a thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob and to bring back those of Israel I have kept. I will also make you a light for the Gentiles that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth.”

So the promise of the Holy Spirit refers not primarily to the giving of power for mission but to the restoration of the people of God/kingdom of God. Conversion and reception of the Holy Spirit is one experience. And it is through the Holy Spirit that God’s people will continue to experience and enjoy ‘his ongoing messianic/transformative reign’ (Turner, 554).

Refer to PSPC’s stand on spiritual gifts – website (see handout).

Now let us survey briefly the Holy Spirit and the people of God in Acts. I will use the points made in D.G. Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles (Nottingham: Apollos, 2009) 60-65 for this section. 

i. Earlier we have looked at the OT promises of the Holy Spirit upon all of God’s people. The coming of the Holy Spirit in Acts 2 is the fulfilment of these promises (Isa. 32:15; 59:21; Ezek. 36:26-27; Joel 2:28-32). Indeed Peter cites Joel 2:28-32 and proclaims that what they are witnessing is the fulfilment of God’s promise made through Joel. 

ii. Various terms are used for the coming of the Holy Spirit: clothing (Luke 24:49), baptism (Acts 1:5; 11:16), coming upon (1:8; 19:6), falling upon (8:16; 10:44; 11:15), pouring out (2:17-18, 33; 10:45), reception (1:8; 2:38; 8:15, 17, 19; 	10:47; 19:2) and filling (2:4; 9:17). Peterson (61): “These are complementary metaphors, used interchangeably in some contexts, and designed to express different aspects of the same experience. One should not be elevated above the others as an interpretive key to the rest.”

iii. The Holy Spirit brings about a person’s relationship with God through faith in Jesus Christ. In Acts 2:38-39, the Holy Spirit is promised to all who repent and call on the name of Jesus Christ – Peter replied, ‘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 promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off – for all whom the Lord our God will call.’ Peterson (63): “The Spirit works through the preaching of the gospel to bring people to faith, and inturning to the Lord Jesus for salvation they receive the fullness of the Spirit, as promised. Acts 2:38-39 establishes the normal expectation of the apostles for those who believe the gospel ... It is as if the two elements of Jeremiah 31:34 are being offered together: a definitive forgiveness of sins and a profound transformation of Israel’s relationship with God, made possible by the gift of his Spirit (cf. Ezek. 36:26-27).”

iv. The Holy Spirit enables Christians to share the gospel to those who do not know God and to make disciples. See 1:8; 2:4, 14, 17-18; 4:8, 31 (but note 4:33 – With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and much grace was upon them all – note that this is framed by verses which speak of the believers sharing their possessions with each other so that there were no needy persons among them – could see this as a fulfilment of Deut. 154 – there should be no poor among you); 6:5, 9b-10; 8:29; 9:31; 10:19, 44-46; 11:12; 13:9; 19:6. 

v. The Holy Spirit establishes Christian communities. The Holy Spirit gives gifts to individual Christians to edify the church and cause it to grow. The coming of the Holy Spirit with the accompanying phenomenon of speaking in tongues in Acts 2:5-11, and the experiences of the Samaritans (8:14-17 – they received the Holy Spirit after Peter and John went to visit them), the Gentiles (10:44-46 – they spoke in tongues – note Peter’s response: They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have), and the 12 Ephesian disciples (19:1-7 – who only knew of the baptism of John – the Holy Spirit came upon them and they spoke in tongues and prophesied) are not to be seen as a paradigm for all Christians. Peterson (64): “These events were critical moments in the unfolding of God’s saving purposes, involving a movement outwards from Jerusalem to new people groups, as predicted and outlined in Acts 1:8. They cannot be taken as universal paradigms for individual experiences.”

vi. The Holy Spirit moves the believers to new phases of mission and directs mission (8:29 – Philip led to the Ethiopian eunuch; 10:19; 13:2-4 – setting aside Barnabas & Paul for mission; 16:6-10 – vision of a man of Macedonia begging Paul to go there).

vii. The Holy Spirit “establishes and preserves unity between different racial and cultural groups in the church (8:14-17 – the Samaritans; 11:12, 15-18 -  the coming in of the Gentiles). The Council of Jerusalem in Acts 15 to decide whether Gentile believers are required to be circumcised and obey the Law of Moses, and the subsequent letter to Gentile churches show the importance of maintaining table fellowship between Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians. Peter tells of how the Gentiles received the Holy Spirit in the same way as God had given to them – God makes no distinction between the Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians.

viii.  The Holy Spirit directs the church in the decisions they made, both for the church and for individuals (6:1-7 – appointment of 7 men; 15:12, 28-29, 32 – instructions to Gentile believers; 20:22-24, 28).

ix. The Holy Spirit transforms lives, both on the communal level and on the individual level – the way they shared their lives and their possessions.

What are some of the terms used to describe the people of God in Acts?
· believers and addressed as brothers, even though there were women (1:15)
· the church (5:11)
· the Lord’s disciples (9:1)
· those who belong to the Way (9:2)
· your saints (9:13)
· brothers (9:17, 30)
· Christians (11:26)
· Gentile believers (15:23)
· the church of God (20:28)

The people of God in Acts comprise (not an exhaustive list):
· men and women (1:13-14; 5:14)
· 3000 – Jews and God-fearers from every nation under heaven (2:5-11, 41)
· a cripple made whole (3:1-10)
· Grecian Jews and Hebraic Jews (6:1)
· widows (6:2; 9:36ff – Dorcas and many widows)
· Samaritans (8:14-17)
· Ethiopian eunuch (8:26ff – see Isa. 56:3-5)
· Aeneas (9:32-35)
· Corneilius’ household (10)
· Mary, mother of Mark (12)
· many Jews and proselytes and Gentiles in Pisidian Antioch (13:43)
· Lydia (a businesswoman & her household (16:13ff)
· the jailer and his family (16:16ff)
· Jews, large number of God-fearing Greeks and not a few prominent women in Thessalonica (17:4)
· Many Jews, a number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men in Berea (17:12)
· In Athens – a few men including Dionysius, a member of the Areopagus, a woman named Damaris and a number of others
· In Corinth – Priscilla & Aquila and Apollos
· Many who previously practised sorcery (19:18-19)
· Philip the evangelist and his four daughters who prophesied (19:18-19)
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This statement is taken from the PSPC website on the spiritual gifts:

“Many churches have sprung up in Singapore in recent years. Some of these churches have beliefs which differ from that of our church. Our church belongs to the Reformed tradition which regards Scripture as the ultimate authority of all things pertaining to our faith. We do not want to be drawn into the current so called “charismatic” controversy which has affected several churches and groups causing some of them to split up. We merely wish to state the Session’s position so that our members will not be misled or confused on this issue. 

1. The Session believes that the Holy Spirit indwells in a person from the moment he or she accepts our Lord Jesus as his personal Savior and Lord. 
2. The Bible does not teach that it is necessary to have a “second” baptism to receive the Holy Spirit into our lives. 
3. The speaking of tongues is not necessarily a confirmation of the presence of the Holy Spirit in a person’s life. Many pagan religions also practice the speaking in tongues. There need be no outward manifestation of the Spirit’s indwelling apart from a transformed life. 
4. The Bible teaches us that it is incorrect to use tongues in public worship, i.e. even when two or three are gathered unless a truly valid interpretation can be provided. Some Christians encourage and even teach others how to speak in tongues. We believe that this goes against Scriptural teaching. 
5. God can and does heal miraculously but this is the exception rather than the usual. It is wrong to presume that God will work miracles at our bidding. To do so will be to reduce His Lordship. God answers our prayers on the basis of His sovereignty, wisdom, mercy and grace. 
6. The Bible teaches us to be cautious about our “religious” experiences and feelings especially if they contradict God’s revealed will.” 


Question for Discussion 

In what areas would you like to see the Holy Spirit working in your life? In the lives of people who worship at PSPC?

Spend some time to pray.

