
 Sending God, Sent Church 
Our Identity as Eyewitnesses 

Acts 1:1-11 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Good morning, my name is Brad and I’m one of the pastors here. It’s good to be back 
with you after being in California last week. I was there representing an organization I’m 
part of called The Upstream Collective, and I led an event for several churches called 
Sending Church Training. This training is designed to help churches of every size and 
background not just to develop an international missions program, but to begin seeing 
themselves as sending churches and every single one of their members as sent ones.  
 
Let me clarify, that doesn’t mean seeing every one of their members as missionaries by 
profession, but seeing them as sent ones by identity, in light of who they are in Christ. 
It’s always a joy to serve churches in this way because I not only get to talk a lot about 
Antioch as a sending church, I get to learn from other churches and come back with 
fresh inspiration. We may be small, church, but if we help other churches capture God’s 
heart for sending, our impact can be massive.  
 
It’s fitting then for us to be jumping into a new sermon series called, “Sending God, Sent 
Church”. It’s a vision series meant to refresh us in who we are as a church, which is 
always important, but especially while we’re in a season of transition. We’ll be camping 
out in the book of Acts for a couple months, which is typically the book of the Bible that 
everyone associates with missions. And when you think about Acts and you think about 
missions, naturally you think about a small group of Christians doing the hard work of 
evangelism in a faraway land. That is not what I sense God is leading us to think about 
during this sermon series.  
 
What we do  as a church, if it is going to be healthy and lasting and truly Christian, must 
be informed by who we are. So often our understanding of missions and sending and 
obedience begins with practice: what to do and how to do it. But the Bible teaches us 
that missions and sending and obedience always begins with identity: who we are 
because of Jesus. This sermon series says, ‘Because God is a sending God, we are (by 
identity) a sent church made up of sent ones.’ Not when you go on your first mission trip 
or when you share about Jesus with someone, but the moment Jesus gives you a new 
heart, you are a sent one. Jesus’ call to come to him always includes the call to go with 
him.  
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And this sermon series intentionally follows our Rest and Roots series because we want 
to make clear that resting in Jesus and being sent by Jesus aren’t separate things. It’s 
not like, ‘Ok, we’ve gotten some rest, now let’s get to work.’ No, resting in the completed 
work of Jesus is the only thing that allows his work to come out of us, so that it comes 
out in his power rather than our own strength. This powerful idea of sent identity is what 
Larry talked a lot about last week.  
 
So this sermon series will continue by taking a look at Antioch’s five identities as a 
church: Eyewitnesses, Family, Disciples, Worshipers, and Blessing. 
 
Each week we’ll consider how those identities then apply to Antioch’s mission 
statement: “We pursue intentional gospel relationships to display Christ’s glory among 
the nations.” 
 
And then we’ll apply these identities to Antioch’s three basic practices: Gathering, 
Grouping, and Going. 
 
That means today we will focus on our identity as eyewitnesses, which is possible 
because of three things: Jesus chose us as his eyewitnesses, Jesus empowers us as 
his eyewitnesses, and Jesus sends us as his eyewitnesses. With that said, if you are 
able, please stand with me to honor the reading of God’s word. Today’s passage is Acts 
1:1-11. You may follow along in your Bible or in one of the Bibles in the chairs in front of 
you. If you’re using one of the Bibles in the chairs, you can find today’s Scripture 
passage on page 909. The verses will also be on the screen if you’d like to follow along 
there. Hear the word of the Lord: 
 
1 In the first book, O Theophilus, I have dealt with all that Jesus began to do and teach, 
2 until the day when he was taken up, after he had given commands through the Holy 
Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen. 3 He presented himself alive to them after 
his suffering by many proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about 
the kingdom of God. 4 And while staying with them he ordered them not to depart from 
Jerusalem, but to wait for the promise of the Father, which, he said, “you heard from 
me; 5 for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not 
many days from now.” 6 So when they had come together, they asked him, “Lord, will 
you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” 7 He said to them, “It is not for you to 
know times or seasons that the Father has fixed by his own authority. 8 But you will 
receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in 
Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” 9 And when he 
had said these things, as they were looking on, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him 
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out of their sight. 10 And while they were gazing into heaven as he went, behold, two 
men stood by them in white robes, 11 and said, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand 
looking into heaven? This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in 
the same way as you saw him go into heaven.” Acts 1:1-11 

May the Word preached here today echo among the nations. You may be seated.  
 
Exposition 
 
Do we have any practical jokers here today? What do you live for as a practical 
jokester? It’s that moment when someone opens the surprise you left them, right? 
Imagine the surprise that comes with some of these classics:  

● Caramel onions  
● Holding up the bathroom for hours 
● Keyboard growth  
● Krispy Kreme veggie trick  
● Cup that never leaves  
● Heart attack chair  

 
The reason why I’m talking about these things in a sermon is that when I think of the 
book of Acts, I think of opening up something that completely surprises you. It’s a book 
that blows you away not just because it is alive like the rest of the Bible, but because it 
is the only book of the Bible that “has no proper close, because it waits for new chapters 
to be” lived out by the people of God.   1

 
Although referred to traditionally as the “Acts of the Apostles,” it might more helpfully be 
titled the “Acts of Jesus Christ Through the Holy Spirit Who Lives in the Apostles”.  If 2

you look at the development of the New Testament (the second half of the Bible), in 
early church history it was coming together mostly made up of two collections of books: 
the Gospels (accounts of Jesus Christ) and the Epistles (letters written to churches). 
Without the book of Acts we would know about Jesus and we would know about 
churches, but we wouldn’t know how Jesus started those churches. Acts holds the New 
Testament together.  And it tracks the explosion of the kingdom of God from a handful 3

of confused Jews in a room in Jerusalem to people throughout the known world, so 
much so that Justin Martyr would write,  4

 

1 Arthur T. Pierson, Acts of the Holy Spirit, 18 
2 F.F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, 33 
3 Bruce, 15 
4 John B. Polhill, Acts, 82 
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There is not one single race of men, whether barbarians, or Greeks, or whatever they 
may be called, nomads, or vagrants, or herdsmen living in tents, among whom prayers 
and giving of thanks are not offered through the name of the crucified Jesus.  5

 
I. Jesus Chooses Us As His Eyewitnesses 
 
How did this happen?! It was a religion built upon a dead man! Before the very eyes of 
thousands of people he was beaten nearly to death, then crucified and sealed in a 
tomb. And here is where Christianity diverts from every other religion in the world. 
Whereas other religions “regard their founder as having completed his ministry during 
his lifetime, [the book of Acts] says Jesus Christ [had] only began his”.  Jesus came 6

back to life, appeared to many people over forty days, then ascended to heaven. How 
do we possibly know this, enough to bet our lives on it? Because there were 
eyewitnesses. This brings us to our first focal point for the day: Jesus chooses us as his 
eyewitnesses. Read with me starting in verse one: 
 
In the first book, O Theophilus, I have dealt with all that Jesus began to do and teach, 
until the day when he was taken up, after he had given commands through the Holy 
Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen. He presented himself alive to them after his 
suffering by many proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the 
kingdom of God. Acts 1:1-3 

The author of Acts, a man named Luke, who also wrote the Gospel of Luke, relied on 
eyewitnesses to record these stories; and later in the book of Acts, he himself is often 
one of those very eyewitnesses. All that we’ve read about this morning comes from 
those who were there . And they were there because Jesus chose them to be there. 
That’s what makes a capital A apostle. Just a few verses later Peter defines a capital A 
apostle as 

one of the men who have been with us the whole time the Lord Jesus was living among 
us, beginning from John’s baptism to the time when Jesus was taken up from us. For 
one of these must become a witness with us of his resurrection. Acts 1:21-22 

If a relationship with God and the privilege of representing him to others was to be a 
free gift of grace, then it would require Jesus freely choosing who would receive such a 
gift. They couldn’t earn it. They couldn’t demand it. The apostles were nothing special in 
themselves. Nothing worth writing books about. We shouldn’t know their names today. 

5 Justin Martyr, The Writings of Justin Martyr and Athenagoras 
6 John R.W. Stott, The Message of Acts, 34 
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But we do. Why? Because Jesus chose them to be with him. In Mark 3:14 we read 
these exact words,  

And he appointed twelve (whom he also named apostles) so that they might be with him 
and he might send them out to preach Mark 3:14 

My whole life I’ve always jumped straight to the preaching part. I think, “The apostles 
were special because they did awesome things for God. I want to be like Peter and Paul 
because they were sent out and preached and crazy things happened--and so we 
remember their names!” But that completely bypasses the first and most important part: 
they were chosen “so that they might be with him”.  

When we talk about our identity as eyewitnesses, we’re not saying that we’ve done 
something--we’re saying that something has been done to us. We’ve seen a change 
come over us, a change that nothing else ever brought about until we encountered 
Jesus Christ--and not facts about Jesus, but Jesus--Jesus himself.  

When Katie and I first moved to Louisville we worked with a nominally Catholic Hispanic 
woman at Chick-Fil-A. She loved to hear us tell stories about Jesus. One evening at 
dinner we shared with her the entire story of Jesus, from creation to his resurrection, 
and she responded with a story of her own.  

Years before, she had a dream. In that dream she was back in a Catholic church in 
Mexico, and a man in bright light approached her and said, “I am Jesus, come to Me.” 
Then she said to us, ‘I have been waiting ever since to know more about Jesus so I 
could come to him. I believe.’ We were speechless. We had heard about Muslims 
having dreams of Jesus in faraway lands, but never a nominally Catholic Hispanic 
single mom living in Louisville, Kentucky!  

That night at our dining table she did not encounter the creation to Christ story, she 
encountered Jesus. And she became a witness. Not because she immediately ran out 
the door and evangelized the neighborhood, but because she experienced the God who 
chose her and changed her. She is a witness to the resurrection of Jesus because her 
story proves Jesus is still working. And as a witness she testifies, even in this very 
moment, even though she is not here.  

II. Jesus Empowers Us As His Eyewitnesses  
 
But Jesus does not simply choose us as his eyewitnesses, he also (and this is our 
second focal point for today) empowers us as his eyewitnesses. Let’s look together at 
verses four and five: 
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And while staying with them he ordered them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait 
for the promise of the Father, which, he said, “you heard from me; for John baptized 
with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” Acts 
1:4-5 

The way that Jesus seals the deal to give us our identity as eyewitnesses, and to live 
out that identity, is through the Person of the Holy Spirit. Notice that I said “Person”. Not 
“It”. Not the “ power of the Holy Spirit,” but the Person of the Holy Spirit. When we use 
impersonal and conceptual words like “grace” and “gospel,” we are ultimately referring 
to something personal and real, namely, Jesus himself. In the same way, when we refer 
to a concept you can’t touch like “God’s power” or “the presence of Jesus,” we are 
referring to someone, a very real someone the Bible calls the Holy Spirit.  
 
Have you ever found yourself thinking that being a follower of Jesus would be a lot 
easier if Jesus was still around? He could remind us we’re safe with God and show us 
how to live. He could call us out when we’re going the wrong way and pray for us when 
we’re struggling. He could help people like me figure out what the Bible is saying so I 
wouldn’t have to study so hard. For goodness sake, it would be so much easier to 
believe in him if he was here!  
 
It makes sense that a lot of people feel abandoned by Jesus. But hear this simple word 
from a pastor: “The Spirit inside you is better than Jesus beside you”.  Why? Because 7

all that Jesus does for us, the Spirit comes and does in us. The Bible describes the work 
of the Holy Spirit like this: 

● He reminds us we’re safe with God and shows us how to live 
● He calls us out when we’re going the wrong way and prays for us when we’re 

struggling 
● He helps us figure out what the Bible is saying 
● He enables us to believe in Jesus 

 
Do those things sound familiar? It’s like having Jesus inside you...wait a minute, it is 
having Jesus inside you! And the Spirit inside you really is better than Jesus beside you. 
Jesus coined this long before J.D. Greear as recorded in John 16:7: 
 
Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go 
away, the Helper will not come to you. But if I go, I will send him to you. John 16:7 
 

7 J.D. Greear, Jesus, Continued: Why the Spirit Inside You is Better Than Jesus Beside You 
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Once again, Jesus shows us he is a pro at doing the hard thing that is the most loving 
thing. He chooses to go back to heaven. The ascension of Jesus is something that 
doesn’t get a lot of play in our tribe of Christianity, but it’s what ties Jesus’ earthly 
ministry and Jesus’ heavenly ministry together.  That means it’s what allowed all this to 8

go from a small Jewish cult to a worldwide spiritual phenomenon that’s even right here, 
piercing your heart today.  
 
It was too small a thing for Jesus to just be physically followed around by a tiny nation of 
people, so he broke the game wide open by making himself available to everyone 
through the Holy Spirit (Isaiah 49:6). This is the power he told his apostles to wait for in 
Jerusalem. And how hard it must have been to wait! How pointless it must have felt! 
‘Jesus, we followed day and night for three years and watched you die and rise 
again--what more do we need? Let us go tell the world!’ But an eyewitness has nothing 
to offer God without the presence of God.  
 
‘Wait a minute, pastor, you’re telling me that all I have to offer God is what God gives to 
me? That all my work and obedience and evangelism only has meaning if it’s done 
through the power of the Holy Spirit--in other words, in dependance upon God rather 
than my own strength?’ Yes! That’s Christianity! An eyewitness has nothing to offer God 
without the presence of God, but with the presence of God, an eyewitness can do even 
more than Jesus did. Listen to his words: 
 
Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes in me will also do the works that I do; and 
greater works than these will he do, because I am going to the Father. John 14:12 
 
III. Jesus Sends Us As His Eyewitnesses 
 
What could we possibly do that is greater works than Jesus did? Answering that 
question brings us to our last focal point this morning, that Jesus sends us as his 
eyewitnesses. If Jesus has changed your heart, then not only are you chosen by him 
according to will of the Father, and not only are you empowered by him according to the 
indwelling of the Spirit, you are sent by him to carry out the mission of the Father, Son, 
and Spirit. That’s big.  
 
But let’s be more specific. While Jesus was on earth he healed people and forgave the 
sins of many. There’s a good chance you won’t do that  as his eyewitness. But even if 
you could dole out miracles and pardon, that still wouldn’t be the greater work. When 

8 Stott, 32 
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Jesus was on the earth, though he spoke words that will rock the world forever, he 
never spoke words that were immediately followed by the Spirit coming and filling up a 
person.  
 
Ever think about that? Up to the time of Jesus, the Spirit might come and “anoint” a 
person, a word that refers to dedicating someone to the service of God by applying oil 
usually to their head. After Jesus ascended, those who trust in God are now “baptized” 
with the Holy Spirit. Anointed ones are touched with the Holy Spirit, but baptized ones 
are immersed  in the Holy Spirit. And Jesus sends you with the privilege of this greater 
work! 
 
This is exactly what would happen to Jesus’ apostles just a few days later. They are 
immersed with the Holy Spirit and what happens? They immediately begin to speak the 
most powerful words on the planet. Paul would later describe those words this way: 
 
For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being 
saved it is the power of God. 1 Corinthians 1:18 
 
The words of the gospel, the words that describe the Son of God crucified for sinners, 
they are the dynamite that is ignited by the Holy Spirit in the hearts of those who hear it. 
Every time it is spoken in a way that can be understood, it is always effective to either 
soften the heart toward Christ or harden the heart away from Christ. And thanks be to 
God, that is the deep, mysterious work of God. Our’s is only to speak the words in 
dependance on the Holy Spirit. This is how Jesus instructed the apostles, his first 
eyewitnesses, when he said, 
 
But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth. Acts 
1:8 

And though the apostles had scaled down the work of Jesus in their minds to only the 
kingdom of Israel, their own people, which is the natural tendency of every people 
group, Jesus corrects them to see the extent of their witness (Acts 1:6-7). King Jesus 
and his kingdom are going worldwide, and so are his eyewitnesses, and we get to 
watch it all happen as we read this book.  
 
The geographical terms of Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and the ends of the earth serve 
be like a table of contents for the book of Acts as Jesus’ kingdom makes the kingdom of 
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Rome look like a chump.  “ But [the] power in [Jesus’] kingdom is different from power in 9

human kingdoms [says John Stott]. It is spread by witnesses, not by soldiers, through a 
gospel of peace, not a declaration of war, and by the work of the Spirit, not by force of 
arms, political intrigue or revolutionary violence”.  And being an eyewitness in this 10

global kingdom starts with a personal commissioning, a sending from King Jesus 
himself.  
 
Conclusion 
 
How can we conclude this? I think by applying the biblical identity of an eyewitness to 
our mission statement as a church. Our mission statement reads, “We pursue 
intentional gospel relationships to display Christ’s glory among the nations.” 
 
Here’s the first point of application: Jesus chooses us as his eyewitnesses. We only 
pursue a mission as a church because we have been pursued. Jesus has graciously, 
relentlessly pursued us. Therefore we have become a people--by identity--who can 
pursue others.  
 
Second, Jesus empowers us as his eyewitnesses. We pursue intentional gospel 
relationships because the Holy Spirit inside us can’t help but do that. That doesn’t mean 
we go stretch ourselves so thin relationally that we end up exhausted and fruitless. 
Remember, that’s exactly what the apostles would’ve done if Jesus hadn’t told them to 
do what? Wait. Wait for the Holy Spirit. Intentional gospel relationships is not a flurry of 
social activity. It is waiting to be led by the Lord, which is exactly what allows us to grow 
in our most important intentional gospel relationship: our relationship with God.  
 
Imagine not having that paralyzing feeling of needing to go find people you’ve never met 
in order to share the gospel because you are beginning to hear what God’s voice is 
saying to you about the people already around you. Remember the Hispanic woman I 
mentioned near the beginning of the sermon? Katie and I worked with her for almost a 
year before that story happened. For almost a year I did not see her as an intentional 
gospel relationship because I was so frustrated at having to work at Chick-Fil-A instead 
of getting to overseas, “where the real ministry happens”.  
 
Who might you be neglecting because you’re not waiting on the Lord? 
 

9 Bruce, 39 
10 Stott, 42 
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Our third and final point of application is this: Jesus sends us as his eyewitnesses. Let’s 
be clear, we are not capital A apostles. The immediate context of Acts 1 applies to the 
Apostles. They were the literal eyewitnesses who experienced the Holy Spirit coming as 
tongues of fire and who experienced the explosion of the gospel to the ends of the earth 
on the tide of their preaching; so much so that Paul would make comments like the 
gospel “has been proclaimed in all creation under heaven” (Colossians 1:23). In light of 
such things, John Calvin and Martin Luther both believed that the Great Commission 
applied only to the apostles, and had already been fulfilled.  I don’t feel comfortable 11

with that conclusion, but I do see how they got there.  
 
The application, then, is this: we have to stop paralyzing ourselves from being 
eyewitnesses because we compare ourselves with the apostles. I haven’t seen three 
thousand people respond to my preaching! I haven’t been beaten and jailed for Jesus! I 
haven’t started church planting movements across entire continents! So then I must be 
a pitiful witness. ‘All I do is change diapers.’ ‘All I do is go to theology classes.’ ‘All I do 
is work a normal job.’ But your situation is not the apostles’! They were laying the 
foundation of a kingdom--and you’re building on it.  
 
But you know what is the same? The Person. Jesus Christ came as the perfect 
eyewitness, giving testimony about God the Father. And he died and rose again and 
ascended so that he could live in you.  What would it look like for his kingdom to come 12

in your cubicle, your nursery, your neighbor’s backyard? Don’t downplay it. You are a 
display of Christ’s glory among the nations. 
 
And we seek to remember this every time we gather. On the night he was betrayed, 
when he took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it, broke it and gave it to his disciples 
and said to them, “This is my body, which is broken for you; eat this in remembrance of 
me.” He also took a cup of wine, and after blessing it, gave it to his disciples and said, 
“This cup is the new covenant marked by the shedding of my blood. For as often as you 
eat this bread and drink from this cup, you announce the Lord’s death until he returns.” 
We are announcing that Jesus Christ is King and that his kingdom has come near 
you today.  
 
Our tradition here at Antioch is to come forward and break off a piece of bread and dip it 
in the juice. There will be stations here in the front; gluten-free bread will be available to 
my left, your right. If you’re not a Christian, this sacred symbol is not for you, but rather 

11 Michael A.G. Haykin and C. Jeffrey Robinson, Sr., To the Ends of the Earth: Calvin’s Missional Vision 
and Legacy 
12 Bruce, 39 
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than taking communion, we encourage you to take Christ. He has made himself 
available to you this very moment. There will be pastors in the back and people to pray 
with you on the sides. Let’s pray. 
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