
T H E N ECESSI T Y OF WA I T I NG
Something that often frustrates our “gotta have it now” culture is the 
necessity of waiting. In spite of instant coffee, instant messaging, and 
other speedy resources now available, there are still many things that 
require the patience to wait for the right time. Farmers must still wait for 
the ground to be dry enough for planting each spring. The baker must 
still wait for the dough to rise. No matter how eager they are, prospective 
parents must still wait the required nine months (or so) for their baby.

The Book of Acts begins with a strict order from Jesus to His followers: 
WAIT! A desperate world needed the message of hope they were to 
bring, but there was to be no jumping the gun. Indeed, failure would 
be inevitable unless they waited for one essential resource — the “go 
power” only the Holy Spirit could provide. For that power they had 
to wait. Such waiting for the Lord (Ps. 27:14) to provide is no empty 
exercise, but is in fact the posture faith must adopt as it prays for 
guidance day by day and looks for the return of Jesus on the last day.

As the wondrous story of the Early Church unfolds, the apostles wait and 
pray day after day while little seems to happen. While they wait, God 
works to provision them. Only after Pentecost, only after God supplies 
what they need, do they begin to “act.” Then the acts of those apostles 
are something special to behold!
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FORT Y WON DER FU L DAYS 
acts 1:1–5
Luke says that his former book (the Gospel 
of Luke) was about “all that Jesus began 
to do and teach” (v. 1). But He wasn’t (and 
isn’t!) finished. The Book of Acts is the record 
of how Jesus continued to “do and teach” 
through the words and work of his followers, 
Peter and Paul in particular. William Barclay 
tells the story of a Hindu inquirer who 
undertook to read the New Testament. He 
was struck by the account in Acts of how the 
Church continued the work of Jesus. The man 
voiced a determination: “I must belong to the 
church that carries on the life of Christ!”

The equipping of those followers began 
with forty wonderful days of appearances 
(including those listed in 1 Cor. 15:5–7) 
and face-to-face instruction about “the 
kingdom of God.” Forty days may be a 
precise measure of time, or it may be a 
round number signifying a long time — time 
enough to accomplish what was needed. 
Moses was 40 days on Sinai (Ex. 24:18) 
and Jesus fasted 40 days in the wilderness 
before His temptation (Matt. 4:2).

Forty days was long enough for important 
things to happen. Important things like a 
command and a promise. It was during those 
days that Jesus laid out for them a command 
coupled with a promise. The command? “Not 
to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait…” 
(v. 4). The promise? “You will be baptized 
with the Holy Spirit not many days from now” 
(v. 5). This “promise of the Father” was made 
centuries earlier through the prophet Joel, 
a promise Peter will quote in his Pentecost 
sermon (Acts 2:17ff.).

This gift Jesus described as being “baptized 
with the Holy Spirit,” in contrast to how 
“John baptized with water” (v. 5). In his 
earlier book Luke records John himself 
saying, “I baptize you with water, but he…
will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire” 
(Luke 3:16). “Baptize” is often used literally 
to refer to the washing John administered or 
to the Christian sacrament, both mentioned in 
Acts. Here it is a metaphor for the bestowing 
of the Spirit. “Baptism with the Holy Spirit” 
is not a reference to a further work of grace 
that ushers Christians into a higher, more 
“charismatic” faith life, as if we needed a 
second baptism! It is always used in the New 
Testament to describe the whole saving work 
of Jesus Christ in contrast to the preparatory 
work of John the Baptist. All Christians who 
have been incorporated into Christ by Holy 
Baptism have been “baptized with the Holy 
Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:13). The question now is 
whether or not we will use that gift and “walk 
by the Spirit” (Gal. 5:16).

But first the disciples had to wait. God’s 
work could not be undertaken without God’s 
strength. It is a simple lesson that the 
contemporary church needs, for we are prone 
to plunge ahead before we have prayed 
and waited for the wisdom and strength 
God would give us. Books, workshops, and 
seminars have value, but they dare not 
supplant the prayerful waiting Jesus enjoins 
upon us all.
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T H E A SCENSION 
acts 1:6–11
Luke is the only one of the Evangelists to record the Ascension of Jesus, and he does it 
twice. There is a shorter version in Luke 24:50–53 and this slightly longer one in Acts 
1:6–11. The contrasting details are interesting:

lUKe 24:50–53
Sounds as if it happened Easter 

evening (“then…”)

No location specified

No words from the disciples

Jesus “blessed them”

“He parted,” and was “carried up 
into heaven”

No angels mentioned

Return to Jerusalem/temple

The location on Olivet is significant. The prophet Zechariah identified the “Mount of Olives” 
as the location of key events on the day of the Lord (Zech. 14:4). The Lord’s “feet will 
stand” there in a climactic battle. Is this prophecy in view when the angels tell the apostles 
that Jesus will return “in the same way as you saw him go” (v. 11)? Is this prophecy on 
their minds when they ask about the restoration of the kingdom to Israel? In some fashion, 
they expect a glorious ending centering on Israel.

But Jesus has a different and far more glorious future in mind, one that is only just 
beginning at Jerusalem and is then to spread outward like ripples in a pond to “all Judea 
and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (v. 8). Salvation is not for Jews only, but for all 
the nations, as Acts will make abundantly clear. The apostles themselves are to have a 
crucial role: “you will be my witnesses”! It’s a command — their marching orders. The 
promise that attends the command is the coming gift of the Holy Spirit’s power for the 
mind-boggling task. A second promise, spoken by the angels, will sustain them in the 

acts 1:6–11
It happened after the 40 days of 

appearances to the disciples

Olivet the location (see v. 12)

Disciples ask about the kingdom

Jesus answers their questions, 
gives command about being 
witnesses

He “was lifted up” and a “cloud 
took him out of their sight”

Two angels (“men”) and the 
promise of His return

Return to Jerusalem/ “upper room”
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dark times ahead and buoy them up even in the 
face of martyrdom: “Jesus…will come” (v. 11). 
But for now, the angels make clear, they are to 
stop gawking and get going back to the city. 
They must stop being bystanders and prepare to 
be witnesses.

I N A NOT H ER U PPER RO OM 
acts 1:12–14
The eleven apostles make their way back a little 
more than half a mile into the city. A “Sabbath 
day’s journey” was a thousand steps, the limit 
Jews were allowed to walk before their travel 
became “work” that violated the Sabbath’s rest. 
There they joined a larger group in “the upper 
room.” One writer guesses this might be the same 
room where Jesus met with disciples for the Last 
Supper, but many dwellings had upper rooms.

Luke gives us a head count for the fledgling 
movement. There were “about 120” persons, 
verse 15 tells us. Is there any significance to that 
number? We moderns are used to the numberings 
of crowds at sports events or political rallies. 
Our ushers count and record the number of 
attendees at church. But the Jews often attended 
to numbers as vehicles for deeper meanings. The 
numbers 3, 4, 7, 10, 12, and 40 readily come to 
mind. But 120? A reasonable guess might factor 
120 into 10 x 12. The meanings of 10 (“all of”) 
and 12 (“God’s people”) would nicely describe 
the tiny gathering as “all of God’s people” – 
at least for the moment! But there is another 
possibility nearer at hand. In Jewish law, 120 is 
the number of men required before a community 
could form its council to do the necessary 
business. Here in the upper room, the necessary 
business of choosing a successor to Judas is 
about to take place. If the Jewish understanding 
of a “community” is in view, it has been 
broadened to include both men and women, all of 
whom will soon receive the Holy Spirit. Luke does 
not explain, and we are left to surmise.

Let’s go further in describing this group. In 
addition to the 11 remaining apostles, Luke 
mentions “the women” being among the 120 
people in that upper room. With no further detail, 
we can only guess whether these included some 
of the apostles’ wives (referred to by Paul in 1 
Cor. 9:5), the women who attended the disciple 
band (listed in Luke 8:2–3) as well as those 
women who were the earliest witnesses at 
the empty tomb (Luke 24:22). The group also 
includes Jesus’ mother and his brothers, who 
once had opposed Him for being “out of his 
mind” (Mark 3:21)! All of them are present.

It is, admittedly, a minuscule number. William 
Barclay points out that there were at Jesus’ time 
about 4 million Jews. If accurate, this means that 
only 1 in 30,000 were followers of Jesus! Yet 
we know what happened, and that alone ought 
to encourage those of us who fret that small 
congregations can’t expect to accomplish much. 
Was there a “secret” to the wondrous things 
that followed? Only this, Luke reports, that “all 
these with one accord were devoting themselves 
to prayer” (v. 14). Does that describe our 
congregational gatherings? Have we “devoted” 
ourselves to prayer, or has praying become a kind 
of “formal bookend” to those gatherings?

T H E SELECT ION OF M AT T H I A S 
acts 1:15–26
While they wait and pray, an important matter 
must be addressed. There is a gap in the circle of 
apostles. Jesus had deliberately chosen twelve 
men to mirror the twelve tribes of Israel, for a 
new covenant and a new Israel had begun. But 
Judas Iscariot is now dead and there are only 
eleven. Who would see to this task and make 
sure the circle was complete? Luke tells us that 
“Peter stood up among the brothers” (v. 15). Was 
he remembering the charge laid on him by Jesus 
at their last supper? “When you have turned 
again, strengthen your brothers” (Luke 22:32).
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Peter begins by taking them all back to Scripture. 
The death of Judas and the necessity of his 
replacement were all predicted long ago, he 
reminds them. He cites Psalm 69:25, changing 
the original plural (about “enemies”) to the 
singular: “May his camp become desolate, and 
let there be no one to dwell in it” (v. 20). He adds 
a quote from Psalm 109:8: “Let another take his 
office.” Judas, Peter alleges, is the particular 
enemy in view.

Before these Psalm citations comes the grisly 
account of Judas’ death. Matthew says plainly 
that after taking the money back to the chief 
priests, Judas “hanged himself” (Matt. 27:5). 
It’s a sad but straightforward narrative. Here in 
Acts, however, the story is more complex. Luke 
says that “this man acquired a field” (v. 18). We 
wonder when, since Matthew says he returned the 
money. Acts might be reconciled with Matthew by 
saying that Judas made that purchase, in effect, 
by the agency of the priests (posthumously). Luke 
adds that somehow Judas “falling headlong…
burst open in the middle.” Not the usual outcome 
of a hanging! We might expect this would happen 
to someone falling from a great height, as if off 
a building or a cliff. How this happened remains 
unclear, but Matthew’s account leaves no doubt it 
was a suicide.

Now must come the “completion of the apostolic 
circle” (Haenchen). Peter lists qualifications 
for the apostolate. The replacement is to be a 
man. He must be one who had accompanied the 
disciple band from the day Jesus was baptized 
at John’s hand (as all the Evangelists narrate) 
until the day of the Ascension – approximately 
three years. The job description is utterly 
simple: to “become with us a witness of [Jesus’] 
resurrection” (v. 22). That was the way Jesus 
Himself had summarized the task before them: 
“you will be my witnesses” (1:8).

There are two candidates put forward — Joseph 
Barsabbas and Matthias. Neither has previously 
been mentioned in the Gospel records. Neither 
will be mentioned again after this account. But 
the selection is included, and it has something to 
teach us about the way the church operated. First 
came prayer for the choosing: “You, Lord, who 
know the hearts of all, show which one of these 
two you have chosen” (v. 24). Then they “cast 
lots…and the lot fell on Matthias” (v. 26).

Casting lots normally involved writing the names 
on stones, placing the stones into a vessel, and 
shaking the vessel until one of the stones fell out. 
By this practice tribal inheritances were assigned 
(Joshua 14:2), as were schedules for Temple 
singers (1 Chron. 26:13–16). Saul employed it to 
discover who had disobeyed his orders in a battle 
(1 Sam. 14:42). The pagan sailors discovered that 
Jonah was the guilty party behind the storm by 
casting lots (Jonah 1:7). Proverbs 16:33 affirms 
that God is at work in this process: “The lot is 
cast into the lap, but its every decision is from 
the Lord.”

Most of our congregational leaders these days 
are chosen by voting, hopefully after prayer! 
Curiously, the word “vote” is never mentioned 
in the Bible, although there is frequent mention 
of “choosing” or “appointing” (Luke 6:13; 
Ex. 18:25; Titus 1:5, for example). Would the 
practice of casting lots (“pulling a name from 
a hat” or “drawing straws” would be modern 
equivalents) eliminate the abuses that can 
come with voting? Might a return to this ancient 
practice remove the taint of “politicking” from 
the selection of our leaders? It has happened 
in more than one LCMS congregation and has 
been recommended by more than one writer. It’s 
something worth discussing.
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 2:1–47

Lord Jesus Christ, pour out Your Spirit once more on your dispirited and fearful 
people. Anoint me also as I study and serve, that I may be filled with the joy and 

power I need for the task You give me. For Your sake, I ask it. Amen.
Review
1. Why do you think Luke chose to narrate the Ascension twice?

2. What did you decide was the significance of the number 120, if any?

Acts 2:1–4
3. Have you ever traveled where you did not speak the language? What happened? How did you feel?

4. Pentecost was one of three major festivals observed by the Jews. What more do you learn about it from

 Ex. 23:14–16?

 Deut. 16:9–10?

5. Can you think of any reasons why God chose to send His Holy Spirit on this particular day?

6. What do “wind” and “fire” suggest most strongly to you?
  Unpredictability Power Change Something else

Acts 2:5–13
7. How does the story here contrast with the one told in Genesis 11:1–8?

8. Use a Bible dictionary, concordance, footnotes, or do an internet search to find out how far away from 
Jerusalem are the places listed here.

9. “Other tongues” here means human languages they had not previously learned. What other possibility does 
Paul mention in 1 Cor. 13:1?

Acts 2:14–21
10. Here begins the first sermon in Acts. How many verses are devoted to it? Can you recall a sermon that had 

a lasting impact on your life? What was it about?

11. Have you ever heard or seen “speaking in tongues” in use? If so, what was your reaction?
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12. Peter makes ample use of the Old Testament (remember who the audience is!). The first quote is from Joel 
2:28–32. Read it and select three things that have a specially strong link to the Pentecost events.

 Why does Peter end the quote where he does?

Acts 2:22–36
13. What do the listeners already know about Jesus? What more does Peter tell them?

14. Which gets more stress in this sermon – His death or His resurrection? Why?

15. A sermon ought to “afflict the comfortable” and “comfort the afflicted.” How does Peter do these two tasks?

Acts 2:37–41
16. An appropriate response to any sermon is “What shall we do?” Have you DONE anything about any of the 

recent sermons you’ve heard?

17. What is Peter’s two-fold answer to their question?

 What promise does he make?

 What was the result?

Acts 2:42–47
18. Here we read the first summary of the life of the Early Church. List the components:

19. What do you think made the Early Church so appealing to outsiders?

 a) Great preaching b) Miracles c) Their sharing d) Their joy e) Something else

20. What component of the early Christians’ life seems under-used today? How would you like to change 
things?

Memory Challenge

ACTS 2:38–39 “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. 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.” OR

ACTS 2:42 “And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of 
bread and the prayers.”
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