
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #3

“You Don’t Have to be a Preacher…”

Acts 2:14-41

Reputation does not always match reality.

Take, for instance, Thomas Jefferson. He was brilliant, an articulate and persuasive author, and a true Renaissance man in that he was very learned and skilled in a wide variety of subjects. President John F. Kennedy remarked at a dinner honoring Nobel Prize winners of the western hemisphere, “I think this is the most extraordinary collection of talent, of human knowledge, that has ever been gathered together at the White House, with the possible exception of when Thomas Jefferson dined alone.”

We might conclude, then, that Jefferson was a powerful, dynamic speaker. But he wasn’t. One eyewitness of his first inaugural address later wrote, “The speech was delivered in so low a tone that few heard it.” Jefferson’s second Inaugural Address, like the first one, “was only partly audible.” For his first annual message to Congress (now called the State of the Union address), Jefferson chose not to deliver it in person. Instead, he sent his written message by his secretary, Meriwether Lewis (of Lewis and Clark fame). He continued this practice throughout his presidency and never appeared before Congress to deliver the annual message. This tradition lasted until 1913 when President Woodrow Wilson personally appeared before Congress to deliver the State of the Union.
 (U. S. Presidents have delivered the State of the Union in person ever since.)

On the other hand, take Simon Peter. He was from Galilee, meaning that he was one of the “hicks from the sticks” in first century Palestine. He was a fisherman, which could be compared to a factory worker or truck driver today. Though he would have been functionally literate, he was certainly no scholar, as Acts 4:13 points out, “When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary men…” Not much would have been expected of Simon Peter as a public speaker or a preacher. Yet Chuck Swindoll says of Peter’s Pentecost sermon, “It was not only Peter’s first sermon, it was his best.”

As we continue in our series, “Evangelism 101: Lessons from Acts,” I want to draw some truths from Peter’s message in Acts 2 that can apply to sharing our faith today. I have entitled my message, “You Don’t Have to be a Preacher to Share Christ.” Nor, as we will see, do you have to preach a sermon to share Christ! Yes, Peter did preach a sermon in this situation, but the elements of his message can be applied to our witnessing to one person or a few people at a time.

Those elements are:

· His message was relevant

· His message was realistic

· His message was remedial

Peter’s Message was Relevant

Turn with me to Acts 2:14-21, 

Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd: “Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I say. These men are not drunk, as you suppose. It’s only nine in the morning! No, this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: 

‘In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy. I will show wonders in the heaven above and signs on the earth below, blood and fire and billows of smoke. The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the great and glorious day of the Lord. And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’

Peter initially rebuffed the charge of some who claimed the apostles were “drunk on new wine.” This beverage, in the original Greek, is gleukos, meaning “sweet new wine,” from which our word “glucose” is derived. New wine in Palestine did not convey a faster intoxication—older wine, in fact, was stronger—but it was a cheap beverage and common fare for drunks. More expensive vintages were often diluted with water, especially among the Greeks and Romans, and so the taunt might have meant, in essence: “These babblers here have guzzled the cheap stuff, taken straight!”

Peter answered the false charge by noting the time as “the third hour of the day,” which would be nine o’clock in the morning today. According to one historian, “Scrupulous Jews drank wine only with flesh [meat], and, on the authority of [Exodus 16:8], ate bread in the morning and flesh only in the evening. Hence wine could be drunk only in the evening.”
 The charge of drunkenness was not a light one; it carried implications of complete moral neglect. Peter replied, in effect, “We are as devout as any Jew in Jerusalem.” “No,” Peter continues, rendered “but” in some translations. Koine Greek has two contrasting conjunctions we render as “but.” The first is a small, almost casual contrast. But the one that follows Peter’s denial of drunkenness is alla, which indicates a sharp distinction. So his declaration could be rendered, “On the contrary, this is what was spoken of through the prophet Joel.”

Peter’s message was relevant. He used the approach, “Begin where your hearers are.” He took up the statement of the mockers, and reduced it to nonsense. Then, he went on (for it is not enough merely to ridicule your opponents), and explained the event by turning to the Scriptures.

During the forty days following His resurrection, Jesus had taught that His death and resurrection were written in the Law of Moses, and in the Prophets and the Psalms. Prompted by the Holy Spirit, Peter now teaches the people from Joel exactly what Jesus had taught him. The things spoken by Joel concerning the “last days” were precisely the things taking place before their eyes and in their ears.

What were “the things spoken by Joel”? First, the Lord promised, “I will pour out my Spirit on all people.” How would they know this was happening? “Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy.” Prior to Pentecost, the Holy Spirit only came upon certain persons for a limited time to accomplish a specific task. The ministry of the Spirit was not widespread. Now, however, this large group of believers (about one hundred twenty) including men and women of various ages (none of whom were considered educated or skilled) were prophesying.
 In this case “prophesying” has nothing to do with predicting the future, but rather speaking God’s words publicly. 

Peter continues the quotation from Joel: “I will show wonders in the heaven above and signs on the earth below, blood and fire and billows of smoke. The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the great and glorious day of the Lord.” It is possible to understand these predictions literally as upheavals of nature that occurred on Good Friday.
 

Little more than seven weeks earlier the people of Jerusalem had indeed seen the darkening of the sun (though it could not have been a solar eclipse, because the moon was full at Passover), and later in that same evening the moon may well have risen blood-red in the sky on account of a lunar eclipse, one which has been dated on April 3, a.d. 33.
 Sometimes dark siroccos or windstorms blow in from the desert, plunging the countryside into an uncanny darkness.
 

I mention this because such references would have been very relevant to the folks in Jerusalem at that time. Certainly the midday darkness and strangely colored moon on Good Friday would have been topics of conversation. Peter used this to his advantage in capturing his audience’s attention. 

Some​one asked famous theologian Karl Barth, “What do you do to prepare your Sunday sermon?” Barth answered, “I take the Bible in one hand and the daily newspaper in the other.”
 What was true for his preaching is also true for our witnessing.
 One of the major complaints of Christianity is that it is out of touch with today’s world. Too often we provide ammunition for that charge. We need to be relevant.

Peter’s Message was Realistic

Secondly, Peter’s message was realistic. Picking up in verse 22,

“Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know. This man was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross. But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him. David said about him: 

‘I saw the Lord always before me. Because he is at my right hand, I will not be shaken. Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices; my body also will live in hope, because you will not abandon me to the grave, nor will you let your Holy One see decay. You have made known to me the paths of life; you will fill me with joy in your presence.’

“Brothers, I can tell you confidently that the patriarch David died and was buried, and his tomb is here to this day. But he was a prophet and knew that God had promised him on oath that he would place one of his descendants on his throne. Seeing what was ahead, he spoke of the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to the grave, nor did his body see decay. God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact. Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear. For David did not ascend to heaven, and yet he said, ‘The Lord said to my Lord: “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.”’ Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.” 

Most commentators point out that Peter’s message was thoroughly Scriptural and Christ-centered, and this is true. In addition to the earlier quotation from the prophet Joel, Peter references two of David’s psalms that point toward the promised messiah, and he shows how Jesus fulfilled them.

Peter told the crowds in verse 22, “Jesus of Nazareth was a man attested to you by God in mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you yourselves know.” There is emphasis here on the fact that the people themselves knew what Jesus had done. It had all taken place “in their midst.”

Then, without resorting to any diplomatic niceties, in verse 23 Peter stung his hearers for their involvement in the events of Good Friday: “This Jesus...you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men.”
 As the audience squirmed at the reminder of their treachery, Peter pressed against the wound. He stacked up words of indictment end to end: “delivered over,” “nailed to a cross,” “by the hands of godless men,” “put…to death”—by you. He held nothing back.

He concludes in verse 36, “Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.” His conclusion was designed, not to gain advantage in a theological argument but to stir his hearer’s deepest emotions. His success is revealed in Luke’s record of their response in verse 37, “When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we do?’” The original Greek literally reads that Peter’s listeners were “brutally stabbed in the heart.”

Peter was not afraid to tell his listeners the truth. We’ve been schooled that it’s inappropriate to say anything negative. Being a good witness once meant faithfully representing Christ, even when it meant being unpopular. Now it means, “making people like us.” As Randy Alcorn laments, “We’ve redefined Christlike to mean ‘nice.’” He goes on to add, “The Christian life is not based on avoiding the truth but on hearing and submitting to it. The greatest kindness we can offer each other is the truth.”
 In this way we need to be realistic about sin, judgment, and hell. 

Peter’s Message was Remedial

Thankfully, Peter did not leave his listeners in the lurch. His message was remedial, meaning that it offers a remedy for their condition. In answer to the anguished cry, “Brothers, what shall we do?” we read in verses 38-40, 

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.” With many other words he warned them; and he pleaded with them, “Save yourselves from this corrupt generation.”

Think about this: Peter was speaking to people who were directly or indirectly responsible for the death of his Master! After bringing the charge against them, he may have been tempted to say, “Burn in hell, all of you! I can’t wait to see you get what you have coming!” (At least I would have been tempted to say something like that!)

Instead, Peter’s reply to their question was unspeakably reassuring. Incredible as it must appear, Peter told them that there was still hope for them. Let them repent of their sin and turn to God; let them submit to baptism in the name of Jesus, confessed as the Messiah. Then not only would they receive forgiveness of sins, but they would receive also the gift of the Holy Spirit—the same gift that had been bestowed on the apostles themselves only a short time before.

Peter’s use of “each of you” emphasizes the individual nature of salvation. We all stand individually before God to give an answer for ourselves. A father cannot save other members of his household by repenting and submitting to baptism. One cannot be saved by being in a saved family or inherit salvation from a previous generation.
 God has no grandchildren…each person must be adopted into God’s family individually.

“Repent” is a word not commonly used today. It means a change. Repenting is more than feeling sorry for yourself; it is even more than feeling sorry for your sins. It is making a definite commitment of the will to turn away from sin and turn back to God.

It is unfortunate that the English translation of Acts 2:38 suggests that people must be baptized in order to be saved, because this is not what the Bible teaches. The Greek word eis (which is translated “for” in the phrase “for the remission of sins”) can mean “on account of” or “on the basis of.” In Matthew 3:11 John the Baptist baptized on the basis that people had repented. Acts 2:38 should not be used to teach salvation by baptism. If baptism is essential for salvation, it seems strange that Peter said nothing about baptism in his other sermons in Acts 3:12–26. In fact, the people in the home of Cornelius received the Holy Spirit before they were baptized! 

Furthermore, Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:14-17,

I am thankful that I did not baptize any of you except Crispus and Gaius, so no one can say that you were baptized into my name. (Yes, I also baptized the household of Stephanas; beyond that, I don’t remember if I baptized anyone else.) For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel…

If water baptism is essential for salvation, how could the apostle Paul—perhaps the greatest soul-winner in history—write that “Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel”? If water baptism is an essential component of the gospel, that verse makes no sense! Baptism does not bring forgiveness; rather, forgiveness comes through that which is symbolized by baptism.
 F. F. Bruce writes, 

Baptism in the Spirit is an inward work; baptism in water now becomes its external token. Baptism in water is thus given a richer significance than it formerly had, thanks to the saving work of Christ and the reception of the Spirit. The baptism of the Spirit which it was our Lord’s prerogative to bestow was, strictly speaking, something that took place once for all on the day of Pentecost when he poured out the promised gift on his disciples and thus constituted them the people of God in the new age; baptism in water continued to be the visible sign by which those who believed the gospel, repented of their sins, and acknowledged Jesus as Lord were publicly incorporated into the Spirit-baptized fellowship of the new people of God.

Peter went on to say, “The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call.” I have heard some say that all Jews from the time on Christ onward are solely responsible for His death, since we read in Matthew 27:25 that the Jews told Pilate, “Let his blood be on us and on our children!” Notice, however, that this statement was not followed by a voice from heaven saying, “So be it!” No, the truth was that salvation was being offered to the very people who were directly responsible for putting Jesus to death and to their children!

It is easy for us to see the sinfulness of this dark world and throw up our hands in resignation. Or we can become spiteful and say, “Well, if they want to go to hell, fine!” But Peter did not do that. Yes, he truthfully told them of their guilt. Yet he graciously told them of the way to remedy their guilt. He pointed out their sin, but then he pointed them to Jesus. Notice verse 40, “With many other words he warned them; and he pleaded with them, ‘Save yourselves from this corrupt generation.’” He wasn’t condemning them; he was earnestly and lovingly calling them to life in Jesus.

As we considered in our last study, the results were simply astonishing. Verse 41 reads, “Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number that day.” No wonder Peter’s first sermon is considered his finest!

The application for us is clear: You don’t have to be a preacher to share the good news of Jesus. Peter gives us three steps in how to do it:

· Be relevant – know what is going on in the world and how the Bible speaks to it

· Be realistic – don’t dance around the truth that, without Christ, they are condemned

· Be remedial – don’t forget to tell them of the grace of God that can save them

You may not reach three thousand souls in one day, but you will fulfill your task of being Christ’s witnesses to a lost and dying world!
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