June 20 we will study Acts 2:14-41.  Discussion questions are:

1. How do you understand the role of the Holy Spirit in enabling early Christians to:

a. Die better than anybody?

b. Be more inclusive than anybody?

c. Care better than anybody?

2. What was it that cut 3,000 people to the heart?  (2:23, 36)

3. What is the significance of the repeated theme in 2:36; 3:15; 4:10; 5:30; 7:52?

4. How did you feel the first time you assumed personal responsibility for the death of Jesus?

5. How do you think the 3,000 felt when they heard the words of 2:38?

6. What is Paul saying about baptism in Romans 6:3-4?

7. What is the difference in breaking God’s rules and breaking God’s heart?

8. Summarize the point Peter is making in each of the following passages:

a. 14-21

b. 22

c. 23

d. 24-35

36

9. Peter had very little preaching experience before Pentecost.  He was not a rabbi, 

nor a priest, nor a prophet yet as soon as he hears the charge of drunkenness he immediately quotes an appropriate Old Testament passage then proceeds to deliver a very organized, documented gospel message.  How did he do that with no time for preparation and little experience in preaching?

Sermon:  Cut To The Heart

One of the toughest issues for historians to deal with is why Christianity succeeded.  When it started with a small rag-tag band of non-influential people who had to compete with established religions and hostile political atmospheres, why did it not only succeed but sweep over the world?  Why did it grow exponentially?  Let me give you 3 reasons Christianity grew so successfully.  First, Christians died better than anybody.  Often thrown into the arena to fight wild animals they were singing, smiling, embracing each other and praising God.  Christianity spread because the pagan world had never seen anyone die like that, with that kind of peace.  A second reason for the rapid growth of Christianity was they were more inclusive.  Historians say that up until Christianity religion always divided people.  Religion catered to people of a certain race or social standing or region.  If you lived in the mountains you worshipped the mountain gods but if you lived by the sea you worshipped the sea gods.  Some religions were very racial in their makeup.  For instance if you wanted to become a Jew you had to participate in the customs of the Jews.  That’s why circumcision was such a hot button issue in the first century.  Some religions appealed only to a certain class of people.  Many of the Greek mystery religions appealed only to the educated.  That was why Gnosticism, which said you had to have special “insider” knowledge to be a real Christian was fought so fiercely by New Testament writers.  At the heart of Christianity was its inclusiveness.  Royalty or slave, Jew or Gentile, male or female…all were welcome in Christianity.  All were considered as family, brothers and sisters in Christ.  One of Paul’s great battles stemmed from the fact that in a world where women were always considered second class, Christianity was treating women as partners.  Women were given so much freedom in Christ that occasionally Paul would have to write to a church and say, “Go slow.  We don’t want to so alienate the entire culture with women’s rights that we lose the ability to tell the culture about Christ.”  So, first, Christians died better than everybody.  Second, they included others better than everybody.  Third, they cared better than everybody.  There are some amazing quotes from early pagan leaders commenting on this amazing care factor that characterized early Christians.  Emperor Julian said in a letter, “We can’t stop these Christians.  The reason they are so popular is the Jews take care of the Jewish poor, the Greeks take care of the Greek poor, the Romans take care of the Roman poor but the Christians take care of them all.  They give their money away and they live simple lifestyles.”

Historians who have looked at how Christians died, included others, and cared for others raise a great question.  Their question is, “Yes, they did all that, but why?”  One historian, Kenneth Scott Latourette, offered this answer:  “The more one examines the various factors which seem to account for the extraordinary victory of Christianity, the more one is driven to search for a cause underlying them all.  It is clear that at the very beginning of Christianity there must have occurred a vast release of energy virtually unequalled in history.  Without it the future course of religion is inexplicable.”  

The book of Acts tells you what that vast release of energy was.  We looked at it last week as the Spirit of God suddenly came down with such energy it sounded like a violent wind and it looked like a raging wildfire.  The Spirit of God entered a man named Peter and filled him with such a powerful message that across the Roman Empire people were cut to the heart.  It’s in Acts 2:37, “When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart...”  What cut them?  If a knifepoint is placed between the middle ribs on the left side of your body and plunged inward several inches it will cut you to the heart.  That is a fatal cut.  It is a cut that goes right to the source of the flow of life-giving blood.  That is the kind of effect Peter’s message had on 3,000 people.  They are absolutely devastated by the message.  They have received a deathblow by the words Peter spoke.  

Up until this moment Peter hasn’t shown himself to be a preacher.  He isn’t a rabbi.  He isn’t’ a priest.  He isn’t a prophet.  He is a fisherman.  But this uneducated, often impulsive fisherman, stands and delivers like no one in all of history.  As soon as the ridicule begins of those who are speaking in languages they have never studied, as soon as they are accused of being drunk, Peter begins to preach.  First he says, “These men are not drunk.  They are fulfilling the prophecy of Joel concerning the pouring out of God’s Spirit on all who call on the name of the Lord.  Second, he says God validated Jesus’ claims by all kinds of public miracles and signs and wonders.  Then he adds the cutting words, “You responded to Jesus’ gracious life and God’s magnificent miracles by killing Jesus, the Son of God, the Messiah.  But God raised him from the dead.  One thousand years ago the greatest of Jewish kings, David, predicted God would do that very thing, raise the Messiah from the dead and 50 days ago in Jerusalem, God did precisely that.  He raised Jesus from the dead.”  At that precise moment in the sermon the Holy Spirit shoved the knife right into the hearts of 3,000 people as he filled Peter’s mouth with these cutting words, “Therefore let all the house of Israel know assuredly that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified.” – Acts 2:36
So who was it that killed Jesus?  Was it the religious leaders of the Jews?  Was it Pilate?  Was it Herod?  Was it the Romans?  Was it the person who struck the nails with a hammer?  Was it the men who lifted the cross and dropped it in the hole?  According to Peter it was several thousand people gathered at the Temple on the day of Pentecost.  Many of those people weren’t even in town the day Jesus died.  They are from all over the Roman Empire and have come to town to celebrate Pentecost.  Some of them never even heard of Jesus.  Yet Peter accuses them of crucifying Jesus.  In the very next sermon Peter preaches, a different crowd gathers and he makes the same accusation:  “You killed the author of life…” – Acts 3:15  In his third sermon to yet a different audience Peter makes the same accusation:  “Jesus…whom you crucified…” – Acts 4:10  In his fourth sermon to yet a different audience Peter makes the same accusation:  “…Jesus, whom you killed…” – Acts 5:30  When Stephen preaches the sermon that got him killed he makes the same accusation:  “the Righteous One, whom you …murdered.” – Acts 7:52
So who was it that crucified Jesus?   For 2,000 years people have been cut to the heart by the realization that every person who sins crucified Jesus.  Do you remember when Peter denied Jesus for the third time, Jesus turned and looked at him and Peter went out and wept bitterly?  Why was Peter so moved by that look?  How would Jesus’ face have looked at that moment?  It would have been purple with bruises, red with bloody gashes, eyes swelling shut, dripping with mucus and spit from those who despised him.  Peter saw the face of a brutalized, dying man.  The face of a man who was dying because of him.  When Peter tells every audience to whom he preaches, “You crucified Jesus.”, he includes himself among those who are culpable.  The difference in being religious and being Christian is in being cut to the heart.  Before you are cut to the heart you realize your sins have broken God’s rules.  After you are cut to the heart you realize your sins have broken God’s heart.  Six hundred years before Jesus died Isaiah said, “He was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed.”

If you are cut to the heart by your role in the death of Jesus what should you do?  Get forgiveness!  “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.” – Acts 2:38  What does it mean to repent?  It means to change your mind about sin and change your behavior.  What does it mean to be baptized?  It means to be immersed in water.  What is the point of being immersed in water?  Peter said it was part of God’s plan leading to the forgiveness of sins and the reception of the Holy Spirit.

When Paul set out to explain salvation in his great writing, “Romans”, he reminded Roman Christians of the point in time when they were cut to the heart and how that led them to the waters of baptism.  Listen to his reminder in Romans 6:3-4 - Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.
Look at how Paul says baptism is the response of a person who feels deeply a personal sense of responsibility for the death of Jesus:

Baptism is a…

Death - “baptized into Christ Jesus” = “baptized into his death”

Burial - “baptized into Christ Jesus” = “buried with him by baptism”

Resurrection - “baptized into Christ Jesus” = “just as Christ was raised…we too live a 

new life”

Think of it like this:  

The gospel means the good news of what Jesus did.  

He left Heaven and came to the earth 

He died on the cross 

He was buried 

He arose & ascended 

He’s coming back 

 

Obeying the gospel is a reenactment of what Jesus did.  At the point of baptism a person is…

Dying with Christ  

Buried with Christ 

Raised with Christ 

Assured that one day his is going to be taken home to be with Christ forever 

 

Paul’s point is that people who are cut to the heart by the realization they are responsible for the death of Christ, respond to that by publicly identifying with that death through symbolically dying themselves.  If you attend church often and are aware your sins break God’s rules you are religious.  If you sense your sins broke God’s heart and you respond to that in repentance and baptism you are a Christian.  Isn’t it time you quit merely being religious and became a Christian?

