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National Presbyterian Church 
The Acts of the Apostles  

Together in Faith: 1. “Roots and Wings” 
Acts 1:1-14; Exodus 20:1-18; 24:3-4 

Dr. David Renwick 

This morning, we begin a new series of sermons, in which we’re going to be looking together at 
the first half of the book that we’ve just read from: The Acts of the Apostles.  
This is the story of the founding of the church. It’s the story of what happens next, after Jesus’ 
life, and death, and resurrection; the story of our founding fathers and mothers and how they 
lived-out their faith together. And it’s a story which should have a place within our hearts and 
souls as Christians just as deep, if not deeper, than the story of the founding of our nation. In 
fact, it’s a story which is just as unlikely, and just as exciting and far, far more significant! 
Let me draw out the parallels and significance by thinking for just for a moment about the story 
of the founding of our nation. 
Who would have thought, for example, (looking back in history over 240 years now) – that a 
group of colonists and immigrants from all kinds of different backgrounds could have united 
together to fight a successful war against the most powerful nation in the world at the time, and 
win?  
And not only that, but having won, who would have thought that they could have developed a set 
of common ground rules for living together (the constitution), that would be strong enough for 
the past two hundred years to keep us together as a people coming from radically different 
places, holding radically different views; ground rules that have had the power to shape us into 
the most dominant and influential nation on earth? How inspiring and unlikely a story is that?  
And who can doubt that that the story will continue – with us at the center – unless, of course, 
our Constitution becomes pushed to the side and our history becomes forgotten, and the facts of 
our story become twisted.  
And this – is not impossible at any moment in history – including ours: 
Think, for example, of how things get twisted with regard to the role of Christian faith in our 
history, in both directions liberal and conservative, not just one but both.  
Go back twenty or thirty years ago (and this may still be the case now but I remember it being a 
very public discussion at about that time) and look at history textbooks that our children were 
given, and look at the descriptions of the Pilgrim Fathers and Mothers which make no reference 
at all to their Christian background or faith as a driving force. Seeking political freedom? Yes! 
But the driving force in their life: their Christian faith? Completely forgotten or ignored. This is 
the twisting of history.  
Or, on the other hand, think of the commonly heard claim that those involved in the writing of 
our Constitution, those who were there in the 1700's, were all devout orthodox Christians.  
Some of them no doubt were, but not all of them – by any stretch of the imagination. They were 
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influenced by all kinds of philosophies at the time, And, true: Christianity was one of them! But 
not the only one! You only need to think of Adams or Jefferson to make the point: neither of 
them believed in the deity or miracles of Jesus. 

I don’t know how many of you have seen what’s called The Jefferson Bible. I have it 
right here (and you can get this at any bookstore). SO Thomas Jefferson took the Bible, 
and literally cut out all the miracles of Jesus, and pasted it together and made it into what 
he wanted it to be. All of the divine or miraculous parts were taken out. This was the 
basis of his faith: the moral teaching of Jesus was remarkably important in fact, he called 
it “sublime” but the supernatural/divine part? No time for that at all!  

Matters like these get twisted, lost in the shuffle, often in order to open the door for someone’s 
particular agenda. So that many people either ignore or overemphasize the Christian background 
of our nation!  
And once we begin doing this with verifiable facts it becomes easier to do with essential 
principles, as well: the very principles that make us distinct and bind us together. And so, in the 
case of our nation, again, for example, we begin to play fast and loose or forget our foundational 
documents – like the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. 
Now, of course, it may be true that no constitutional or foundational documents (or unique 
history) can absolutely guarantee that a nation will stay in one piece forever, (we almost didn’t 
make it with the Civil War) or that we’ll all think alike on everything (and even if we did, 
perhaps that would make life rather boring!). But, on the other hand, what is categorically true is 
this: that if we forget our foundation, or roots if we forget our Constitution, or our common 
history, or if we twist it, or if it departs from our hearts and minds, then there is no doubt that we 
will certainly begin to disintegrate as a community because we’ll be losing the common base – 
the common language – on which any kind of civil discourse is possible!  
In fact, we will increasingly find that we cannot speak or communicate with one another at all!! 
Like people from different tribes we might still speak to each other, to be sure, but it’ll all sound 
like different languages, gobbledygook, and so we’ll pass one another by in our conversations, 
like ships in the night.  
Or let me put it positively. Do you remember the warm relationship between the Supreme Court 
Justices the late Antonin Scalia and Ruth Bader Ginsberg? Their interpretation of the US 
Constitution was radically different and they would forcefully disagree on so much. But, what 
they never forgot (as so many seem to be forgetting in our polarized society) was that in having 
and holding and embracing the Constitution they had far more in common to unite them than all 
the things that divided them 
Nothing but remembering and embracing the foundation – both constitution and common story 
(the good, the bad, and the ugly) – will enable us to remain a unified nation, able to function 
together, so that as the constitution declares, justice is established, domestic tranquility is 
ensured, the common defense is provided, the general welfare is promoted, and the blessings of 
liberty are secured not only for ourselves but for our posterity. 
We know this to be true in our nation! Or in any nation. And what is true of nations is surely just 
as true of the people of God, the church of Jesus Christ.  
You or I may have plenty of ideas based on our experiences about “what the church ought to be,” 
what it should be or should be doing. But unless we know what the church’s constitution is (and 
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I’m not talking here first about National or the Presbyterian Church USA – though they’re 
important too! Rather, I’m talking about the church of Jesus Christ in general as a whole) – 
unless we know what the common story is, then our opinions will sail past each other like ships 
in the night, and there’ll be no chance of unity in the community and perhaps, in the end, no 
chance of “community” at all!! 
That is, we may still remain a “religious organization”; we may still be the best religious 
organization that there is; but we will almost certainly not remain or end up being the kind of 
church that Jesus came to establish.  
The marvelous good news in this context, however, is that we as Christians do have a 
foundation! We do have a constitution, and we do have a history and these are readily accessible 
in the pages of the Book: The Bible! 
Some of this foundation is embodied in Laws: In fact, at the root of all laws in the Bible, we have 
we have what we might call “The Constitutional Biblical Laws”: The Ten Commandments that 
we read today. We forget them, or fail to keep them in our discussions, to our peril. 
And in the Bible too, we have what we might call “The Constitutional Prayer.” It’s the prayer 
that Jesus taught: “the Lord’s Prayer” (The danger here is that we know it, but it’s just rote!). 
BUT – for all the prayers and laws in the Bible, the vast majority of the Bible is constituted far 
more by stories and history than laws and prayers – stories and history that are intended by God 
to be remembered and shared and to bind us together like a nation or a family: Christ’s nation, 
Jesus’ family, God’s people: the “Body of Christ” together.  
And the stories take us back 

• To our creation by God 
• To our ancient spiritual ancestors – the tribes of Israel  
• To the call for Justice in the Prophets 
• and the life of the central member of our family: stories about Jesus in the Gospels 

And these were written not just to tell us what happened long ago. But so that we could embrace 
them as our own as if we were there too! Just like the stories of the founding of our nation. 
And among the most important of these stories, therefore is the story of our roots as the church. 
The story of our “Founding Fathers and Mothers,” the first Christians, in the Acts of the Apostles 
– the book we’ll be reading and thinking about together in the coming weeks and months: 
Acts is one of the easiest books in the Bible to read, and I challenge you to read it, whether here 
at church or at home, and to think through this part of our story together.  
SO, this is what we’ll be doing Sunday by Sunday, beginning right now! In the remaining few 
minutes today I want to take us back to the very beginning; to the “beginning of the beginning,” 
to the opening verses of chapter 1, that we read earlier, and share three basic principles of the 
church established right from the get-go, at the very beginning of the story;  

• 3 principles which lie at the heart of any common understanding of Christian faith and of 
the church.  

• 3 Principles we need to remember and discuss and share if we are to be powerful, and 
loving, and effective as the people of God.  
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The first is resurrection.  
The second is mission.  
And the third is powerlessness and power 

1. RESURRECTION.  

• Acts 1:3  
After his suffering Jesus presented himself alive to them by many convincing proofs, 
appearing to them over the course of forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God.  

What is very clear from the story of the original disciples, Jesus’ closest followers, is that 
without the resurrection, the bodily resurrection of Jesus, they would never have regrouped after 
his crucifixion.  
They had fled when he was arrested and crucified, These were hardened blue collar guys; down 
to earth Hebrew believers, not Greek sophisticates, and without some concrete experience to 
change them and bring them back together, they’d never have done it.  
There were plenty of failed messianic movements in ancient Judaism at that time, and this one 
was different, surprisingly different, for only one reason: because the Messiah claimant had not 
only been crucified, punished, tortured and died, but then, as Acts 1:3 says to us, he had 
“presented himself, to the disciples alive with many proofs.”  
And it’s the theme of the resurrection which dominates the opening chapters of this story.  

• Jesus, alive not dead.  
• Jesus, not just an ancient teacher (as Jefferson would have it in his Bible) but Son of God, 

Lord and Savior. 
SO Resurrection was central to the common story and community of the first Christians. 
2. And then MISSION.  
This Risen Jesus was still speaking to them – and still speaks to us – giving us meaning and 
purpose, and saying to us, as to the first disciples: “You have a job to do!” 

Acts 1:8 
You ALL – individually and together as a team – will be my witnesses where you live, 
near where you live, and around the world – in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and 
to the ends of the earth.’  

In other words: “I’m counting on you, on each of you, on all of you together, to  
o LIVE LIKE ME!  
o SPEAK LIKE ME!  
o BE LIKE ME!”  

When people see the church: they should see Jesus. 
What a powerful calling and purpose for every single one of us: A Mission!  
3. Resurrection. Mission, and then POWER-LESS-NESS:  
“Powerlessness” is the common belief that the mission is impossible, that there is no possible 
way that we can fulfill this mission – in our own strength, by ourselves – but with Jesus’ 
promised power, all is possible. 

Acts 1:8  
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But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you. 
And because the first Christians believed this, they became a prayer-filled church 
 Acts 1:14  

All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer (that is, calling on God for power!)  
We’re by nature sinners. We’re by nature weak. We cannot be the bearers of Jesus’ life and 
message, we cannot be his witnesses, unless it’s God who empowers us. And it’s this sense of 
weakness and utter dependence which must lie at the foundation of the church:  

o not strength  
o not the claim that we have it all together  
o not that we are better or more moral or spiritual than other people 
o BUT that even though we do not have it together, GOD DOES!  

 
 
And the good news is that God, through the Resurrected Jesus, longs to pour his power on us, 
more than we could imagine, to accomplish whatever mission he commands us to do.  

********** 
What’s incredible to me is that at that time – in the first century – at the time the Acts of the 
Apostles was written – nobody could have guessed that that these weak followers of Jesus would 
have been such powerful witnesses and that their message would actually be taken over the next 
2000 years to the ends of the earth.  
Like the story of the founding of our nation – it’s almost inconceivable! BUT IT’S TRUE!  
And like the story of the founding of our nation, it must become and remain our story Christians 
too! Your story and mine. Our roots – so that God can give us power – wings to fly, in our faith 
and life together!! 
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