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Acts 1 
 
 Having affirmed our faith in the Holy Spirit, the ancient creeds next invite us to 
place our trust in the church, which--though rightly known as the “Church of Jesus 
Christ”--is most certainly also to be regarded as the “creation of the Spirit”.  Here, once 
again, I turn not only to the Apostles’ Creed, but to the Nicene: frankly acknowledging 
that I much prefer the version offered by Nicene.  Whereas the Apostles’ Creed, at this 
juncture, speaks of “the holy catholic Church,” the Nicene Creed speaks of “one holy 
catholic and apostolic Church”.  The minor difference between the two accounts is that 
the Nicene Creed explicitly names the “oneness” of the Church, a oneness only hinted 
at by the Apostles’ Creed with its use of the “definite article”.  The major difference 
between the two accounts is that the Nicene Creed adds a whole additional adjective 
with which to describe the Church: the word “apostolic”. The addition of that crucial word 
is largely responsible for my choice of Nicene; it offers us four dimensions of the Church 
to ponder, each of which is vitally important.  And since I appear to have the luxury of 
being able to devote not one, not two, not three but four sermons to the Creed’s 
affirmation of the Church... 

 
    ...I cautiously say that it “appears” I have that luxury since, in 
the age of COVID-19 we are relearning just how uncertain our lives can turn out to be, 
our technical and scientific wizardry notwithstanding... 

 
     ...since it appears that I can devote four sermons to 
the topic of the Church, I am going to attempt just that, beginning with the weighty word 
“apostolic” which I strongly believe (following in the footsteps of Karl Barth)i is the crucial 
adjective with which the Creed describes the Church: a Church which--whatever else it 
is and whatever else it does--most certainly should see itself, must see itself, as the 
continuing representative (the ongoing outpost) of the enduring witness of the Apostles.  
Let’s start there...and see where it leads. 

 
***** 

 
 Well: where it leads me, almost inevitably, is to the first chapter of the New 
Testament’s  fifth book: Acts of the Apostles.  Especially crucial, in that regard, is that 
chapter’s eighth verse which should surely occupy a pride of place in any conception of 
the Church worth its salt.  Recall the setting.  Gathered with his disciples just prior to his 
Ascension, the risen Christ fields a question concerning the restoration of the Kingdom 
to Israel.  By way of response, Christ insists that “it is not for you to know times or 
seasons that the Father has fixed by his own authority.  But...” 

 
  ...what follows that “but” is utterly essential... 



   ...”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.”  On the one hand, duly note the role the promised Spirit will play in 
the empowering and equipping of the Apostles for their assigned task.  On the other 
hand, do not fail to recognize the nature of that task: serving as witnesses “for” this 
Jesus, witnesses not unlike the witnesses called upon to testify in a courtroom.  This is 
no trivial task...nor do those charged with this task fail to recognize its weightiness, as 
the next episode demonstrates. Having witnessed Christ’s Ascension, the apostles 
move from “the mount called Olivet...near Jerusalem”, back to an upper room inside 
Jerusalem.  And it is there--as they wait and watch and pray--that Simon Peter stands in 
their midst--even prior to the arrival of the Spirit--and notes that they are no longer truly 
the “Twelve”, their numbers having been reduced to “eleven” as a result of Judas 
Iscariot’s betrayal and death.  They must therefore find a replacement for Judas.  Nor 
will they be able to “make do” with just any random person chosen from the larger 
group.  On the contrary!  As Peter insists, it must be “one of the men who have 
accompanied us during all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us,” 

 
  ...sadly no thought appears to have been given to the possibility that the 
role vacated by Judas might have been filled by one of the women who had followed 
Jesus from the start to his public ministry... 

 
   “...one of the men who have accompanied us...beginning from the 
baptism of John until the day when he was taken up from us--one of these men 
must become with us a witness to his resurrection.”  With that, two names are put 
forward, Justus and Matthias; lots are then cast to determine which of them--in the end 
it is Matthias--will take Judas’ place.  (The fact that this choice was made by the casting 
of lots guarantees that the process would not have been permitted in a United Church 
setting, where the whole affair would have been dismissed as a game of chance: that, 
of course, is a topic for another day.)  For this day, our focus should be on the profound 
honour and the grave responsibility thereby offered to Matthias who, along with the 
other eleven, receives the mantle of an Apostle: authorized to serve as a witness in the 
courtroom of the world: one whose testimony to Christ and his resurrection would come 
to serve as the apostolic foundation of the Church of Jesus Christ.ii 

 
***** 

 
 Needless to say...but here it had best be said: their witness, their testimony is a 
witness, a testimony which primarily speaks to us... 

 
  ...especially for us as Protestants, given our cautious approach to Church 
traditions, even ancient Church traditions which, though ancient, were not incorporated 
into the pages of the New Testament... 

 
   ...the Apostolic witness, especially for those who reside within the 
Protestant wing of the Church, pretty much boils down to the Biblical witness: the four 
Gospels, the book Acts, the letters written by Paul and John and a handful of others, as 



well as that terribly complex book we know as Revelation: all of it ultimately prefaced for 
us by that very large portion of the Bible we know as the Old Testament.  Even those 
churches that have not been founded on the principle of “sola scriptura” recognize the 
paramount authority of the Apostolic testimony found in scripture: above all the witness 
it bears to Christ.  Furthermore, any church worthy of the title will recognize the crucial 
role that will be played, at this juncture, by the ongoing witness of the Holy Spirit.  
Placing to one side the process by which the Spirit helped to shape (to inspire) the 
writings found within the books of the Bible--as well as the process by which the Spirit 
helped to shape the Biblical canon--few will wish to argue with Karl Barth’s insistence 
that the Holy Spirit has an equally critical role to play (arguably an even more critical 
role to play) when the church as a corporate body, and believers (as well as seekers) 
“encounter” the scriptural words.iii  Such encounters have sustained the church for 19 
centuries beyond the death of even the most long-lived of the Apostles; their apostolic 
witness has reverberated--through the power of the Holy Spirit--from generation to 
generation, sustaining the Church, the apostolic Church.  Nonetheless! 

 
 I found myself, this past week, calling to mind a sermon I preached back in the 
Fall of 2017: one of five sermons inspired by the 500th anniversary of the Protestant 
Reformation.  Each of those sermons took one of the Reformation “solas” as its basis; 
not surprisingly, the one I found myself returning to this week was the one dedicated to 
“sola scriptura”: by scripture alone.iv  In that sermon I made reference to American 
Methodist theologian Stan Hauerwas’ claim that “sola scriptura” is the Reformation’s 
“original sin”.  While neither Hauerwas--nor yours truly--would ever question the 
“foundational” role played by scripture in the life of the Church... 

 
  ...above all the foundation put in place by the Apostolic witness found in 
the pages of the four canonical Gospels and the other New Testament documents... 

 
   ...without questioning scripture’s irreplaceable foundational role, let 
it be noted that the vast majority of buildings consist of more than a foundation.  Bereft 
of its foundation, the building will never be built; if it is nothing more than its foundation, 
however, it won’t be much of a building. And so way back in 2017, in that sermon, I tried 
to argue for the inevitability of “traditions” to shape our reading of scripture: noting that 
such traditions will influence us whether we are prepared to acknowledge them or 
not...meaning that those guiding traditions ought to be chosen with care.v  That having 
been said: this morning I find myself wrestling with a somewhat different issue: the issue 
as to how we, who seek to be faithful to a heritage grounded in events that transpired 
2000 years ago, find ways to appropriate (and to build upon!) the apostolic foundation, 
not so as to engineer a clever “escape” from a legacy we no longer wish to carry, rather 
so as to provide and to equip contemporary witness to the Gospel, contemporary 
witness faithful to the Apostolic witnesses, at least some of whom went so far as to 
offer up their very lives, as part of their testimony to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

 
***** 

 



 Over the past few days, those of you who spend anytime whatsoever on 
Facebook, have likely bumped into a moving video--roughly seven minutes in length--
called “The Blessing: Canada”.vi  It depicts a group of mainly younger musicians from 
across Canada--drawn from a wide variety of Christian churches and fellowships--
performing a lovely praise song that seeks to offer “blessing” at this difficult and 
unexpected time of “social distancing”.  Ironically, as I watched--and enjoyed the video--
I was struck by the name of one of the churches who contributed to its making.  The 
name of that church?  Experience Church, in Calgary.  That name really struck me--
not because the kind of “experience” they offer is one with which most members of this 
congregation would resonate (most of us, I suspect, are of the wrong generation for 
that)--but because that name boldly claims what most of us (deep down inside) also 
desire: a first-hand personal experience of the things of God rather than something that 
has the “feel” of second-hand news.  And you know: before we dismiss such concerns 
as the exclusive domain of the Pentecostal/Charismatic wings of the church, let us not 
forget that one of the United Church of Canada’s founding traditions is a Methodist 
tradition whose founder--John Wesley--was powerfully impacted by the experience of 
having his heart “strangely warmed” during a reading from Paul’s Letter to the Romans, 
an experience which placed an indelible stamp on his life of faith.vii   Few of us who 
have tasted such an experience would claim to regret it; few of us who have not had 
such an experience would pretend that such a thing would hold no interest for us.  
Indeed! 

 
 I am also reminded of a shrewd remark a friend shared with me way back when 
he and I were both still in our 20s: during that formative time in my life when I was being 
drawn toward the Gospel...and toward the Church of Jesus Christ.  One day, when I 
was sharing my excitement with him, he responded as someone who was a cradle 
Christian, stating that he thought me very fortunate.  Why?  Because I had never been 
made to attend Sunday School.  He meant no slight toward Sunday Schools nor toward 
those who teach in them.  His point was that, having grown up inside the Church, he 
needed to work very hard at overcoming the impulse to regard the Biblical stories in 
much the same way we regard such things as Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy: 
pleasant tales we ought to outgrow as part of our passage into adulthood.  What he 
therefore envied, in my journey, was my having encountered scripture... 

 
  ...at any rate, the New Testament portion of scripture... 

 
   ...for the first time as an adult.  While I am not certain I would claim 
to have experienced, during those formative years, anything quite as profound as 
Wesley’s strange warming of the heart, I most certainly was impacted by the privilege of 
hearing the Beatitudes, such parables of that of the Good Samaritan or the Prodigal 
Son, or a text such as Paul’s Ode to love in the 13th chapter of 1st Corinthians: the 
impact of hearing those words for the first time as an adult when I was already in my 
20s.  Whatever else that experience entailed, it most surely did represent the sort of 
encounter in which the Biblical record of events, events which happened then and 
there became, for me, an encounter capable of rocking my world in the here and now.  
I hasten to add: 50 years of subsequent experience--ten of them as a “seeker”, ten of 



them as an active layman, thirty of them as a clergyman--has taught me that such an 
event is not easily sustained, even on a personal level.  Such an event most certainly 
cannot be manufactured for others!  Without the active presence of the Holy Spirit, the 
words of scripture and the story woven by those words remain just that: ancient words 
and ancient stories.  And as we all know: the winds of the Spirit blow when and where 
they choose to blow.viii 

***** 
 

 There can, I think, be no doubt as to the fact that large numbers of my peers--
“talkin’ ‘bout my generation--were not blessed with the “experience” that was mine at 
that early stages of my journey to faith.  Indeed: as I walking through the Church doors 
back in the late 1970s, most of my Canadian contemporaries were only too happy to 
hold those doors open for me as they fled in the opposite direction: some of them to the 
livelier worlds of evangelical and charismatic Christianity, even more of them heading in 
directions that would leave them (apart from the occasional wedding or funeral) as far 
away from those church doors as they could possibly get.  Nor can there be any 
question as to the extent to which the “flight from the church”--a flight that has impacted 
mainline Protestantism in an especially devastating way--has produced (among its 
many tangible consequences), an unprecedented openness, within mainline 
Protestantism, to a range of spiritual resources and spiritual practices, many of them 
drawn from non-Christian sources. 

 
 None of that, I hasten to add, deserves to be treated with contempt; the hunger 
for personal experience of the “things of God” ought not to be dismissed with a haughty 
sense of superiority.  Neither, however, should we embrace any and every practice 
simply because it offers its practitioners the possibility of a spiritual buzz.  At times we 
find ourselves, I fear, between the proverbial rock and the proverbial hard place.  On the 
one side, Protestant churches who fail to attend to the experiential side of faith risk 
discovering--often too late--that they have become little more than Christian “museums”, 
caretakers of a no-longer “living” tradition.  On the other side, we can readily find 
ourselves creating “sacred spaces” that do succeed in unleashing spiritual energy, 
without pausing to wonder as to the nature of the “spirit” we have thereby unleashed.  
Without neglecting what has already been noted--that the winds of the Spirit most 
certainly can and will blow with she chooses for them to blow--the problem with many of 
the currently popular forms of spiritual practice that have been imported into the Church, 
is that they bear very little connection with the Church’s core identity: that of an 
apostolic community, called to proclaim the Gospel and yes, called to equip the 
saints for the living out of the Gospel.  And you know!   It may well be the case...it may 
well be the case that the most important resource available to us... 

 
  ...that the most crucial spiritual resource available to us... 

 
   is to be found right there: at the place of encounter between the 
“apostolic testimony” and the “lives of those saints” who, across the centuries, have 
drawn their inspiration from that ancient testimony.  Without diminishing the many other 



spiritual practices that sustain us in the faith...without being at all dismissive of the 
contribution the traditional “means of grace” have made to my own faith journey... 

 
    ...weekly worship, regular communion, singing of hymns, 
personal prayer and contemplation...and all the rest of it... 

 
     ...without diminishing the role all of those practices 
have played in shaping and strengthening my faith, I would be lying were I to fail to 
name the inspiration I have derived from my occasional foray into the lives of the saints: 
lives which represent a remarkable testimony to the ongoing vitality of the Spirit, the 
ongoing vitality of the Gospel, and yes: the ongoing work of Jesus Christ as manifested 
in the lives of His people.  After all! 

 
 When we speak of the Church of Jesus Christ--as I have sought to do this 
morning--as the apostolic church, what we are really saying is that the church is built 
on the foundation of an ancient testimony.  What has kept the apostolic testimony alive--
what has made that testimony credible over its 2000 year journey!--is its power to give 
birth to lives which provide subsequent testimony to the presence of the living Christ 
and the lively Spirit. Pastors and poets...mystics and martyrs...healers and heroes: all 
taking their inspiration from the apostolic witness and, in turn, adding their own personal 
witness to the witness of those who went before them. Nor do we, in the Protestant wing 
of the Church, have any shortage of those whose lives provide just such witness; alas, 
we don’t do nearly as good a job as the Catholic and Orthodox to keep alive the 
memory--the living witness--of those whose Gospel-shaped lives across the 
generations, have the power to inspire us to permit the Gospel to shape our lives.  
Indeed: whatever else the Holy Spirit is up to in our world, trust that a very large portion 
of the Spirit’s ministry inside of the Church involves “translating”  the “one” apostolic 
witness into contemporary lives that manifest the Gospel with breathtaking variety. ix  We 
cheat ourselves of a rich and vast part of our heritage--and we cheat ourselves of a vast 
and rich resource for our own growth in the life of faith--when we turn our backs on the  
remarkable, and ever growing “cloud of witnesses” who surround us, and yearn to share 
their testimony with us. 

 
 Friends in Christ:  as we seek, this day, to be the Church--to be a living outpost 
of the apostolic faith--may we never doubt the power of the “old old story” to make it 
possible for our very lives to sing a “new new song”x: the “new every morning song”, of 
the God who came to us through the power of the Holy Spirit....and in the name of 
Jesus Christ.    

 
 Thanks be to God! 
 

i “The Church, It’s Unity, Holiness and Universality” in Dogmatics in Outline (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1959), 
pp. 141-148 
ii Richard Bauckham’s highly effective (though highly technical) book: Jesus and the Eyewitnesses, the Gospels as 
Eyewitness Testimony (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 2006) makes a convincing case for the centrality of eyewitness 
accounts in the shaping of the New Testament.   

                                                      



                                                                                                                                                                           
iii Paragraph 19 in the Church Dogmatics is an especially rich resource in this regard. 
iv The other four are sola gratia (by grace alone), sola fide (by faith alone), solus Christus (by Christ alone) and soli 
deo Gloria (for the Glory of God alone). 
v That sermon can be found here: https://churchos-uploads.s3.amazonaws.com/2020/04/12/02/03/31/57a6e539-
dc57-486a-a5a8-0f400722b3f3/20171029SermonforPentecost21.pdf 
vi https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BSuwlEaQi54&fbclid=IwAR0ju8d_QxgsLh0G41pP9oL5vIEdzZ-
Kh8OorqMFSz3cui21Ui700olweQ4 
vii https://www.ccel.org/ccel/wesley/journal.vi.ii.xvi.html 
viii John 3:8 
ix We can do worse than to learn from the Eastern Church in this regard.  “The Holy Spirit communicates Himself in 
persons, marking each member of the Church with a seal of personal and unique relationship to the Trinity, 
becoming present in each person.” Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Crestwood, NY: 
St. Vladimir’s Press, 1976), p. 168 
x “And when in scenes of glory, I sing the new new song, ‘twill be the old old story that I have loved so long.” From 
“I Love to tell the Story”, Katherine Hankey & William G. Fischer, Voices United #343 


