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“This Corrupt Generation” — May 4, 2014
Acts 2:14, 30-31, 37-41
14 But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them: ‘Men of Judea and all who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. . . .

30 “[Jesus] knew that God had sworn with an oath to him that he would put one of his descendants on his throne. 31Foreseeing this, David spoke of the resurrection of the Messiah, saying,
‘He was not abandoned to Hades, nor did his flesh experience corruption. . . .’
37 Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and to the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what should we do?’ 38Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39For the promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him.’40And he testified with many other arguments and exhorted them, saying, ‘Save yourselves from this corrupt generation.’ 41So those who welcomed his message were baptized, and that day about three thousand persons were added. 


1 Peter 1:22
Now that you have purified your souls by your obedience to the truth so that you have genuine mutual love, love one another deeply from the heart.


At the end of the story in Acts we read that “three thousand persons were added” that day (Acts 2: 41). This has to be one of the most effective sermons of all time. Why? 

Was it the model sermon that we should forever after try to replicate? It is a decent sermon. He argues that Psalm 16 was prophetic of the resurrection, and of the Messiah’s body not seeing corruption (v. 31). But I don’t think it is some unique content, but unique timing, that made this sermon so effective. It was the first sermon given after the Spirit of Truth had been poured out. This is the great Pentecost sermon, or rather, the sermon preached on that epoch-changing day. The people who heard this sermon had a Spirit within them that people had not had on earth before, a Spirit that Jesus said he would send, and that would remind people of his words. In a way, it could be called the Jesus Spirit. The Gospel of John calls it the Spirit of Truth. The Synoptic Gospels and Acts usually call it the Holy Spirit, using a phrase already in use in the Old Testament. Paul usually calls it simply the Spirit. 

It could even conceivably be called the New Age Spirit, since it begins a new age, when people can be more spiritually receptive than ever before, but only if they choose to respond. People who do not respond to this spirit can be as cold and selfish as anyone has ever been. It is only a New Age if you open your heart to the Holy Influence. . . .

It is the presence of the Spirit that made Peter’s sermon so effective. Manifestations of the Spirit are already happening when he begins to preach, and he can indicate what is going on around him, and say that Jesus, “having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that you both see and hear” (2:33).
Before long, the people who were listening, which included many people who had made the trip to Jerusalem for the religious festivals, “were cut to the heart,” and asked Peter what they should do (v. 37). Peter gives a simple four-step procedure: 1) repent; 2) be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ; 3) “so that your sins may be forgiven”; and then 4) “you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (v. 38). One could preach a sermon just on verse 38, stressing two things that the believer needs to do two things that happen to the believer. The two things to do are to repent and be baptized. “Repent” means turn away from wrong ways of living. The two things that then happen are forgiveness of sins and reception of the Spirit. So the believer needs to do something, and then the gifts of God flow for the believer. 

So all these are the preachable highlights of today’s Scripture: The outpouring of the Spirit on Pentecost, which is a Spirit that conveys the essence and the truth of Jesus’ life and teaching, marked the beginning of a New Age. And simply being open to turn to Jesus, to be baptized, allows one to receive the gifts of God.

But there is another line in this Scripture, one that leaped out at me as I read it. It is his final remark, “Save yourselves from this corrupt generation” (Acts 2:40). I think this concept has occurred to many of us, especially when we feel discouraged by the dishonesty and selfishness all around us. I think it may be that every spiritually minded person in every generation has had this experience of feeling surrounded by liars and knaves. Perhaps feeling revulsion at common social evil is an essential part of the spiritual life; so disgust with “this corrupt generation” is an unavoidable experience of anyone who is serious about spirituality, or about right and wrong.

So the Acts passage started me along a line of thought that has a basis in historical events and in a Spirit that was poured out on a specific date, but in the end it led me to pick out an experience that is common to all who “hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Matt 5:6).

I don’t think Peter’s generation was any more corrupt than other generations. In fact, it seemed to be a time of particular spiritual interest. Many Gentiles were looking to the Jews for truth, and many Jews were investigating aspects of their faith, thinking about Scripture, wondering what the future would hold, wondering about a Messiah, and about a Judgment Day. It was a particularly spiritually inquisitive time, really. Even so, there is evil in any generation, and many people had this experience of dissatisfaction with evil, which led them to be spiritually questing in the first place.

So where do we go from there, from the experience of disgust with evil? A single verse from the First Epistle of Peter is a good place to look: “Now that you have purified your souls by your obedience to the truth so that you have genuine mutual love, love one another deeply from the heart” (1 Pet 1:22). Purifying the soul probably means turning away from evil and setting your heart on truth and loyalty to God. Once you have done that, you can start learning about love. This verse seems to be focusing on love within the Christian community, talking about mutual love being genuine, and stressing that we need to deeply and genuinely love one another. So this might be a fifth step that could be added to the four steps I mentioned above. This one involves both something that the believer must do, and for which the believer receives divine help. We do get God’s help in loving; we are not expected to do it just on the strength of will power, but God lives in our love, and enlivens our love. Have you ever thought about that, how Jesus lives within the very heart of your love, and gives life to your loving? Already Jesus has given enormously to your concept of God.

The previous verse in First Peter says “through [Jesus] you have come to trust in God” (1 Pet 1:21). Just think about it—Imagine trying to picture God, if you did not have Jesus to model God for you! I imagine that God would be a good deal more scary. I think we would be quite uncertain, not sure whether God really loves us or not. We who have know Jesus, have Jesus within our love.
When we know that, we can bring new meaning into everything we do. Even mundane tasks can be enriched by the surety that God walks with us through every task.

One of the functions of the Spirit that Jesus bestowed seems to be guiding us in our loving relationships, teaching us how to trust and love. If you have a marriage where both partners have a strong faith, then you’ve already experienced a relationship that has been helped by the Spirit. I’m not sure exactly how it works, whether the Spirit empowers one partner to take care of the other one when the other one becomes needy, or whether the Spirit shines a light on certain thought and ideas in our minds, or whether the Spirit gives a certain depth to our feelings. Does the Spirit work on our thoughts, our feelings, or our actions? Maybe all three. But we are helped; that is certain.

First Peter goes on to say that we can become “like living stones . . . built into a spiritual house” (2:5). If we are living stones, then a structure can be build upon us. A church that wants to proclaim God’s goodness from generation to generation needs to have a spiritual basis.
