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God has the power to shed his grace on you in abundance because it comes to us from our Ascended King, Jesus Christ.  Amen.

Sermon Text:  Acts 1:6-11

  So when they met together, they asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”  

  He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority.  

  But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  

  After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.  

  They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them.  

  “Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky?  This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.”
The Word of God that I am going to share with you is printed out in your worship bulletin in Acts, chapter 1, verses 6 – 11.  I am just going to read verse 8:  “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  This is the Word of our Lord.

In Jesus Christ, our Ascended Lord, our Conquering Hero and King, my dear fellow disciples of our Lord.

There is a legend surrounding the ascension of our Lord that says after he had ascended on high and entered into heaven, all of the angels gathered around his throne. They urgently pleaded with him for the privilege and the opportunity to share with the world what Jesus had just done – to tell everyone that he had conquered sin, death, and Satan, and the grave for every man, woman, and child.  They wanted to share that good news of eternal life with all of mankind. Jesus just shook his head “No”; and he pointed down to a small band of men trudging off a hillside outside of Jerusalem and said, “No, now it’s up to them”.  

My friends, when our Lord ascended to heaven as King of Kings and Lord of Lords, he had assigned to us his business.  He had handed over responsibility for taking what he had done for all of mankind and sharing it with the world.  And while the disciples stood there staring up into heaven, looking at the Jesus who had just ascended and escaped their eyes, two angels appeared and said, “What are you guys doing standing around here looking up into the sky?  Didn’t he give you work to do?”  And I can just imagine the disciples looking at each other and saying, “Well, let’s get down to business.”

My friends, it’s time for us to get down to business, Christ’ business - Christ’ business of sharing what he had done with the world.  He had just gathered his disciples together, and we get different glimpses and pieces of what he had told them about his mission and his business.  He says, “I want you to go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and teach them to ovbey everything I have commanded you.”  (Matthew 28:19). “I want you to go into all the world and preach the Gospel to every living creature” (Mark 16:15).  I want repentance and forgiveness of sins to be preached to every nation” (Lk 24:47).  That’s quite a tall order that he had given to such a small group of people. 

To take what Jesus had done and spread it throughout it the world – that we call The Great Commission.  Do you ever wonder why it’s called The Great Commission?  Because it is a co-mission.  We share that mission with Jesus.  He did the hard part.  He did the salvation part.  He did the rescuing part. He made the sacrifice of his life. He shed the blood. You and I know full well what we have been saved from.  Because he lived for us, because he died for us, and because he rose again, he has conquered sin.  He’s paid for our guilt.  He’s removed the penalty.  He’s made the sacrifice.  He rose again to assure us that we’re forgiven, that we’re saved.  He’s given us eternal life.  

We know what we’ve been saved from, but we sometimes forget what we’ve been saved for.  We’ve been saved for a mighty purpose, my friends.  Every one of us Jesus enlists in his co-mission.  We are to carry out his mission of making disciples of all nations and preaching that Gospel to every living creature and making sure that repentance and forgiveness of sins is preached to all nations.  That’s the mission that we share.  It’s an awesome privilege, and it’s a very frightening responsibility.  

The disciples started out by asking Jesus the question, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”  We need to settle the kingdom issue.  They were confused.  They had been so taught and trained by religious institutions growing up that the Messiah, was going to come and establish an earthly kingdom. They naturally figured that the Roman rule would be removed. Jesus says, “No, My kingdom is not of this world.”  (John 18:36).  His is not an earthly kingdom; his was a spiritual kingdom.  They assumed that it was going to be a geographical kingdom, that he was going to reestablish Israel to the prominence and power it  enjoyed during the days of David and Solomon, where its reign grew fast and it was the most rich and powerful country in the world.  But Jesus says, “No, my kingdom knows no earthly boundaries.  It is a worldwide kingdom.”  

In fact, Jesus told his disciples earlier in Luke, chapter 17:  The Pharisees were asking Jesus “when the kingdom of God would come”.  Jesus replied, “The kingdom of God does not come visibly, nor will people say, ‘Here it is,’ or ‘There it is,’ because the kingdom of God is within you.” (verse 21).  You see, the kingdom of God is not an earthly reign.  It is Jesus’ reign through the Gospel in the hearts of men, women, and children through the gospel.  It is his rule and reign by faith.  You will not find it in institutions or in programs as evidence of the progress of the kingdom of God; but you will find evidence of it in changed hearts, in changed lives – the Gospel at work in them who believe.  That’s the kingdom of God issue.  

I think that’s not so much an issue for you and me today as is the next statement Jesus made.  He said, “It is not for you to know the times or the dates the Father has set by his own authority”.  It comes as no surprise that astrology and astronomy and psychic hot lines are a multi-billion dollar business, because there is deep inside of us a yearning to know the unknown – a desire to know that which God says you have no need to know.

My friends, you and I confess with one side, “My times are in your hands, Lord.  I put my times in your hands.”  And that’s what he says here that it is not for you to know the times or the dates or the seasons.  The time is the chronos – that is the time that God has given us.  We know the beginning of our chronos, our birthdates; we do not know the end; and God has given each of us a chronos – a lifetime here on earth.  And it is not for us to know the dates or the seasons that happen in our life, the stages of life that we all must go through.  As we grow through them, different things happen to us, and we’re not always in control of the events that happen at the different stages of our life.  So Jesus is saying that you do not need to concern yourself with the when but just the what.  Leave the when up to God.  God is in control of my life and my times and the events that happen between the two dates that will one day mark my gravestone.  

So he says to be more concerned with the what - the what we are to be about doing.  Then he tells them what that is.  He says, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  You notice he said, “You will receive power”, not you could or you might, but “you will”.  My friends, you already have all of the Holy Spirit that you need.  You already have within you that unmatchable, immeasurable power, the power of the Holy Spirit. 

The real question is “Does the Holy Spirit have all of you, or are there certain parts of you that you’ve closed off and shut off from the Holy Spirit – that you don’t want him inside certain rooms in your heart or rooms in your life because you know that if he gets inside them, he’s going to change them?  We know what Jesus said is true, that the Holy Spirit will convict us of guilt in regard to sin in our life; and that’s a good thing.  It’s a good thing when he does that, because those are the very things that we need changed in our thinking and in our lives (that we need to confess and repent of); but he (the Holy Spirit) will also convince you of righteousness – Christ’ righteousness that covers over your sin and has paid for your guilt.  That is also the work of the Holy Spirit in our hearts – to convince us that no matter how many and how great the sins we are guilty of, his grace is still greater, his forgiveness still covers them all.  And so it is a good thing for the Holy Spirit to have complete control of every room, every nook and cranny of our hearts and our lives.  When he gets control, that is when God’s good changes happen within us and around us. And our lives take a turn for the better.

Well, he says you will have power, again, no might or could, but “you will”.  That word “power”, the dynamis, the dynamite, he says, is an incredible source of power that is at work within us who believe.  Did you notice how he connects it to witnessing?  When we sometimes think of the power of the Holy Spirit, I think we often think of outward manifestations of the Holy Spirit, some visible great demonstration of power on his part; but, most often, my friends, it is in that extra boldness, that extra courage, that extra confidence, that extra clarity of insight, that extra ability, that extra authority that only the Holy Spirit can give that brings credence and power to our witness.  He connects this power to witnessing for him.  That’s where the power takes place.  

The word witness is the root word for our martyr.  Of course, we know that a martyr is someone who bears witness or testimony for some one or some cause with his death.  Now I don’t think that you or I are in danger of dying by sharing our faith anywhere around, but I do believe that maybe we do need to die to ourselves.  Maybe what God is asking us to do is to die to comfort or die to convenience or die to our much-guarded privacy or die to control of our life and our schedules, and to become available to be used by God for his purposes, to share by our life and our actions and our words what Christ means to us and can mean to others.  And when we take that first feeble, scary step to venture out and share Christ with someone, that’s when God’s power comes in. Jesus will never call us to do something that he does not equip and empower us for. 

Jesus told his disciples, “You have no clue now where you are going to be some day.  Some of you are going to be before powers and authorities, and you’re going to wonder, ‘Do I have the ability or the strength?’”  He says, “No, but I’ll give it to you.  In fact the Holy Spirit will provide the very words you need when you need to share them.”  And I always think of countless people who have talked to the pastors about how “Wow, I don’t know where those words came from!  They just came out of me!”  That’s the Holy Spirit working through you.  You don’t have to be worried.  You don’t have to be polished.  You don’t have to be good.  All you have to do is open your mouth and share Christ with others, tell others what Christ has done for you and has done for them.  The power will be supplied, because the power comes from within you.  The power comes from the Holy Spirit, who lives in your heart.  

There is a progression that takes place here.  First comes the Holy Spirit as God’s gift to us, and then he (the Holy Spirit) will give you the power, and then you will witness with extraordinary results.  And, I can only tell you with complete confidence, that when you rely on him, you will witness with extraordinary results.  You will see people whose lives will be totally turned around because of your sharing Christ with them.

Now, the Holy Spirit is poured out on us in order to flow out from us to others.  Our hearts and lives are not holding tanks – they are to be channels of blessings to others.  We’re not here simply to take in knowledge, but to give out love and grace and Christ.  The Holy Spirit is given for witnessing and for sharing; because, my friends, Jesus had just talked about what his mission is and what we are to do in co-mission with him. 

We need to ask ourselves a couple of questions.  Every person has to ask himself the question, “Who has the Lord put on my agenda to love and introduce to him?  Is it a neighbor?  Is it a relative or friend?  Is it someone I work with or go to school with?”  Who has the Lord put on your agenda to love and to introduce to Christ?  Then the second question is “Am I willing to be made available for the most basic, undeniable calling of every Christian – that of sharing my faith with others?” 

 Jesus says the spread of his kingdom is going to happen in ever widening circles like a stone thrown into a pond and you see those circles start small and widen out.  It starts in Jerusalem, then it’s going to progress to Judea and Samaria and then to the ends of the earth.  In fact, the Book of Acts can be divided on those parts.  We see the Gospel spreading out throughout the Book of Acts just as Jesus said it would.  The good news of Jesus spread geographically from Jerusalem.  It still spreads geographically, my friends.  It begins with devout believers somewhere; and I believe that it begins with devout believers right here in Watertown, Wisconsin, with the members of St. Mark’s Lutheran Church – people who are deeply committed and deeply moved by what Jesus Christ has done for us, and we care about what Jesus has done for others.  

We care enough that we are going to share our faith right in our own Jerusalem, in our own homes with our own families and our own relatives.  That’s the toughest place.  I mean, Jerusalem was a tough place to share Christ.  That’s where he was crucified.  That’s where the Sanhedrin was.  You will find your greatest rejection in your Jerusalem, my friends; but don’t worry about it.  The results aren’t up to you.  All we do is share the seed, share the Lord; and leave the results up to him.  

And he’ll move us out to our Judea and our Samaria.  That will be people in our community and people beyond our community, people that we come into contact with.  It could be, my friends, our commitment to serve our Mexicano brothers and sisters in our community and to make sure that that arm of our ministry does not get lost here at St. Mark’s Lutheran Church, that we’re going to support it with our prayers and with our offerings to make sure that they are reached with the Gospel of Jesus Christ and are saved because that will spring out from here down into Mexico and beyond and back.  

And I believe that we care about the widows and the orphans and the poor of India or Apache land and other parts of the world; and I believe that we care enough that we’re willing to do something about it. We’re not just going to sit on our seats anymore and let somebody else do the work, but we’re going to pray like we’ve never prayed before; and we’re going to pay like we’ve never paid before, because it takes money to send missionaries to faraway places.  It takes money to put teachers in classrooms, and it takes money to put pastors in pulpits and at bedsides and in front of caskets.  It takes money to share the Gospel of Jesus Christ with others in the world, but it is an investment in eternity, my friends.  It is an investment that has returns that you cannot compound on earth, only in heaven.  And it is an investment that you and I will never regret making for the rest of eternity; and we will get involved.  We will take part in this wonderful work that the Lord has given us to do.

It was right after Jesus had said this that we’re told he was taken up to heaven right before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.  Now we all remember the last words that Jesus said before he ascended, “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (Mt 28:20b).  I have to confess that I always pictured his ascension to heaven like the release of a balloon.  Now, I thought about doing that here; but I’d get in trouble with our business manager, because the last time a balloon got released in here, it got caught in that fan, and it took a lot of time to get it out.  So I said that I wouldn’t do that.  

But I always pictured it that way, right?  Like one of those balloons just escaping way, way, way up there in the clouds, a little spec in the sky, and then Jesus disappeared while his disciples are just looking around – until one of my professors popped that balloon.  He said, “No, I don’t think it was like that at all.  I think he ascended maybe up as high as that light right there (in the church ceiling), and the clouds enveloped him; and they didn’t have a sense of farness when Jesus ascended, but a sense of his nearness; and the last words he spoke were ringing in their ears.”  “Lo, I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

His ascension is proof positive that he is God.  It is his glorification where he returned to his Father’s side; and you and I, day in and day out, crown him Lord of All.  He rules and reigns over all.  He is our Commander-in-Chief, in control, and in power.  All authority in heaven and earth has been given to me” (Mt 28:18) Jesus said. He is at the Father’s side far above all rule, power and authority. He even now rules and reigns over everything for the good us, his church.
He sits at the Father’s side as our defender. He comes to the Father in our defense when we fail. He reminds the Father that he already suffered and died for our failures and sins. That’s why I like what 1 Jn 2:1 says, “My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have One who speaks to the Father in our defense – Jesus Christ, the Righteous One.”

And just think of that closeness Jesus spoke of, “Lo, I am with you always…”. Oh, how we need that in times of failure, don’t we, as he puts his arm around us and says, “Neither do I condemn you, I paid for your failure.”   In times of sickness we need to hear his healing words, and in times of doubt we need to hear him say, “I love you and I accept you.”

Finally, the angels speak to us like they spoke to the disciples.  “What are you doing standing around here, looking up into the sky?  This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go.”  We don’t know when that’s going to take place.  We don’t have to know when that takes place. We each have our own chronos, our own lifetime; and the sense of urgency is in these words that I want to make my chronos, my time on earth count. I want to make it matter, that when my Lord comes either for me individually at the time of my death, or when he comes again in glory and power with all of the angels, I want him to find me at work – his work, carrying out his business.  

It’s time for us to get rid of the cultural Christianity mindset that calls for no personal involvement or consecration on our part; where we don’t have to get personally involved. Someone else will and I’ll watch and cheer them on.  We don’t need a cheering section, my friends.  We need players on the field of life – warriors for our Lord, who aren’t afraid to witness, who know that they’re witnessing in the power of the Holy Spirit for a Lord who lived for them, who died for them, who rose for them, and who is ascended on high, even ruling and reigning over them now, and who will come again at the end of our world; when God will wrap up all of history and roll it into eternity.  Until that time comes, let’s get down to business, my friends – his business of sharing the Gospel with all people.  Amen.

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, shall guard and keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.
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