Acts 1:1-11
Don’t Just Stand There

Imagine what that must have been like. One
minute, you and your friends are standing on the hillside
talking to the risen Jesus. And the next minute he is
being lifted up into heaven right before your eyes.
Before you even have time to blink, a cloud envelopes
him --- and he’s gone! What would you do? ! (Walk out
and stare upward!) I think we’d all stand there — looking
up with our mouths hanging open — don’t you?

After all, this was different. Jesus had been
appearing to the disciples and others for 40 days now — |
Imagine that maybe — just maybe — they were starting to
get used to him just appearing among them — walking
through locked doors and offering them peace or
showing up on the beach out of nowhere and frying fish
for breakfast. But this was different. This time he rose
toward heaven and disappeared into a cloud.

One would think that by now they might have
grown beyond amazement at the course their lives had



taken since they first met Jesus,' but it seems the old
adage is true — wonders never cease. What was going on
and what did this mean?

Let’s back up to the beginning of today’s story
where we see the disciples still trying to understand
Jesus’ ultimate mission. Remember, a number of them
were expecting Jesus to become their literal king. And
what better candidate than one who has risen from the
dead?? “This is going to be great,” | hear them thinking.
So that day, when they gathered together, they asked
Jesus, “Is this the time when you will restore the
kingdom of Israel?” Is this the moment we’ve all been
waiting for? Have we finally arrived?

His followers—some of them at least—still seem
to think that Jesus’s mission involves a national
restoration project, to reestablish Israel’s political
sovereignty. In spite of all that they have seen, through
his teaching, miracles, crucifixion, and resurrection, their
hopes are still strongly nationalistic. Their way of

understanding power is based in national might,
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centralized geographically in one place, and in one ruler.”
Is this sounding all to familiar?

And did you notice that Jesus doesn’t directly
answer their question? No surprise here either. Instead
he tells them, “It is not for you to know the times or
periods that the Father has set by his own authority.”

The disciples were anticipating the kingdom of
Israel restored in all its ancient power and glory but

Jesus kept talking about the kingdom of God. What was

ahead would not be the return of the days of Kings David
and Solomon. Jesus would not fulfill their rapidly
disappearing hope of driving out the Romans, Jesus
would no overthrow the rich and powerful and Jesus
would not put the disciples in those places instead. This
was not a return to the glory days."" After three years, a
good number of the disciples still had it all wrong.
(PAUSE)

As we say in the South, Bless their hearts.
(PAUSE)

Ever the teacher, Jesus’ next statement reinforces

the idea of a new kind of kingdom for the disciples, and it



offers a roadmap for the rest of the book of Acts: “But,”
Jesus says, “Instead, you will receive power when the
Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my
witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to
the ends of the earth.”

Here are the disciples’ new marching orders. But,
as my ministry colleague Art Wright observes, Jesus also
calls the disciples to have patience. The disciples feel a
sense of urgency for power and national control, whereas
Jesus shows restraint. “The Spirit is coming soon, but not
yet. Wait and trust in God’s timing.”

This continues to be a good reminder today, Art
notes, for those of us who feel impatient for a change in
the prevailing politics of the moment. Patience matters.
Power will shift—but not yet.V (PAUSE)

And Jesus still 1sn’t finished. You see, Jesus the
offers an alternative in both the source of power and the
nature of that power. Jesus’s followers seem to assume
that the only true power lies in political control and
dominance. This is an assumption that still holds sway

too often today. Art notes, “Imperial power lies in



coercion, domination, and the threat of violence and
military control. It is rooted in wealth and entitlement, is
for their own benefit, and is sustained through
propaganda and narratives that insist on the benevolence
of elite rule for all. In contrast, Jesus offers power
through the gift of the Holy Spirit. Rather than being
consolidated in one place (Rome or Jerusalem), or in one
person (the emperor or Jesus), this power is dispersed
through many witnesses, and it establishes not a national
entity but an ever-expanding community of belonging.”

The arrival of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost will
inspire Jesus’s followers to witness “in Jerusalem, in all
Judaea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth™ (1:8).
We can trace the disciples journey through the book of
Acts until they finally reach Rome. In one sense, their
witness is a profound threat to Roman rule. You see, the
Romans believed that their empire was mission —
reaching the entire world the good news of faith in the
Lordship of Jesus.

It is indeed good news, but we can’t pat ourselves

on the back to quickly here, because all to often we have



failed in our mission and fallen into the same mindset as
some of those early disciples, and even the Romans, or

whoever happens to be in power at the time.

Let’s look at those disciples again who wanted
Israel to be restored as a national power, a return to their
glory days. That’s what churches all across America want
too, isn’t it? A return to the glory days — a return to the
1950’s and 60’s when we were a “Christian” nation,
when businesses were closed on Sunday so everyone
could go to church and worship — and most everyone did.
If we are honest, almost every church in America that is
searching for a pastor right now would love to find a
Savior who will come in and bring back the glory days —
someone who will grow the church — and the budget — by
attracting lots of new families with young children. For
many of us that’s the preferred scenario. (PAUSE) Bless
our hearts.

But nostalgia is dangerous isn’t it? When we look
back, it is often with rose colored glasses. When Israel

looked back at her glory days, | imagine that they



remembered a strong king who protected them, a royal
palace and a glorious temple that gave them standing and
credibility with other nations. Had they forgotten God’s
warning — that God would grant them their wish for a
king — but that they would live to regret it? Had they
forgotten the high taxes and forced labor imposed on
them to make the palace and temple possible? Had they
forgotten David’s misdeeds with Bathsheba and all of
Solomon’s political marriages to women who brought
their foreign gods and idols with them? Had they
forgotten about all the corrupt kings who followed?

And what about us? When we look back — what
do we see? Sanctuaries and classrooms overflowing with
well dressed families with their well behaved children?
Plenty of money and plenty of respect in the community?
What we often choose not to see is how Christianity
started getting off track the moment that Emperor
Theodosius made it the official religion of the Holy
Roman Empire. Way back then, in 380, | imagine that

God would have said the same thing to the early



Christians, you can wed the church to the state, but
you’re going to regret it. (PAUSE) Why?

The Kingdom of God that Jesus instituted was
founded on love and compassion and justice, not on
power, or privilege, or wealth or might. But along the
way, we traded one kingdom for another. By the 1400’s
countries like Britain, Spain and Portugal were sending
out explorers who believed that had a right to conquer
any land they touched in the name of God, and they used
power and might to impose both their religion and their
culture on those they found there.

The modern missionary movement didn’t do much
better. The Church obeyed Christ’s command to take the
gospel to the ends of the earth, but we took it wrapped in
Western culture and imposed our dress, our language,
and even our politics on indigenous people in the name
of God. | know that many went with sincerity and pure
motives, but many others went with agendas related to
wealth, power and control. This doesn’t sound much like

the kingdom that Jesus had in mind, does it. (PAUSE)



| suspect that Jesus knew from the very beginning
that we would struggle with these issues, so he reminds
the disciples about their true mission. Then he promises
them power through the Holy Spirit, and commissions
them to take the gospel to the ends of the earth. Finally,
he disappears, for good, leaving his astounded followers
gaping up into heaven.

Where do they start? What did Jesus mean about
the Holy Spirit coming? When would that happen and
what should they do until then?

At that very moment two men in white robes
appeared to them. These guys should look familiar. Do
you remember that two men appeared with Jesus on the
Mount of Transfiguration? Who was it there? None other
than Moses and Elijah. In the gospel of Luke two men in
white appear at the tomb and here they are again in
today’s text. Is it Moses and Elijah the second and third
time? We don’t know for sure, but I think it’s a good
possibility. And why two? In ancient Israel, it took two
witnesses to verify an event. Moses and Elijah provide

“official” testimony to the ascension, testimony that will
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help the apostles as they begin their own ministries in the
emerging church.”

In today’s text, the two men have a message for
the disciples — here’s my paraphrase, “What are you
doing standing there with your mouths hanging open —
Jesus will be back — but in the meantime, you’ve got
marching orders.”

Wisely, the disciples did not jump blindly into
their new mission assignment. They returned to
Jerusalem to the Upper Room — perhaps the same place
where they observed the Passover and the Last Supper
with Jesus -- to wait. Will Willimon reminds us how
hard it is to wait. In our society we expect instant
everything don’t we? In addition, when we wait, we also
acknowledge that the things that need to happen are
beyond our control, beyond our ability to accomplish by
our own efforts or our own programs. Outside help and
empowerment are needed. So we must be intentional
about waiting and praying. Vi

The decision by the disciples to return to Jerusalem

Is notable for two reasons. First, they stayed together.
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Waiting for God to act is a community project. The
disciples did not scatter and go their separate ways to
await a private filling from the Spirit — they were joined
together in a specific place to await God’s action on them
all Vi

And while they waited together, they prayed, and
they prayed expectantly. They expected God to do
something and they expected to be empowered for their
mission when the spirit arrived. Next week, on
Pentecost, we’ll remember again just how powerfully the
spirit broke in.

In the meantime, today’s text prompts some
fundamental questions for every church to ask itself.
How would you answer these questions for us in this
time of transition?

e Are we gathering together to pray that God’s Spirit
might come upon us in power?
e Do we really expect God’s spirit to come into our

midst?
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e Are our desires aligned with a future truly
grounded in the kingdom of God — grounded on
love and compassion and justice?

e How might God be calling us to take the gospel
outside these walls and into every corner of the
earth in new and different ways?

We may not know the answers to these questions yet —
but we know how to begin to discern them — by waiting

and praying expectantly together. Amen.
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