
Acts 1:1-11 New International Version (NIV)   
Jesus Taken Up Into Heaven 
1 In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to 
teach 2 until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through 
the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen. 3 After his suffering, he presented 
himself to them and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared 
to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God. 4 On 
one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: “Do 
not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have 
heard me speak about. 5 For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will 
be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” 
6 Then they gathered around him and asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going 
to restore the kingdom to Israel?” 
7 He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set 
by his own authority. 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.” 
9 After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him 
from their sight. 
10 They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two 
men dressed in white stood beside them. 11 “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.” 
1 Peter 4:12-14 New International Version (NIV) 
Suffering for Being a Christian 
12 Dear friends, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that has come on you to 
test you, as though something strange were happening to you. 13 But 
rejoice inasmuch as you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be 
overjoyed when his glory is revealed. 14 If you are insulted because of the name of 
Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you. 
1 Peter 5:6-11 New International Version (NIV) 
6 Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up 
in due time. 7 Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you. 
8 Be alert and of sober mind. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring 
lion looking for someone to devour. 9 Resist him, standing firm in the 



faith, because you know that the family of believers throughout the world is 
undergoing the same kind of sufferings. 
10 And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you 
have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm 
and steadfast. 11 To him be the power for ever and ever. Amen. 
Luke 24:44-53 New International Version (NIV) 
44 He said to them, “This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything 
must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and 
the Psalms.” 
45 Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. 46 He told 
them, “This is what is written: The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on 
the third day, 47 and repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his 
name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. 48 You are witnesses of these 
things. 49 I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city 
until you have been clothed with power from on high.” 
The Ascension of Jesus 
50 When he had led them out to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted up his hands and 
blessed them. 51 While he was blessing them, he left them and was taken up into 
heaven. 52 Then they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great 
joy. 53 And they stayed continually at the temple, praising God. 
 
Sermon: 
This is one of those weeks during the church year where there are some options 
for the lectionary.  On Thursday this week the Church commemorated the 
Ascension of Christ and we will focus on that. 
 
This text from Acts is among my favorites.  Picture Jesus talking to the disciples, in 
Bethany just outside the city of Jerusalem.  The disciples, ever missing focus, ask 
him if this is the time at which he will bring about the kingdom (how many times 
do they ask this?).  In one of those rabbinical answers, he ignores the question 
and tells them simply that it is not for them to know the time and place.  And then 
he leaves them.  They stand there staring into the sky, much as we might stand 
and watch the road after a car with our loved ones departs.  Just as our standing 
beside the road looking at the space where the car was does not bring any results, 
so the disciples staring into the sky had none. We could talk about the need for 
closure, but that ignores the fact the Jesus had just given them direction: to 
remain in the city until they received the Spirit and then to be his disciples to the 



world.  What they need to do now is to meditate on what exactly that challenge 
means to them. 
 
When they receive what is now called the Great Commission, it was not simply a 
recitation of locations ever distant from where they stood at the moment.  The 
Great Commission was (and is) a serious challenge to go beyond themselves (or 
ourselves).  When the disciples asked if he was about to bring about the kingdom, 
they were playing the role of recipients – observers.  What Jesus tells them is that 
their role is not to be passive observers, but active preachers.  When he tells them 
to witness in Jerusalem, it is a challenge to confront their own failures – to watch 
with him on that last Passover night, to witness of him even as the trial and 
crucifixion were taking place, and to boldly embrace and act on the knowledge 
that he had risen.  They had failed at those times and so Jerusalem meant, to 
them, the place of their greatest failures.  That Jesus challenged them to witness 
there is a clear direction to them to confront their failures and get beyond them.  
Why?  Because they are his witnesses – it is why he trained them – so that the 
world would know, starting right where they stand, of Jesus Messiah and the 
kingdom of heaven.  Jesus then directs them to Samaria – not, I think, because he 
has some particular point about heading north, but because Samaritans were 
considered low lifes and not worth the trouble or time it took to talk with them.  
Jesus is telling the disciples to get past their prejudices and reach out to the 
people they most despise.  Finally, Jesus tells the disciples to go the ends of the 
earth.  They had no clue where those ends were and, as simple Galileans, 
probably had no great desire to go beyond their home turf.  The ends of the world 
would be scary, indeed. 
 
What we see in the Great Commission is a serious challenge to confront who 
were are (our failures), to confront our prejudices and then to confront our fears.  
Today’s text from Luke’s Gospel underscores the importance of their actions –  

The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on the  
third day,  and repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be  
preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.   

You are witnesses of these things. 
They have been given the honor of witnessing of the ministry and atoning work of 
the Christ.  Now they are to preach of it.  This is a powerful word - preaching.  
They have been students of the rabbi as he taught them.  Teaching connotes a 
sometimes drawn out process that is intended to increase knowledge.  Preaching 



is different – it is a not-a-moment-to-be-lost event that is to convey a powerful 
point and have an impact then and there.  Teaching can be, by definition, 
academic.  Preaching is to have passion and lead to action.  In addition to the rest 
of the challenges of the Great Commission, it tells them that they are no longer 
students, but have become the voice of the Messiah.   
 
Often our lives are like this.  We are comfortable in what we are doing and shy 
away from new challenges.  We have a litany of reasons why we are still sitting 
when action is needed.  We say that we don’t know enough.  We say that  
we are unable to speak, unable to articulate our thoughts well enough.  We think 
that it is about us and our skills, when it is about God and what he gives us.  
Perhaps we feel ill at ease in doctrine or theology.  Perhaps we feel that we just 
don’t know enough Scripture.  Perhaps we think that someone else has been 
given the task of witnessing and we can just have a cup of coffee and watch.  No.  
We each have been given experiences in faith and those are the experiences we 
should talk about as we witness.  The world wants and needs to hear about what 
God has done in you.  Where do you see God?  Where do you experience Him?  
How does he fill your particular life?  When have you felt His hand on you?  Those 
are the sorts of things we should be sharing because those are authentic to us 
and because we, like the disciples, have been given the commission to witness so 
that the world would know of the Messiah.  As the angels said at the Ascension, 
“why are you looking into the sky?”  The world will not be told if we do not tell of 
Christ in our lives.  This is not about what we lack, but about what we have – what 
God has done in each of us.  And while we are witnessing of what God has done, 
do as Luke relates in today’s Gospel – praise God.  This week try this when you are 
getting ready for the day – sing the doxology to yourself: 

Praise God, from whom all blessings flow; 
Praise Him, all creatures here below; 
Praise Him above, ye heav’nly host; 
Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost! 

 
As you do this know that we have been showered with grace and depend on it 
alone.  We have been given faith and it alone enriches our lives.  We have the 
Messiah, the Christ, who alone is the Way and has brought us to the Kingdom.  
We have the words of Scripture, which alone point the way.  All so that we may 
witness and give glory to God alone.  Amen. 
 


