The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Ascension, Year B 
The text: Acts 1:1-11
Imagine all the Christians in the world gathering into one room together. It would be a pretty impressive spectacle, right?

Well, it depends on when you gathered them.

At the beginning of this book of Acts, written by St Luke as a second volume following his Gospel account of Jesus’ work before His ascension, all the Christians in the world are gathered together, and they can fit into one normal sized room!

Eleven Apostles and perhaps a few others, gathered around their Lord and Saviour (which is the sum total of Christians in the world at the time), and they ask Him when He’s going to restore the Kingdom to Israel. 

Because He’s their Lord and master, they’re looking for Him to make the next move. He’s the one with power to heal and forgive and restore and rise from the dead. They’re all too well aware of their own inadequacies as frail and fallible humans and look to Jesus to do the miraculous work needed to restore God’s Kingdom.

But when Jesus responds, it’s not what they’re expecting or desiring. He doesn’t give them a firm answer about dates and times or about what He’s going to do next. The Father’s got that all under control, so they don’t have to worry themselves too much about that.

But what Jesus says next may have made their jaws drop and their knees shake.

He tells them they’re going to receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon them, and they’re going to be His witnesses to the ends of the earth.

It’s like he’s saying: “You! You’re going to be my witnesses! You’re going to witness about me to your family and friends here in this town, and then further afield across this state, across this country, and even across the world! You! You’re going to do this!” And as he was saying this (and before they could answer back with their excuses or questions), he ascends into heaven.

Now, I don’t know about you, but do you know what my first response to this is?

“You want me to do what???” And then comes all my excuses…

· I’m not good enough.
· I don’t know enough.
· I’m too old, too young, too busy, too scared.
· I don’t know what to say.
· What if they ask one of those hard questions I can’t answer?
· I’m more comfortable right here in my normal pew, in my own home, or my own town.
· I don’t want this responsibility.
· I’ve got too many other problems to figure out before I can do this!
· Can’t I pay someone else to do it, you know, someone with all the right training and experience?
But even if we think there’s safety in numbers, even collectively we may struggle with the challenge Jesus sets before us. 

We may figure we’re too small or too few to be effective witnesses. We’re just a bunch of ordinary farmers, labourers, students, or retirees trying to scratch out a living, and we don’t have the time or energy to witness God’s grace. 

We don’t have the training required and don’t have all the answers. In fact, we may even struggle to share the grace of God with ourselves and our own families, so how on earth can we be an effective witness to anyone else?

So, perhaps we hope Jesus wasn’t talking to us. Maybe we’re just hearing things. Maybe we’ve interpreted this all wrongly. Maybe we can get off the hook. But maybe we can’t!
I mean, aren’t we all witnessing something about our faith in our lives anyway, whether we intend to or not?

For example, if we believe the word of God has no place in our lives, then we’ll witness this in our words and actions by not gathering with God’s people to hear His word, receive His holy gifts, and respond in prayer and praise. We’ll witness by not forgiving as we’ve been forgiven. We’ll witness by not showing mercy to those who are different, depressed, downtrodden, or despairing. We’ll witness by not having the mind of Christ and humbling ourselves as servants to others. We’ll witness by making ourselves number one in our family life, work life, and social life.

But if we believe the word of God has a place in our lives and His word is true and trustworthy, then we’ll witness the Holy Spirit has power to change our words and actions to be more gracious, loving, forgiving, and merciful. 

We’ll witness to those around us that we’ve been given the mind of Christ to live as a servant to others, no matter who they are. We’ll even be prepared to go to the ends of the earth to witness the grace of God if that’s where God wants us to go.

We’re all witnesses whether we like it or not, but what or to whom are we giving witness to? Are we giving witness that we alone are the answer to everyone’s pain and misery and problems? Or do we give witness to our Lord and Saviour who has been so gracious and merciful to us and promised to be with us always (even in our troubled times), forgive us of all our sins (which gives us peace), and even promises to raise us from the dead so we may be in His eternal Kingdom with Him?

God’s got a plan to bring many people into His Kingdom, but the challenging part is, His plan includes you and me. 

It’s not always comfortable. It’s an awesome responsibility which often scares you and I that God would even consider using us frightened and foolish people for His holy work of bringing His glory, majesty, grace, mercy, forgiveness, and peace to fellow frightened and foolish people!

But this is what God does. He uses imperfect people to be part of His perfect plan. Consider the type of people God calls to be His chosen ones in His plan of salvation:

· A homeless and childless old couple: Abraham and Sarah, to bless the world,

· A cheat and trickster: Jacob, to be the father of the twelve tribes of Israel,

· A mumbling murderer named Moses to lead God’s people through the wilderness,

· A young shepherd boy who would later commit adultery and murder and become a respected King,

· An unmarried young teenager: Mary, who became the mother of our Lord, and

· A small bunch of scared fishermen (and a few hangers-on) to form the foundation of the Christian church which now extends into millions around the world.

All of them had fears about doing the work required of them, yet, with the help of the Holy Spirit, they cooperated, and became witnesses to us of what it means to act in faith.

While the work of Jesus Christ, for our salvation, was in one sense completed on the Cross when He cried out, “It is finished”, the work of the fledgling church to witness to the world only truly began when He ascended into Heaven.

Now, while this may seem to be a burden well beyond our own individual or corporate resources, we’re encouraged by a number of facts.

First, we don’t do this under our own power, but with the help of the Holy Spirit. We trust His guiding and equipping, even when we’re placed into scary situations. The Holy Spirit is the one who grants the gift of faith, not us. Our job is to witness to the truth of God as winsomely as possible. The Holy Spirit’s job is to soften stubborn hearts and convict them of the truth so they may have faith to believe.

The Holy Spirit is the supernatural power we need to keep God’s commands and do this great and awesome work, so we ask the Holy Spirit to teach us, to help us be obedient, to guide us, to give us courage, to help us with the right words and the right attitude, to hold our tongue when a gracious action would be more powerful, and to trust when the work is difficult or scary.

Second, we don’t witness to, or point to, ourselves. We’re to be witnesses of Jesus Christ and His saving work through His life, obedience, suffering, death, resurrection, and ascension. 

While it’s amazing what we humans are able to achieve through our science, medical advances, psychology, and so on, there’s only One who can truly forgive our sins and guilt with the authority of God Himself. There's only One who can truly wash away the shame of what’s been done to us through the blood of Jesus. There's only One who can grant peace to the troubled soul through the power of the gospel. And there's only One who can truly offer the gift of eternal life in Heaven.

So, why would we want to keep such good news to ourselves? Why would we doubt the power of the gospel in other people’s lives when it’s been such a blessing to us?

Yes, Jesus ascended into heaven and may seem to be absent from us, but he ascended to be present for us all wherever we are and wherever He sends us to be His witnesses.

With the help of the Holy Spirit, He sends us to our family to witness to them the amazing grace of God in our lives and theirs. 

God sends us to our workplaces to patiently, joyfully, and faithfully bear the fruit of the Holy Spirit, and when others notice how we live so differently to everyone else, we can witness how our Lord Jesus Christ has created in us clean hearts through the power of the gospel. God may even send us to the ends of the earth to share the hope we have in our Lord and Saviour.

We are witnesses of the power of the gospel in our own life. And as we witness for our Lord Jesus Christ, may the peace of God, which surpasses all human understanding, guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

