May 16, 2010                           Ascension Sunday                  Acts 1: 1-11
Prayer: Dear Lord, We welcome you into this place and ask that you take part in this service by illuminating your words for us. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

                                         Forty days

I used to get annoyed at people who made fun of Jesus’ disciples. In Sunday school, sometimes, people would be astonished that the disciples didn’t understand what Jesus was saying or misunderstood the kind of kingdom he was proposing.


I always wanted to say, “I’d like to see how you would do in their shoes.”

 I have a better understanding now that the gospel writers purposely wrote about the disciples’ misunderstanding of Jesus’ words and actions and mission. But not so that we could feel superior to them. So that we could see the altogether human reaction to Jesus through their eyes and words and actions.


The disciples are our stand-ins. They show – very realistically, I think – how we would react if faced with the radical ministry of Jesus.


One of the most fascinating themes of the Passion week and resurrection stories is the change that occurred in the disciples.  

We believe the disciples were with Jesus for three years of ministry, living with him, traveling, watching him heal the sick and argue with Pharisees, hearing every public sermon and every private conversation. Yet, on the night of the Last Supper, when Jesus was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane, the disciples scattered. Jesus went on trial, and Peter, following at a distance, denied that he knew him.


At the next day’s crucifixion, the disciples watched from a distance.


Six weeks ago, we celebrated Easter, the day of Jesus’ resurrection. Do you remember what the disciples were doing that day?


They were hiding out, in case the people who had killed Jesus came for them. They were hearing stories from Mary Magdalene and the other women at the tomb, and they were confused and frightened. 

  Now we come to Ascension Sunday. Ascension Day was actually this past Thursday, 40 days after Easter. Luke writes in the book of Acts that Jesus appeared to his disciples for 40 days after the resurrection before he ascended into heaven.


And in that 40 days, we find the clue for the change in the disciples. What they saw during that 40 days made them different men.


Next Sunday, we will celebrate Pentecost – the day the Holy Spirit came down upon the disciples. There was fire and joy and celebration the likes of which Jerusalem had never seen. But that was just the final fireworks, the cherry on the sundae. Because something had already fundamentally changed the disciples before Pentecost.


Something had already happened to turn them from men who hid in a locked room, afraid of being executed for even knowing Jesus, into the bold proclaimers of the word we meet in Acts. In Acts, when the Roman authorities tell them to stop preaching this new gospel of Jesus Christ, they pretty much shrug and say, “No. Do what you will, but we’re not going to stop.”


What happened in between?


What happened to these guys?

They had 40 days with the resurrected Jesus. 
The gospel writers tell us lots of those stories. In Matthew, the 11 remaining disciples gathered on a mountain in Galilee, where Jesus gave them the Great Commission.

In Luke and John, we read that Jesus appeared to his disciples and let them touch his scars. He gave fishing advice. He cooked fish. He ate fish. 
I have wondered if John meant, at one point, to suggest that the disciples thought it was all over, that they had wasted their time in following this Jesus. That was the day they returned to fishing on the Sea of Galilee. 
But that was also the day they saw Jesus on shore, cooking breakfast for them, and everything changed.

Today, we’re going to read Luke’s explanation for this change in behavior. Acts 1: 1-11:
In the first book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus did and taught from the beginning 2until the day when he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen. 3After his suffering he presented himself alive to them by many convincing proofs, appearing to them over the course of forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God. 4While staying* with them, he ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father. ‘This’, he said, ‘is what you have heard from me; 5for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with* the Holy Spirit not many days from now.’ 

 6 So when they had come together, they asked him, ‘Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?’ 7He replied, ‘It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority. 8But 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.’ 9When he had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight. 10While he was going and they were gazing up towards heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by them. 11They said, ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up towards heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.’ 

Probably each one of us comes to belief in Jesus for a different reason. Paul -- and some of you – may have had personal encounters with the risen Christ.

Some people grew up in a Christian home and happily accepted what they were taught.

Some people have been persuaded by brilliant theologians.

But one of the most convincing arguments for me is the change in these disciples. What could have turned such frightened, sniveling men into the dynamos they became?

They had already lived with the earthly Jesus. They had seen him cast out demons. They had seen him calm storms. They had seen him raise Jairus’ daughter and the widow’s son in Nain and Lazarus from the dead!

But apparently that didn’t sink in the way that seeing their friend executed, and then resurrected, did.

Two summers ago, we spent three months studying the book of Acts. That book tells how these disciples stood up to Roman and Jewish authorities, how they were jailed, how they preached and healed people no matter what the Romans said. According to church tradition, many of them died as martyrs.

The hinge, the turning point, is found in these 40 days – when the disciples saw with their own eyes, heard with their own ears, touched with their own hands the resurrected Jesus.

Luke calls these appearances “convincing proofs.”  I’ll say.

The 40 days is no arbitrary figure.  You may remember that when Moses went up to Mount Sinai to get the 10 Commandments, he stayed for 40 days.  (Exodus. 24: 18) That was his period of instruction, of preparation.

The children of Israel wandered in the wilderness for 40 years. That was their period of instruction, of preparation.

 Jesus was tempted in the wilderness for 40 days. (Mark 1: 13) That was a period of preparation for him.


This number 40 was familiar to the ancient Jews. It represented a period of finality, of completion.


Forty days with the resurrected Jesus represented a completion of their instructions, their learning, their remaking from scared followers on the night of Jesus’ trial to the bold proclaimers of the resurrected Christ that we see throughout Acts.


Listen to what Jesus tells them during this 40 days: First, “You will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” That will be Pentecost which we’ll talk about next week.


Second, he responds to a question from the disciples. They ask, “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom of Israel?”

They are asking about the second coming. He has just been resurrected, and they have no idea – how could they? – that his return would be so, so far in the future.


And he replies, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set…. ”

Last week we looked at some Scripture from Revelation that has spurred thousands of years of anguish about what the end time will look like. Jesus’ answer is to us as well. We cannot know when that time will come, or for that matter, what it will look like. 

We are better served to bank on who – not what – will meet us at the end. 


Instead of trying to figure out when Christ would return, the disciples were to spend their lives telling what they had seen, what they had learned: “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”
 
No more fishing. Witnessing was to be their new job.  

Jesus then “was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight.”

Understandably, the disciples gazed after him. “Suddenly two men in white robes stood by them. They said, ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward heaven?’ 

 Even as Jesus was ascending, and they were watching – which strikes me as a pretty natural thing to do – the disciples were chastised for “looking  up toward heaven.” Because – bam!— they were not supposed to be worried about heaven and when and where. They were supposed to be focused on witnessing. Just like that.


Just like that, their job changed. They spent 40 days listening to Jesus’ final instructions, and – bam! – it was time to get to work.


Men of Galilee, why are you looking toward heaven?

That time has passed. Luke used his familiar 40-day formula to show that time in their lives was finished, completed. Now they were to enter a time of witnessing to the ends of the earth.


And the book of Acts tells just what a bang-up job they did of that.

In the gospel of John, there’s a passage in which Jesus prays “not only on behalf of these (meaning the disciples), but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word.” (John 17: 20)


 That’s us. We are linked to Jesus by the work of these brave men who once cowered in fear of his enemies. 

We are linked to Jesus by the testimony of these remarkable men who ultimately upset the ruling authorities so much that they followed him in death.  

         We are linked to Jesus by the words that flowed through them or through their followers and became our Holy Scriptures.


  And that link is a vital one. For it lets us know that following the teachings of Jesus Christ isn’t all there is to Christianity. If it were, the disciples would have gotten what they needed in their three years with the earthly Jesus.

It lets us know that personal salvation isn’t all there is to Christianity. If it were, our jobs would be to look heavenward.


No, Christianity also is about a mysterious, hard-to-grasp relationship with a resurrected Savior which affects how we live right here among our fellow disciples and among those who aren’t yet believers. 
Men of Galilee, men and women of Greenville, why do you stand looking up toward heaven? 
There is so much Jesus would have us look at right here.

Amen.

