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Acts 1: 6-14:  Message for June 5th, 2011 Service
Sermon by Jean Gallant
Have you ever struck a match in order to light a bonfire when you were camping or at a cottage?   When you first put the lit match to some paper or small kindling, the fire is small and confined to just a little part even though it’s hot.  As more and more of the kindling catches fire, both the heat and light become more intense and people around the bonfire start to take notice.  The bigger it gets, the more people are drawn to it.  And the bigger the fire gets, the more it is able to light the bigger pieces of wood.  Once the large logs are on fire, the fire stays hot for a long time and even the smouldering embers can relight the fire if it gets dim.  

The passage we’ve just listened to tells the story of a lit match touching kindling.  Much of the Book of Acts describes the growth of the early Church – starting with the 11 disciples and a small group of other believers – as it grows outside the confines of an upper room in Jerusalem to the streets of Jerusalem, on into surrounding territories of Judea and Samaria, and from there to all nations.  

We know from the preceding Gospel accounts what the disciples had just been through.  Quite an ordeal to watch as the man they thought was going to be king, and who they had vowed to follow, was tried, convicted, beaten and crucified.  And quite a shock when He showed Himself to His followers after His burial – the empty tomb, the angels’ message, Jesus’ appearance to them in the upper room.  Their heads must have been spinning.  There would be much discussion and debate and wonder.  What did all this mean?  The early part of Acts tells us something about this confusion on the part of the disciples as they ask Jesus: ‘Lord is this the time You will restore the kingdom to Israel?’  They expected Jesus to become their king, to overthrow the Romans who were dominating Israel at that time and it was hard to dismiss or change that expectation.  It’s interesting that Jesus dismisses their question almost out of hand.  He simply reminds them it is not for them to know the times that God has set by His own authority.  And then Jesus says a big word:  ‘But.....   It’s as if He’s telling them; don’t worry about the rule or dominion of earthly powers.  Instead, focus on what really matters, which is God’s rule, God’s dominion, God’s kingdom.  So Jesus tells them:  ‘But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you and you will be My witnesses....’  

Who is the Holy Spirit and why is He so important?  Do you think very much about the Holy Spirit?  Have you ever wondered how He differs from God and Jesus?  In the passage from Acts that we’ve just heard, the Holy Spirit is about to take centre stage, so to speak.  Jesus tells His disciples, this group of people who He has raised up and trained to carry His message to the world, that they are to stay put until the Spirit comes.  And as we find out in the following verses, the Holy Spirit does come, and with such power that it ignites the disciples.

We are familiar with the concept of The Trinity – God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.  All through the Bible the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God, is mentioned.  He was there at creation and all the way through.  In this passage in Acts, Jesus speaks of Him as a promise – something more than being baptized with water, something for which the disciples had to wait.  The Holy Spirit brought something that the disciples and followers of Jesus did not have on their own.  Spirit brought power and specifically, power to be Jesus’ witnesses to all the world.  By the power of the Holy Spirit, the early Church was able to speak the words that would spread the fire – ignite others to share their passion.  The spreading of the Word wasn’t due to the eloquence or charisma of the disciples and early followers of Jesus.  The Word couldn’t, wouldn’t be spread until the Holy Spirit came and dwelled within each one of them.  Think about that.  Without the Holy Spirit, the fire would have died.

So, we’re back at the Mount of Olives with the disciples and they’re talking with the resurrected Jesus.  They’re understandably a bit confused, dazed maybe.  And just as Jesus is dismissing their question about restoring the kingdom to Israel and telling them they would instead be His witnesses to the world, all of a sudden Jesus starts to rise up.  The scripture tells us He was lifted up and disappeared in a cloud.  The disciples stood transfixed, staring up into the cloud waiting for – what?  Was He coming back?  Was He gone to get a whole army of warrior angels to fight the Romans?  They had no idea what was going to happen next – they were just staring, not knowing what else to do. 

 Have you ever felt like that?  Something important, significant, scary, happens and you don’t know how to react.  Your world has changed and all your life experience has not equipped you to know how to deal with it....  All of a sudden they hear a voice asking them why they’re staring up toward heaven.  As their focus shifts back down to the ground, they see two men in white robes, presumably angels, standing there.  The angels tell them that just as Jesus was taken up into heaven, so He will come back in the same way.  So, in other words, don’t stand there looking to the sky, there will be no warrior angels or fireworks.  Get on with the work here in the world.  The angels gave them direction when that’s what they needed, because the next verse tells us that the disciples returned to Jerusalem.  

I’ve pondered why there were two men in white robes who appeared and not one, or three or more?  For the little they said, and being of a practical nature, I would think that one angel would be sufficient to deliver the message.  I’m not sure why the number two puzzled me.  Maybe it’s because with God, everything is full of purpose; nothing is slipshod or haphazard.  Do angels prefer to travel in two’s, as when Jesus sent the disciples out in two’s to the surrounding villages to preach and heal?  If so, that would be important for us to know.  Were these two angels maybe assigned specifically to the disciples at this time to help them spread the gospel and this was a kind of introductory meeting?  Maybe they were there representing the two missing members of the original group of 12 disciples plus Jesus, since Jesus had just departed to heaven and Judas the betrayer was dead?  Not sure, but the result of this meeting was that the disciples left the Mount of Olives, or the mount called Olivet, and returned to the upstairs room where they were meeting, possibly the same upstairs room where they had shared the last supper the night Jesus was arrested.  The journey didn’t take long, as this passage tells us they were about half a mile, or ‘a Sabbath day’s journey’ away.  It’s believed that walking further than this on the Sabbath was considered work and so a violation of the Sabbath law.

In addition to the 11 disciples, we’re told that Jesus’ mother Mary was also in the company that gathered and prayed in the upper room, as were Jesus’ brothers.  It doesn’t say that Mary was one of the people who watched as Jesus ascended into heaven, but it’s comforting that she was granted the gift of consolation and comfort after watching her son die.  God is amazing – no loose ends.

And so they gathered and prayed and waited for Jesus’ promise of the Holy Spirit.  In an earlier verse in Acts, we hear Jesus tell them: ‘...you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now’.  They had to be patient and wait a few days before they could do much of anything.  And they chose to spend those days together – about 120 people in all – praying and praising God.  

For me, one of the big messages of this passage of scripture is to be like the disciples and early followers of Jesus:  don’t lose hope; don’t give up.  Psalm 37 tells us: “Commit your way to the Lord, trust also in Him and He shall bring it to pass”.  Jesus will never give up on you – don’t give up on Him.  When you’re feeling tired and weary, turn to Isaiah 40:31 and remind yourself that: “Those who wait on the Lord shall renew their strength.  They shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint”.  When you want help making a decision, pray Psalm 25: “Show me the path where I should go, O Lord; point out the right road for me to walk.  Lead me; teach me; for you are the God who gives me salvation”.  When life seems to be mounting a major assault against you and you don’t know where to turn, lean into Ephesians 6:13 and “take up the whole armour of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand”.  When things get really desperate, turn to Psalm 22 and cry out to God: “But You, O Lord, do not be far from me.  Oh my strength, hasten to help me”.   God is good.  He loves you.   He loves you.  Reach out to Him and He will not be far away.

After His death, Jesus’ followers were shocked and confused.  When He rose again and showed Himself to His disciples, a fresh wave of shock and confusion washed over them.  And then, just when they were beginning to hope that Jesus was back and would again lead them,   He disappeared into Heaven.  Another wave of shock and confusion!  No wonder they stared upwards, not even beginning to think they might know what would happen next.  But even though they could not see Jesus, He didn’t desert them.  He wasn’t far from them.  He sent messengers to reassure them and guide them as to what to do next.  He showed them the next step in their journey – that they were to wait for the Promise; the Holy Spirit.  And that’s what they did.  When the Holy Spirit came, He stayed with them, He dwelt in and among them.  Jesus is never far away; He’s closer to you than your breath.  The disciples and followers became the hands and feet of Jesus; they became His body – continuing His work of carrying the good news to all the nations, healing, encouraging, and giving hope to all the world.  He did it then.  He’s doing it now.  God loves you and will never be far from you. Thank You, Jesus. 
  Amen. 
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