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1In the first book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that 
Jesus did and taught from the beginning 2 until the 
day when he was taken up to heaven, after giving 
instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles 
whom he had chosen. 3 After 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. 4 While 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; 5 for 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?’ 7 He replied, ‘It is not for you to 
know the times or periods that the Father has set 
by his own authority. 8 But 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.’ 9 When he 
had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted 
up, and a cloud took him out of their sight. 10 While 
he was going and they were gazing up towards 
heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by 
them. 11 They 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.’  
(Acts 1:1-11, NRSV) 
  

 
 
My days of taking long car trips with little kids in the 
backseat are over, at least for now.  Maybe someday 
with grandkids.  Esther and I just got back from a long 
road trip yesterday and not once during the entire trip 
did a little person ask from the backseat, “Are we there 
yet?”  You’ve all had this experience.  We took a lot of 
road trips when I was a kid, sometimes all the way 
across the country in the back of our station wagon.  
And back in the day there were no onboard movies, no 

                                                           
1 I’m borrowing this illustration in relationship to this text from N.T. 
Wright, Acts for Everyone, Part 1 (Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), 5. 

smartphones full of video games and endless 
distractions to take you mind off the miles.  Mostly all 
we had to pass the time was a window and, if you were 
lucky, a little brother to annoy.  I remember one trip my 
parents gave us this little bingo game where you filled 
in squares by finding certain road signs.  That was as 
good as it got.1   
 
Sometimes a journey can take far longer than you think 
it ever could.  And when you’re in the backseat with no 
control over the speed of things, and very little 
knowledge about the time left to travel, it can be 
frustrating, even maddening.  Essentially, that’s what 
happening here in this passage when the disciples come 
to Jesus and ask, “Lord, is this the time when you 
will restore the kingdom to Israel?”2  Are we there 
yet? 
 
To set the context, Jesus has been resurrected.  It’s been 
40 days since that has happened.  As we read in verse 3, 
Jesus has spent those 40 days “presenting himself 
alive to them by many convincing truths” and 
“speaking about the kingdom of God.”  Jesus spent 
his entire ministry speaking about the kingdom of God, 
or what he sometimes called the kingdom of heaven.  
It’s very important that we understand what he meant 
by this, because it’s very easy to get it mixed up.  For 
example, lots of people think of heaven as something 
altogether separate from earth, a physical location up 
there beyond the clouds somewhere where God lives 
and where you might go after you die and leave this 
world.  When people die, we talk about them going to 
heaven, even going home as if heaven is our true home. 
 
Understand that this is not how Jesus spoke about 
heaven.  Instead, he often spoke about heaven and earth 
as the two essential aspects of God’s creation.  New 
Testament scholar N.T. Wright says that this doesn’t 
mean that heaven and earth are like two halves of an 
orange which are similar but which occupy different 
spaces.  Instead he uses the analogy of a flag which has 
both the material it is made of, and the meanings of the 
symbols that are printed on that material.  Both are a 
part of the flag and can’t be separated out from one 

2 This and all biblical citations are from the New Revised Standard Version 
(NRSV). 
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another.3  It’s an imperfect metaphor, but it does get at 
this biblical idea that heaven and earth are somehow 
interlocking and intersecting.  This is why Jesus never 
talked about taking us out of this world to heaven, but 
instead talked about heaven coming into this world.  
Remember how he taught us to pray, “Thy kingdom 
come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”4   
 
You see, the sin of humanity has driven a wedge 
between earth, which you might say is our space, and 
heaven, which you might say is God’s space.  But 
because God came to earth in the person of his Son, 
Jesus Christ, and then died on the cross to overcome all 
that separates the heaven and earth, mainly sin and 
death, his sacrifice on the cross is working backwards to 
undo that separation so that God’s space and our space 
might become one, heaven restored on earth once again.  
We actually see the first signs of this in Jesus’ 
resurrection.  Remember how strange Jesus’ body is 
when he is resurrected.  He’s still got a physical body, 
scars and all.  And yet he appears and reappears in 
mysterious ways.  It’s as if the shadow of his body has 
now taken on a whole new, fuller dimension.  This 
points us forward to what God intends to do with the 
whole world, essentially resurrecting all of creation and 
making all things that are wrong right again, a world 
with no more pain, or crying, or loneliness, or injustice, 
or poverty, or violence, or war.  A world that looks like 
heaven. 
 
So now maybe you are getting a sense of why the 
disciples are asking Jesus, “Are we there yet?”  It’s the 
same question we keep asking God.  A week ago when 
we watched not one, but two more mass shootings in 
our own state, unspeakable violence that has ruined 
lives forever, a lot of us asked, “Are we there yet?”  We 
see the proliferation of violence and poverty and racial 
injustice and broken families and cancer that keeps 
killing people we love in our world, and we come to 
God, a God we know has promised to set all things 
right, and we plead with him, “Enough is enough!  
When will heaven come to earth?  When will the 
suffering end?  Are we there yet?”  Aren’t you asking 
these questions?   
 
Jesus’ response here to their question is instructive, 
both for them and for us.  In fact, the way he answers it 
makes clear that the way they are asking the question 
reveals their lack of understanding.  The Swiss 
reformer, John Calvin, once pointed out that there are 
as many errors in their question as there are words!5  
For example, when they ask Jesus when he will 
“restore” his kingdom, they reveal that they are 

                                                           
3 N.T. Wright, 11. 
4 Matthew 6:10 
5 John Stott, The Message of Acts (Inter-Varsity Press, 1990), 41. 

mistakenly longing nostalgically for an earthly 
kingdom that is defined by physical borders, ruled over 
by an earthly king, and protected by military powers.  
They once had a kingdom like this, when Israel was 
ruled over by it’s greatest king, David.  They want that 
kingdom again.  And then when they ask Jesus when 
this kingdom will be restored to Israel, they reveal that 
they mistakenly imagine God’s kingdom is for the Jews, 
and the Jews alone.  And finally, when they ask Jesus 
when this will happen – essentially “Are we there yet?” 
– they reveal that they mistakenly expect this kingdom 
to be immediately established.   
 
Let’s not think that we are above making similar 
mistakes.  Many in the church today also look for God 
to establish his kingdom through political means – elect 
the right people and pass the right legislation and the 
kingdom of God is advanced.  Many also imagine that 
the kingdom includes only certain kinds of people, 
usually people like them.  And many become frustrated 
when this kingdom does not materialize yesterday. 
 
Christ is clear here, as he was clear all along, this his 
kingdom is not political, and certainly not birthed by 
political or military conquest.  As we have talked about 
here before, the kingdom of God instead is the range of 
God’s effective will, where what God wants done is 
done.6  It is spiritual in nature, but certainly 
encompasses the physical.  Wherever things happen in 
this world in ways that please God, the kingdom of God 
is present.  Someday, when all of creation is in 
conformity to God’s will, the kingdom will have come 
to earth in all it’s fullness.  And this kingdom won’t just 
include certain kinds of people, and certainly won’t be 
limited to only certain ethnic groups.  Jesus’ entire 
ministry declared that the least among us will be the 
greatest in the kingdom of Heaven.  Remember that 
beautiful picture of the gathered people of God at the 
end of time in Revelation 7:9 – “a great multitude that 
no one could count, from every nation, from all 
tribes and peoples and languages.” 
 
Finally, as Jesus makes clear here, it is not for us to 
know God’s timetable in these matters.  In this respect, 
we really are a lot like little children in the back seat of 
the station wagon with no control over the speed we 
travel down the highway and no concept of just how far 
New York City is from Sacramento.  Having said that, 
Jesus does give us here some sense of where we are on 
the journey.  He has been resurrected.  In a moment he 
is about to ascend to heaven, to the throne of his Father.  
Someday, on a day sooner or later, he will return again 
to bring heaven fully to earth.  We are now, therefore, 

6 A paraphrase of the way Dallas Willard often defines the Kingdom of God. 
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in the meantime, the meantime between resurrection and 
second coming, the time between when heaven begins 
to break into the world, and the time when the two 
realities will once again and forever become one whole.   
 
What Jesus says next is of critical importance, not just 
for these first disciples, but for all his disciples who 
follow after, right down to us today.  What he is giving 
us here are our marching orders (i.e. our mission!) for 
the meantime.  Listen carefully again to what he says in 
verse 8: “But 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.”  If we want to live 
faithfully as Jesus’ disciples in the meantime, we need to 
take what he says here to heart, and not only to heart, 
but we need to let it define our lives.  As far as I can see, 
there are at least four essential things Jesus is telling us 
here about our mission in the meantime. 
 
First, we are told that we will receive power.  The word 
here in the original Greek is the word dunamis.7  It’s 
where we get the English word “dynamite”.  God is the 
only one with ultimate authority.  Jesus reaffirms that 
in the previous verse.  But God, through the presence of 
the Holy Spirit, has authorized us with power.  And not 
just power, but dynamite-power, the very same power 
that raised Jesus from the dead!  Days after Jesus said 
this, the Holy Spirit was poured out on the church at 
Pentecost and, like dynamite, the church exploded into 
the world.  It is still exploding.  It will take unrivaled 
power to bring heaven into a world that is resistant to 
heaven at every turn.  Apparently God has chosen to do 
that work through his church, through ordinary people 
like you and me who have trusted him and who are now 
empowered by the Holy Spirit.   
 
That power in us has a purpose.  That’s the second 
thing Jesus teaches us here.  Jesus says that once we are 
empowered, we are then sent out as his “witnesses.”  In 
the ancient world when somebody was enthroned as a 
king, heralds would be sent out across the land to 
announce that there was a new sovereign on the throne.  
We don’t think much of kings in our day.  Americans 
once fought a war to make sure we never had to bow to 
a king again.  But in the ancient world, it was good 
news to hear that a king was on the throne, because in 
those days the only alternative to a monarchy was 
anarchy.  The king might be a bad king, but even a bad 
king was better than chaos.  You might remember that 
Israel, at one point, begs God for a king.8  That’s why.  
So, for example, when a new Roman Emperor was 
crowned, heralds would go west to Spain, north to 
Britain, and south to Egypt, all across the empire, to 

                                                           
7 https://studybible.info/strongs/G1411  
8 See 1 Samuel 8:4-22 

declare that this new emperor was now in charge.  And 
in general, people would have received this as good 
news.  At least somebody was in charge, somebody who 
might protect them from their enemies abroad.   
 
Jesus is not just a king, but the King of Kings, the Lord 
of Lords.  One day every knee will bow to him, and 
every tongue confess that he is on the throne over all 
creation.  There’s not just a chance that this will 
happen; it is inevitable.  In fact, it’s already reality, 
though many do not realize it.  The good news, of 
course, is that this King is a good king, a loving king, a 
merciful king, and not just towards some people, but 
towards all people.  We then are the heralds of this 
news to the world.  And out of love for the world, and a 
desire we share with Christ to see all people come to 
know the saving love of God, we are to dedicate our 
lives to sharing this news, even to make great sacrifices 
to do so.  In fact, the word here for witness in the Greek 
is the word martus.9  It’s where we get the English word 
“martyr.”  We are to give our lives, literally if 
necessary, for the purpose of telling the world this good 
news.   
 
A challenge we face here is that we live at a time when 
many in the church have convinced us that our role as 
Christians in this world is to primarily go out and do 
good works instead of tell good news.  People love that 
old saying, “Preach the gospel at all times and if 
necessary use words.”  Many of us are comfortable 
limiting our spread of the gospel to just loving people 
and living as good examples and then trusting that 
somehow people will figure out that Jesus is the reason 
for it all.  And I get it, because as we’ve talked about 
these last few weeks, there are so many examples of 
evangelism gone wrong, instances when people in the 
name of Christ have shoved Jesus in people’s faces, 
offended and condemned, preached when not invited to 
do so, and told people about the love of Jesus without 
actually loving those same people. 
 
But the proper reaction to bad evangelism is not to 
avoid evangelism altogether.  Paul rightly asks in 
Romans 10:14-16, “But how are they to call on one in 
whom they have not believed? And how are they to 
believe in one of whom they have never heard? And 
how are they to hear without someone to proclaim 
him? And how are they to proclaim him unless they 
are sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the 
feet of those who bring good news!’”  Yes, we need to 
be wise and patient when it comes to how we share our 
faith, waiting for God to open doors instead of banging 
on them and knocking them down, but eventually it will 
always be necessary for us to use words in our witness.   

9 https://studybible.info/strongs/G3144  

https://studybible.info/strongs/G1411
https://studybible.info/strongs/G3144
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Our own denomination has declared that we are to be a 
“Matthew 25 Church,” referencing the parable Jesus 
tells in that chapter about the sheep and the goats, and 
the point he makes there that those God will accept in 
the end are those who feed the poor, heal the sick, visit 
those in prison.  But though it’s a well-intended 
sentiment, it’s a mistake to think that is our ultimate 
calling.  It’s not that we are not to care for the needs of 
the poor – of course we are!  But to make that the 
primary focus of our mission in the meantime is a tragic 
narrowing of God’s intentions for the church.  I argue 
that we are called primarily to be a Matthew 28 Church, 
as Brett emphasized last week.  That’s the Great 
Commission Jesus gave us, that we go out and make 
disciples of all nations, and baptize people in the three-
fold name of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and 
teach them to obey everything Jesus commanded, which 
of course includes caring for the poor.10   
 
It’s true that in every instance when Jesus sent his 
disciples out on a mission, it was always an evangelistic 
mission to proclaim a message.  In other words, he 
didn’t just send disciples out to do good works.  Now, of 
course, when they found people in need along the way, 
they met those needs, healing people, feeding people, 
casting out evil spirits.  You can’t tell people about the 
love of Jesus and then ignore the ways they are 
suffering.  But their ultimate goal was always to share 
with them with their words what it was that Jesus had 
done and was doing, that they were loved by a God who 
was inviting them into his family! 
 
As we go out as heralds, Jesus is specific about our 
destination.  That’s the third thing he teaches us here.  
Be witnesses here in Jerusalem, yes.  But then on to 
Judea, and Samaria, and all the way to the ends of the 
earth.  Some years ago at Faith we had a long and 
prayerful discussion about whether we as a church were 
called to serve locally or globally.  Some argued that we 
should focus locally, because how can we ignore the 
needs right in our own backyard.  Others argued that 
we should focus globally, because the needs in places 
like Ethiopia are so much greater than anything we see 
in Sacramento.  Wisely, and led by the Spirit, the 
leadership here decided we have to be both.  Jesus says 
as much here.  For us, Jerusalem is Sacramento, the 
people we live among who have great spiritual and 
material needs.  We need to share good news with 
them.  Judea, I would say, is our own nation.  God put is 
in America and we should work to be the best citizens 
of America that we can be, finding ways to share good 
news in our nation with our words and our works and, 
by God’s grace, influencing our society that it might 
increasingly resemble heaven.   
                                                           
10 See Matthew 28:18-20 

 
When Jesus includes Samaria here, that must have 
shocked his disciples.  Jews hated Samaritans as much 
as they hated anybody.  But remember, God’s Kingdom 
wasn’t just for certain types of people, but for all people, 
even the people you wish weren’t included.  It’s true, 
others don’t deserve to be included.  But neither do we!  
And so, if inclusion is by grace alone, then who can we 
exclude?  I don’t know who are your Samaritans, the 
people you would like to keep at a distance, but those 
are also the people to whom we are called to share good 
news, the people we are called to love.  And all the way 
to the ends of the world!  This is why it’s important that 
our congregation not only be involved in local efforts, 
but also support and send missionaries across the globe, 
and invest in kingdom work in places as far away as 
Ethiopia and Kenya.   
 
Finally, the fourth thing Jesus teaches us here about all 
this is that this mission involves all of us.  Lots of us can 
come up with excuses as to why we might be excluded.  
I know I can.  One of the common ones I hear from 
people is that I’m just too old.  It’s a curious excuse, 
considering that when God calls people in the Bible to 
go and do great things, he more often than not calls the 
elderly!  I think of my friend, Carol, who is now largely 
confined to a nearby senior living facility because of a 
stroke.  Lots of people might look at her and be tempted 
to give her a pass.  She’s actually given her life to 
sharing the good news of Jesus with people and so now, 
considering her circumstances, certainly she can retire 
from that work.  But just the other day she told me that 
she loves where she is because every day she has the 
opportunity to tell the other residents in her care 
facility about the love of Jesus.  Carol is a hero to me.   
 
Here’s how you can know if your job as a witness to the 
gospel is done.  One of two things will happen.  Either 
your heart will stop beating.  Or Jesus will come back.  
If neither of those two things has happened, you’re still 
on the clock.  And if there is nothing else you can do 
because of limitations of age, health or circumstances, 
you can certainly pray.  And considering the fact that 
prayer is the greatest work we do, don’t ever imagine 
that there is nothing you can do.  All of us, regardless of 
age, ability, status, resources, circumstances, all of us 
are called to bear witness as God gives us opportunity 
to do so.   
 
Years ago I had a friend who put up this reminder on 
the inside of the front door that led out of his house: 
“You are now entering the mission field.”  He didn’t live 
in some exotic place either.  He lived in Santa Rosa.  
Some of you have told me that you’ve seen similar 
signs.  It wouldn’t be a bad idea to put a sign like that 
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on the back of your front door, or above the doors that 
lead out of this building.  Where is the mission field?  
Right outside your door! 
 
Here’s a question to test how well you have been 
listening, or maybe how clearly I have been speaking.  
How many of you are called by Jesus to be 
missionaries?  If you are a follower of Jesus, you are 
called to join him in this mission of bearing witness to 
the good news of the Gospel to people near and far.  
That makes you a missionary.  Not all missionaries are 
called to pack up and travel to other parts of the world 
to share good news.  Some are.  I suspect that some of 
us sitting here today might be called to do that, even 
though it’s not something you ever envisioned yourself 
doing.   
 
But even if that’s not you, there is a mission field right 
outside the door.  It’s not your job to go out and push 
Jesus in people’s faces.  That does much more harm 
than good.  It is your job, however, and mine as well, to 
be sent out day after day after day to prayerfully pay 
attention to ways the Lord will lead us to love and serve 
people around us, and then, as the opportunity presents 
itself, to share with them what Jesus has done in our 
lives, and how much he loves them as well.  The British 
theologian, Lesslie Newbigin, once put it this way, 
“Christian mission is thus to act out in the whole life of 
the whole world the confession that Jesus is Lord.”  The 
results of all this, of course, are in God’s hands.  Our job 
is simply to bear witness. 
 
It’s worth noting what happens at the end of this 
passage.  After Jesus gives the disciples their marching 
orders, and then ascends to the Father’s side, they just 
stand there gazing up into the clouds.  Suddenly, two 
men, angels presumably, show up and ask them, “Why 
do you stand there looking up towards heaven?”  
Get going!  That’s what they’re saying.  He will come 
back one day, just as you saw him leave today.  Don’t be 
focused now on where he has gone, or when he is 
coming back.  In the meantime, go in the power of the 
Holy Spirit and allow him to use you to accomplish his 
mission.   
 
So often in the church we get distracted by our 
curiosity about heaven.  Where is it?  Who is there 
now?  Who is going there eventually?  Who will be left 
out?  What’s it like?  When will it arrive?  I don’t think 
that this is where Jesus wants us to put our focus.  We’ll 
have eternity to explore the answers to these questions 
which, as he makes clear, aren’t available to us anyway 
in the meantime.  For now, we have a job to do.  Or 
rather, he has a job to do through us.  As I’ve heard it 
put before, we are not to cultivate in nostalgia an 
                                                           
11 John Stott, 51.   

upwards obsession to the heaven which has received 
Jesus, but instead we are to seek to know and love Jesus 
that he might move us outwards in compassion to a lost 
world which desperately needs him.11 
 
At the end of this service, as is our practice, our acolyte 
will take the fire from this candle, the Christ candle 
which stands as a symbol in our gathered worship to 
remind of us Jesus’ presence with us, and he or she will 
extinguish the flame here and take it before us out those 
doors into the mission field that awaits.  Jesus won’t be 
waiting for us here in this space until we return next 
Sunday.  He will be out there in the world.  He goes 
before us, and behind us, and beside us.   
 
And he will use you as his witnesses, if you are willing 
to be used.  This might be immediately, in the way you 
welcome a new person to our community over a cup of 
coffee on the patio.  In the way you treat the server or 
barista who will serve you at brunch.  In the way you 
engage with your co-workers or fellow students 
tomorrow morning.  In the way you pay attention to 
the neighbors who live around you.  In the way you 
love and serve those in your family who don’t yet know 
how much they are loved by God.  In the way you 
engage with, rather than avoid, those you would prefer 
to avoid.  In the way you look for opportunities to serve 
and give in foreign places far from Sacramento.  And in 
all of it, of course, in the way you keep praying for Jesus 
to use you.   
 
Because you – yes, even you – have been filled with the 
dynamite-power of the Holy Spirit, the same power that 
raised Jesus from the dead.  And you are being sent as 
his witness, his missionary, out into Sacramento, out 
into this nation God loves, out to people you might be 
tempted to think God wants you to avoid, out even to 
the very ends of the earth.  All of us are missionaries in 
the meantime.   
 
Amen.   
 





The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
  
1. Read the passage again from Acts 1:1-11, keeping in 

mind the context, that Christ has just been 
resurrected.  What do you notice? 
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2. The disciples ask Jesus here about the Kingdom of 
Heaven.  Jeff took a stab at explaining the 
relationship between heaven and earth.  How would 
you explain it?  How does heaven relate to this 
world?  

 
3. Jesus says here that his disciples will be filled with 

the power (dynamite!) of the Holy Spirit.  What is 
that power to be used for?  Are you full of that 
power? 

 
4. What do you think when you hear that Jesus is 

calling you to be a missionary?   When you walk 
out the front door of your house, are you entering 
the mission field?   

 
5. How are you called to go out and be a witness to 

the good news of gospel of Christ here in our own 
city? 

 
6. Do you think that God may at some point call you 

to be a witness beyond this city, to ‘Judea, Samaria, 
and the ends of the earth?” 

 
7. Do you agree that sharing the gospel with our 

actions and example won’t be enough, that at some 
point we have to use words and tell people about 
the gospel?  (Consider Paul’s words in Romans 
10:14-16.)   

 
8. What message does Jesus have for you here?  What 

is your response? 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Table to Table: A Question for kids and  
adults to answer together. 

 

What would it look like for our family to consider 
that we are a missionary family?  What would 

that even mean?    
 


