
 
 

In this, the first chapter of Acts, we pick up the story after Jesus 
has appeared to the disciples over a period of 40 days. Here, at the 
beginning, we are told that the disciples spent this ‘sacred time’ in the 
presence of the resurrected Jesus receiving guidance for what was yet to 
come. We can only imagine what this must have been like – especially as 
they would come to understand, in a different light, Jesus’ teachings on 
the kingdom of God. 

For many, the expectation had been that the kingdom of God 
would be established on the earth – liberated from the oppression of 
Roman rule. Jesus had another kind of kingdom in mind, as he reminded 
them that ultimate sovereignty belongs to God. The timing of God’s 
kingdom is not the disciples’ concern; how to live it in the meantime was 
their concern. It would be in another ten days, the day of Pentecost, 
when everything would be made clear. 

The Ascension of Jesus 

We could imagine the disciples hoping that Jesus would remain 
longer than 40 days. However, when the time was right, Jesus departed 
again. This time it was not to death, but ascension into heaven. As the 
disciples watched, Jesus was lifted up. 

For many, this account of the ascension of Jesus seems out of 
sync with our understanding of the world and the universe. It was alright 
for the disciples with their primitive worldview, but we know that heaven 
is not ‘up’ – as if we could get on the next space shuttle to travel there. 

The ascension of Jesus, though is one of the beliefs of our faith; 
we say it in the Apostles’ Creed: “He ascended into heaven.” 

We are affirming that Jesus who died and was raised from the 
dead now sits at the right hand of God. The resurrection of Jesus brought 
the good news that death is not the last word. The power of God to give 
life is greater than the power of death. The ascension of Jesus takes this 
one step further by affirming that Christ who died and was raised has 
been given the place of honour by God and now is where he rightfully 
belongs – on the heavenly throne. 

The ascension of Jesus is God’s final confirmation of Jesus. Jesus 
is returning to God from whom he had come in his birth in Bethlehem. 
Jesus has, in a sense, come full circle – he was in the form of God – gave 
up his “God-ness” in order to become a full human being to live the life 
of a servant - now God has exalted him. 

The Hand Over 

The ascension, though, is not just about what it meant to Jesus - 
it also meant something for the disciples. They stood watching as he 
disappeared from their sight. As they were gazing, two men in white 
robes joined them and said: “Why do stand here looking up toward 
heaven?” 

So, they have to make a choice – either to forget about this whole 
‘Jesus thing’, or, take up the work which Jesus had begun.  

Could they do it?  

Little wonder that they wanted to continue gazing upward. 

In essence the disciples are being handed over the work of the 
kingdom. The body of Christ on earth was no longer Jesus’ physical body, 
but was to become the corporate body of believers; that remains just as 
true for us today. As Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) wrote: 

Christ has no body now on earth but yours, no hands but yours, 
no feet but yours; yours are the eyes through which he looks with 
compassion on this world. Yours are the feet with which he is to go about 
doing good, yours are the hands with which he blesses all the world. . . . . 
. . . now. 



The hand over happens with the knowledge that Jesus knows us. 
To believe in the ascension of Jesus is to believe that the One who is truly 
in charge of all life is God – Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer of all life. 

In Jesus’ final statement to his disciples he promises that they will 
receive power – not to rule, but to witness. 

Don’t Just Stand there 

What were the disciples to do? 

They went, as instructed, to Jerusalem where they waited. Jesus 
had promised them that they would be filled with the Holy Spirit. 

We’re not good at waiting – it seems too passive. We prefer to 
be active and in charge. To wait is to acknowledge that we are not in 
control. Our waiting implies that the things which need doing in the 
world our beyond our ability to accomplish under our own efforts. Help 
is needed. 

 
The disciples’ waiting time, though, was filled with prayer.  They 

might have sought to get things in order, organise themselves and make 
plans, but they didn’t; the right thing to do was pray. In praying they were 
reminded of God’s presence and power in their lives, and that it is God’s 
will they were seeking to do – not their will. Prayer pointed them in the 
right direction. Barbara Brown Taylor puts it this way: 

‘Prayer keeps our hearts chasing after God’s heart. It’s how we 
bother God, and how God bothers us back.’ 

The Thirteenth Disciple 

The disciples realised they needed someone to replace Judas 
Iscariot. Peter (no surprises there) makes this proposal  and suggests that 
it should be someone who has been with Jesus from the beginning. The 

others agreed, and two persons – Mathias and Barsabbas – made the 
short list. They cast lots and Mathias was chosen. 

Why cast lots? William Barclay shares this observation: 

‘It may seem strange to us that the method of making tough 
decisions was that of casting lots. But amongst the Jews it was a natural 
thing to do because all duties and offices of the Temple were settled that 
way. The names of the candidates were written on stones; the stones 
were put into a vessel and the vessel was shaken until one stone fell out; 
and the one whose name was on the stone was elected to office.’ 

Why is this seemingly insignificant incident recorded?  

Probably because it was an act of faithfulness. Maybe they knew 
they would need a full complement, so that whenever the next step 
appeared, they would be ready. 

********************************************************* 

Some Thoughts to Ponder 

A period of 40 days is mentioned and described as “sacred time.” 
What do you think is meant by the phrase “sacred time?” When are your 
sacred times, and what makes them sacred? 

 At the ascension the disciples 
are left standing and looking up at the 
sky. They are chastised for just 
standing around. How should 
Christians behave?  

The early community is 
described as being devoted to prayer. 
What is the role of prayer in your life? 

To complete the group the 
apostles cast lots to add another. How 
do you respond to this selection 
process? 

 


