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Take the Task Christ Gives You

I.  To Witness

II.  To Worship

 “Men of Galilee, why do you stand here looking into the sky?”   “I don’t know.  What am I supposed to do now?” 

 “What am I supposed to do now?” was probably the question everybody was thinking.  Jesus didn’t give them anything specific and there wasn’t time to ask any questions.  Jesus said, “You are my witnesses.”  OK.  Where do we go?  What do we say?  “I am going to send you what my Father has promised.”  What was that?  Oh, yeah, the Spirit.  When is he coming?  Where do we go to pick him up?  “Stay in the city.”  OK.  Where in the city?  Jerusalem is a big place. And then, just like that, Jesus was gone.  It didn’t seem right to shout at him, “Hey!  Come back down here; we have some questions yet.” 

I can’t imagine what must have been going through the minds of the little group of followers that watched Jesus ascend into heaven.  For two months they had been riding on an emotional roller coaster.  One minute they were beside themselves in despair; the next minute they were flying high.  Matthew says in his version of the Ascension that even after seeing Jesus alive, “some” of his followers “doubted”.  I’m not surprised that some doubted.   Jesus was there and then he was gone and then he wasn’t gone and then he was gone, but then he was coming back.  They must have wondered, “So what are we supposed to do now?”

So what are you supposed to do now?  You and I really shouldn’t have to ask that question.  But there are times, aren’t there, maybe more times than we want to admit, when we really aren’t sure what we’re supposed to do now.  We may be sure we’re supposed to be doing more than we’re doing, but sometimes there’s a big question mark in here (head) and maybe in here (heart) about what our task really is.  Why did Jesus put me here?  Why did he arrange my life the way he did?  Why did he give me the family I have and the friends I know and the job I go to? What’s my purpose here?

Jesus has some answers.  They’re right here in Luke’s Gospel.  We’re celebrating Jesus’ ascension today--his going away party.  In one way Jesus isn’t here today, but in another way Jesus is very much here.  He is here today in his Word and he has answers to our questions.  If you listen to the words he spoke to the disciples he loved then, you’ll hear words he speaks to disciples he loves now.  And if you hear what he says and take it to heart you’ll be ready to Take the Task Christ Gives You.
To witness
There were a lot of doubters on Easter Sunday, and Thomas was one of them.  You remember Thomas.  He was the one who wouldn’t believe Jesus was alive until he touched Jesus’ wounds with his own hands.  Jesus took good care of Thomas’ doubts, didn’t he?  By the time 40 days had passed after Easter Sunday, none of Jesus’ followers doubted he was alive.  He had appeared to them again and again.  But they were still struggling with who Jesus really was.  They showed flashes of understanding.  Peter had said,” We believe and confess that you are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  And all the disciples agreed.  But even after three years of training, even at the very end of his time with them, Jesus still found it necessary to remind them that he was the Savior God had promised to send to the world.

 “I’m the one your Old Testament Scriptures were talking about,” Jesus told them.  “I’m the offspring of the woman who came to crush the serpent’s head.  I’m the suffering servant Isaiah wrote about, the one who was pierced for your transgressions and crushed for your iniquities.  My body is the body David was talking about when he wrote about a body that would not see decay.  Everything the Old Testament writers wrote about the coming Savior, you’ve seen fulfilled in me.  You are the witnesses that I am the Savior God promised to send.  You’ve seen the prophecies fulfilled.”  And it was true.  The disciples had seen it all.  There were no doubts.  The evidence was irrefutable.

But then Jesus pointed them to more prophecies from the Old Testament scriptures, prophecies that “repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.”   God made it clear in the Old Testament that his kingdom would someday stretch beyond the nation of Israel and become a world-wide kingdom. Moses wrote down the promise God made to Abraham, “All peoples on earth will be blessed through you.  Isaiah prophesied, Nations will come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn.”  David wrote, “Your ways will be known on earth, your salvation among all nations.”  The Old Testament said more.  God said clearly that the followers of his Son would carry the gospel into the world.   Moses could see the day when “all of the Lord’s people would be prophets.”  Joel wrote down God’s promise, “I will pour out my Spirit on all people.  Your sons and daughters will prophesy.”   And David knew that believers everywhere would “sing the new song” of faith“and declare God’s glory to the nations.”
With their own eyes, the disciples had seen the proof that God had chosen Jesus to take away the sins of the world.  And with their own eyes, the disciples were about to see the proof that God had chosen them to tell the world about Jesus.  And when they saw the proof, when they spoke the words God would give them and went to the places God would send them, they would know what God’s task for them actually was.  And they would become as confident about their work as Jesus’ witnesses as they were about Jesus as their Savior.

What are you supposed to do now?   The task Christ gives you is to tell the world that he’s the Savior.  That was the Savior’s plan all along.  He planned that he would come to earth and live and die and rise again. He planned that God would accept his work as the payment for sin. He planned that everyone who believes in him will have eternal life with him.  And he planned that you would be his witnesses.  That was the task he gave his first century followers and that’s the task he gives his twenty-first century followers.  It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?  You know what else is pretty obvious?  It’s pretty obvious you and I don’t take this task too seriously, too cheerfully, or willingly.  I’m not looking to make this true confession time, but just ask yourself this question: how many chances to tell the world about Jesus did you waste this past week?  Forget about the week.  Pick one day last week, let’s say Thursday.  How many chances did you waste on that day?  When you went out to eat, did you pray out loud so you could witness to Jesus?  At work or when you were in class, did you witness to Jesus by showing how his followers live their lives?  When you filled your envelope for church, did you think about how you prioritize your money as a witness for Jesus?  Did you invite anyone to come with you to church today?  Did you begin a conversation with the intention of directing someone’s thoughts to Jesus?  I thought so.  I didn’t have a very good day, either. 

It breaks your heart when you know that someone you care about--a friend, a spouse, a child, a classmate--doesn’t know the way to life with God.   But what breaks your heart just as much is when the people Jesus has called to be his witnesses don’t witness.  When we fail to take the task Christ gives us, we stifle the Savior’s plans in two ways: we stifle his plans for the people around us--the people he wants to be saved--and we stifle his plans for us the people he wants to be witnesses!  What a mess we make sometimes!

The truth is, the really comforting truth is this: Jesus knows about the messes we make.  In fact, when Jesus was getting ready to ascend into heaven, he knew that his witnesses in every age would have a problem being his witnesses.   He knew his own disciples would have problems.  They were sinners to begin with, and over the span of three years they had shown themselves to be selfish, lazy, materialistic, gullible, and generally unspiritual.  Jesus had a plan to help them, and he told them what it was: “I am going to send you what my Father has promised.”  The plan was to send them the Holy Spirit; that was what the Father had promised, and he had made that promise already in the Old Testament.  The Spirit would open their eyes to see what they had trouble seeing before.  He would expand their minds to believe what before had seemed unbelievable.  The Spirit would warm their hearts and take away the selfishness and self-interest.  And the Spirit would put steel in their steps and give them courage to be witnesses for Christ.  And you know what?  This same Spirit will do the same for you, to enable to take the task Christ gives you, to witness.

To worship
 “When he had led them out to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted up his hands and blessed them.  While he was blessing them, he left them and was taken up into heaven.”   So now the disciples had time to kill.  What were they supposed to do now?  They took the task Jesus gave them.  “They worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy.   And they stayed continually at the temple, praising God.”  Before the disciples were ready to witness, they worshiped and waited for the Spirit.

Do you see the connection here?  Do you see the key to being a witness for Jesus?  Before we can take on the Savior’s assignment to be his witnesses, we must take on our task to worship.  Worship comes before witness.  What do we do when we gather for worship?  We retell the great things Jesus has done for us.  We just sang, “You came to live with us, you made your Father known, you washed us from our sins in your own blood.”  We tell our pastor to get into the pulpit and proclaim Jesus’ pardon.  We tell the choir to sing about Jesus’ promises.   We tell the organist to remind us of Jesus’ power.  When we come to worship we expect to speak the good news and we expect to hear the good news.  We want the Word to be here when we worship, we want the Sacraments to be here when we worship, and where the gospel is and where the Word and Sacraments are, the Holy Spirit is.  The Holy Spirit is here right now, convicting us that we have not been the witnesses Jesus wants us to be.  He is here right now, convincing us that Jesus has forgiven this sin and every sin.  The Spirit is here right now encouraging us to be what Jesus has called us to be, changing us from selfish people to selfless people, and challenging us to take the task Christ gives us to be witnesses in the world.  Now we worship so that later we can witness.  Out there is our mission field; in here is our power source.

So what are you supposed to do now?  Brothers and sisters, be witnesses.  Let your light shine.  Live your life in such a way that makes people stand up and take notice, so that all you say and do leads others to the great and wonderful truth that Jesus is Savior and Lord.  Brothers and sisters, be worshipers, regular worshipers.  Gather around the Word and the Sacraments, come to church often for here the Father himself forgives your sins and empowers you to take the tasks Christ gives you, to witness and to worship.  Amen.

