
Sermon on Acts 1:6-14 

The other day, Darick and I were talking about the TV show, Succession. It’s a show about a powerful 
family trying to figure out who will hold the reins after the patriarch is gone. It was a highly popular show 
during its run. But I think one of the reasons Succession resonated so deeply with people is because 
behind all the wealth, corporate intrigue, and dark humor, the show reveals something painfully true 
about the way the world so often seems to work. Nearly every relationship in the series is shaped by 
power. Who has it? Who is losing it? Who is willing to sacrifice almost anything in order to hold onto it? 
The whole show is about maneuvering for control of an empire, calculating alliances, and measuring 
status. 

And what you realize when watching the show is that almost nobody in it seems happy. Even when they 
are surrounded by unimaginable wealth and influence, the characters are anxious, suspicious, 
emotionally isolated, and hungering for approval and security. Succession is a good show, but it is 
certainly not a fun show – the characters operate according to a logic that says human worth is tied to 
dominance, visibility, influence, and victory. If you are powerful, you matter. If you lose power, you don’t. 

And while none of us are billionaires fighting over a media empire, that mindset is still deeply familiar 
because it shapes so much of human society today. We are constantly taught to think in terms of winners 
and losers, insiders and outsiders. We assume that if something truly matters, then eventually it must 
rise to the top of the system. 

This really isn’t all that diKerent from what the disciples are expecting in Acts 1. At this point, they have 
been through everything imaginable with Jesus. They have left behind their old lives to follow him. They 
have watched him heal the sick, confront religious and political authorities, proclaim good news to the 
poor, and speak constantly about the kingdom of God. Then they watched him get arrested and executed 
by the Roman Empire. They saw him dead and buried. And now, they have seen the risen Christ.  

For forty days the risen Christ has appeared to them in these post-resurrection encounters, teaching 
them about the kingdom of God, and standing there on the Mount of Olives just before the ascension, the 
disciples ask him: “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” This is such a 
revealing question. Even after the resurrection, the disciples are still thinking of the kingdom as 
something primarily political and national. They are still expecting something recognizable according to 
the world’s understanding of power. They are still hoping Jesus will establish a kingdom that looks 
something like an empire. In other words, they are still waiting for the moment when their side finally 
wins. 

To be fair to them, their question does make sense. Israel had lived under occupation for generations. 
They had lived under many empires: Babylonian, Persian, Seleucid, and now Roman. They longed for 
liberation, and many people expected the Messiah to restore Israel politically and militarily, overthrowing 
oppressors and establishing a visible kingdom. 

When the disciples ask, “Is this the time?” they are asking if the revolution is finally going to happen. They 
are asking whether Jesus is finally going to take power in the way the world takes power. But Jesus does 
not answer the question they ask. Instead, he redirects them, saying,  “It is not for you to know the times 



or periods that the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit 
has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses.” 

The disciples ask about political restoration, about a national victory, and Jesus speaks about witness 
and the Holy Spirit. Where the disciples are asking about taking political control, Jesus talks about 
something else entirely. And this is important for us to understand: the kingdom of God has never 
operated like earthly empires, even though people continually fall into the temptation to make it so. It is 
tempting to believe that God’s reign must look like worldly dominance if it is truly successful. We keep 
assuming that if Christianity is going to matter, then it has to have cultural control, political authority, 
national influence. The kingdom of God has to look like “winning.” 

But Jesus consistently refuses that vision of power throughout his life and ministry. He refuses the sword 
in the garden. He refuses retaliation against enemies. He refuses the temptation in the wilderness to 
seize authority through spectacle and domination. Even after the resurrection, he refuses to become the 
kind of ruler the disciples are expecting. Instead, he tells them: “You will receive power… and you will be 
my witnesses;” not to be rulers, not to be the ones in control, but to be witnesses. 

Growing up, I often thought about the word witness in a particular way, primarily meaning talking to 
people about Jesus or persuading someone to become a Christian. But in Acts, witness is not just verbal 
proclamation. A witness is someone whose entire life becomes testimony to what they have seen. The 
disciples are witnesses because they have encountered the risen Christ, and now everything about the 
way they live is supposed to bear evidence of his kingdom. 

Witnessing is not simply about what the church says, it is about what the church embodies, what the 
church lives out. The early Christians witnessed to Christ not just through words, but through 
communities that looked radically diKerent from the empire around them. In a world structured by rigid 
hierarchies, they shared tables across class divisions. In a society obsessed with status and honor, they 
called one another brothers and sisters. In a culture where the poor and vulnerable were disposable, they 
organized themselves around care for widows, orphans, the sick, and the hungry. In an empire sustained 
by violence and domination, they practiced forgiveness, reconciliation, and enemy love. (In fact, in the 
early centuries of the church, Christians refused to pick up the sword and serve in Caesar’s army.) Their 
lives became visible testimony that another kingdom was possible and already present in some ways. 

Jesus does not say, “You will receive power and become rulers.” He says, “You will receive power and 
become witnesses.” The church’s calling is not domination; it is to reflect Christ in the world. The church 
is meant to make the character of Christ visible. That means that when people encounter Christians, 
when people encounter the church, they should encounter glimpses of what God’s reign looks like – not 
perfectly or flawlessly, but at least genuinely.  

We live in a world shaped by greed and consumerism, but as the church, we are called to practice 
generosity and contentment. When we see outrage and contempt, we are called to practice 
reconciliation and mercy. In a time marked so heavily by fear of the stranger, we are called to practice 
radical hospitality. When everyone else seems to categorize people by status or usefulness, the church 
proclaims and embodies the truth that every person bears the image of God. 



That is what “witness” is. As witnesses, we do not create the truth we testify to, we just point toward it. 
We just bear the testimony of what we have seen and experienced. As the church, we are not called to 
force the kingdom into existence through coercion or domination, we are called to bear witness to the 
kingdom that God is already bringing into the world through Christ. 

To me, this passage feels especially important right now because we continue to struggle with the same 
misunderstanding the disciples had. We still see the impulse of many wanting Jesus to restore the 
kingdom in ways that align with our national identities, our political preferences, our desire for cultural 
control. 

Today, in Washington D.C., there is a large rally called Rededicate 250, connected to the upcoming 250th 
anniversary celebrations of the United States. This rally, going on as we speak, consists of Christian 
worship, patriotic imagery, political rhetoric, and language about restoring America as “One Nation Under 
God.” And (hear me on this), while there is nothing inherently wrong with loving one’s country or praying 
for one’s nation, there is always deep spiritual danger whenever Christianity becomes fused with 
nationalism in a way that confuses the purposes of God with the ambitions of a nation-state. Rededicate 
250 is the perfect example of the dangerous misunderstanding that the disciples demonstrate in today’s 
text. Once Christianity becomes primarily about preserving national power, it has drifted away from 
Jesus. 

Today, we witness many asking the same question as the disciples, “Lord, is this the time when you will 
restore the kingdom to Israel?” Jesus redirected them away from national triumph, and he does the same 
for us. He directed them toward Spirit-filled witness, and he does the same for us. 

You all hear me talk about Christian nationalism all the time, and the dangers it poses to faithful 
discipleship with Christ. The danger is not that Christians participate in politics. As Christians, we should 
absolutely care about justice, truth, compassion, and the common good and do what we can to work and 
strive for those things. The danger is that Jesus becomes absorbed into the mythology of a nation, so that 
loyalty to country slowly becomes intertwined with loyalty to Christ in ways that are diKicult to separate. 

But the ascended Christ cannot be contained within the identity of any nation. Jesus does not ascend in 
order to become America’s king, or Rome’s king, or Israel’s king alone. We do not get to hold him as our 
personal or national possession. He ascends as Lord over all creation, which means every nation stands 
under his judgment just as every nation stands under his grace. And that means the church needs to 
always preserve enough distance from political power to speak truthfully. The church must be free to 
celebrate justice wherever it appears while also being willing to name cruelty, exclusion, violence, greed, 
racism, or fear, especially when those things are wrapped in patriotic and religious language. As Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. said, the church must neither be the master nor the servant of the state, but its 
conscience. 

To be witnesses for Christ requires truthfulness, and the church almost always loses its clarity of witness 
whenever it becomes too closely attached to empire. This is why the story of the Ascension matters so 
much. The Ascension is not about Jesus disappearing into the sky somewhere far away from earth. It is 
about enthronement. It is the declaration that ultimate authority belongs not to Caesar, not to empire, not 



to military force, not to nationalism, but to the crucified and risen Christ, whom none of us can hold on to 
for our own purposes or agendas. 

And a reminder about the one who is enthroned – he still bears the wounds of the cross. The enthroned 
one is not a tyrant wielding a sword, he is the crucified one whose rule is marked by self-giving love. 
Power itself is redefined in Jesus. The kingdoms of the world rule through fear, coercion, and violence, but 
Christ reigns sacrificial love, through breaking down barriers, and creating neighbors out of people who 
were once enemies. God’s kingdom spreads not through force, but through witness. 

And then, after Jesus ascends, the disciples stand there staring upward into heaven until the messengers 
finally ask them: “Why do you stand looking up toward heaven?” You can feel the uncertainty of this 
moment as the disciples as, “What now? What are we supposed to do next?” Jesus is gone, the future is 
unclear, and they are left in this in-between place. And what do they do? They return to Jerusalem 
together, and they wait in prayer. 

That’s not a very impressive looking response, at least according to the world’s standards. There is no 
army, no throne, no revolution, no political victory celebration. Instead, there’s just this small, uncertain, 
confused community gathered together, waiting for God to show them what’s next. And that little praying 
community becomes the beginning of the church – not because they seize power, but because the Holy 
Spirit enables them to bear faithful witness to another kind of kingdom. 

That is still the church’s calling – that’s still our calling: not to win in the way the world defines winning, 
but to become communities whose lives point toward Christ. The calling is to be a community that 
embodies mercy, generosity, hope, and self-giving love. The disciples wanted a kingdom restored through 
domination, but Jesus gave them a kingdom carried by the Spirit. Two thousand years later, we are still 
struggling to learn the diKerence. Perhaps Ascension Sunday reminds us that the kingdom of God does 
not arrive through conquest, but through us, through ordinary people, filled with the Holy Spirit, learning 
day by day how to bear faithful witness to the crucified and risen Christ in the midst of the empires of this 
world. Amen. 

 


