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Acts 1:1-11 

Jesus Hands the Baton to Us 

 

 In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach 
2
until the day he was taken 

up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen. 
3
After his suffering, 

he presented himself to them and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a 

period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God. 
4
On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he 

gave them this command: “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have 

heard me speak about. 
5
For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” 

6
Then they gathered around him and asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to 

Israel?” 
7
He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. 

8
But you will 

receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 
9
After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. 

10
They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside 

them. 
11

“Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been 

taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.” 

 

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 

 Spring is in the air, and now that the snow is finally gone, sports are in full swing. The other day I caught part of a 

track meet. I was reminded again that some of my favorite events to watch are the relays. Four runners, the passing of the 

baton, and so many other subtle things go into running this race. Now when you talk about relays, who usually gets most 

of the attention? It’s probably the person who runs the first leg and maybe even more, the one who runs the final leg. But 

often lost in the shuffle are the middle runners. They usually are not quite the athletes that the first and last are, their times 

are often slower, but they are vital to the race. If they just didn’t show up, or they ran as if their part of the race didn’t 

matter, it wouldn’t make a difference how fast the first and last would run. The middle runners, however unsung, play a 

critical role in the race.   

Today we celebrate the Festival of Jesus’ Ascension. In the verses we read just minutes ago, we heard the last 

words that Jesus spoke to his disciples and to us before left this earth in bodily form. And when you listen to those words, 

you might say that Ascension is like the handing off of the baton in a track race. Jesus is giving over the ministry of the 

Gospel to his followers. And his followers, that’s the disciples and you and me, are much like middle distance runners.  

Jesus is the first leg - he takes the world’s sin on his shoulders, he suffers and dies, he leaves behind an empty tomb.  

Jesus is the anchor leg – he returns and brings all people back to be with him. But in the between times, he hands the 

baton to us. Maybe that sounds scary at first. Really? Is Jesus saying it all depends on us? That what we do determines 

whether people go to heaven or hell? No, Jesus is still the one working behind the scenes. God’s Holy Spirit is still the one 

who turns hearts from unbelief to faith. So what is our role? What does our leg of the race look like? Well, Jesus’ disciples 

were confused at first, too. After he rose, Jesus appeared to them many times and in the course of conversation, he told 

them about the kingdom of God and then he told them to wait in Jerusalem to receive a gift from the Holy Spirit. They 

didn’t know it yet, but he was preparing them for his departure. They thought that maybe, the end would come right then 

and there with the gift of the Holy Spirit – that this would usher in the last day. 

It’s Jesus answer to their question “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” which 

helps them to understand that Jesus’ return would be further in future and gave them a clear picture of what they were to 

do with the time God would give them, however long that might be. He says, “But you will receive power when the 

Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the 

ends of the earth.”   
With these words, Jesus equipped the disciples to run their leg of the race with purpose. With one little word, 

Jesus defines their role in the race. The word “witnesses.” That is such an important word. First of all, for the things that a 

witness is not. Jesus didn’t tell the disciples that they were to be saviors or messiahs. To save the world was not their job – 

he had already completed that task. He didn’t tell them that they were to be his soldiers. They weren’t to go and make 

disciples of all nations threatening them and harming them if they would not listen. He didn’t call them to be his lawyers 

to come up with just the right phraseology and just the right strategy to wow the world and convince them that Jesus is 

LORD. No, he calls them to be his witnesses. So what is the job of a witness? Just share what you saw – share what you 

know and experienced. That’s Jesus marching orders. That’s how they were to run the leg of the race now that Jesus has 

handed them the baton. And he’s even more specific than that. He says, starting in Jerusalem, then Judea, then “to the 



ends of the earth.” And we are still running this leg of the race today. Jesus would have us building our lives around this 

one key purpose – to be his witnesses. Does that mean we all need to be professional called workers – pastors, teachers, 

missionaries? No. But what Jesus does want us to understand is that being his witnesses is still our number one job even if 

we are a firefighter, or mechanic, or business owner, or engineer, or homemaker. So what does that look like? Well it 

starts in our homes. We witness when we open up that bible story book at night with our toddler. We witness when we 

discipline and say to our child, “you shouldn’t have called your sister that name,” and when we share forgiveness when 

and say “I’m sorry.” We witness when on the summer vacation our daughter’s jaw drops when she sees her first snow 

capped mountain, and we say, “Isn’t our God amazing…” We witness when we comfort a dying parent with the words 

that remind them of the glory to come. But home isn’t the only place. Our main purpose in life is to witness even when 

we’re just living everyday life. For me the other day, it was a one-hour drive to a committal with a young funeral director.  

The conversation started out with chit chat, then what you would expect, “How did you decide to be a funeral director…”  

“How did you end up becoming a pastor…” Oh golden opportunity to ask the question – so do you have a church home?   

OK, I realize that’s probably not an opportunity most of you will have, but you have plenty that I won’t have.  The co-

worker whose family is falling apart and needs a listening ear. The friend who just got some bad news from the doctor.  

The kid you’re coaching in summer baseball, or maybe the parent that sits next to you when you watch a game. So often 

there are opportunities to run that leg of the race, to witness. Or how about through our congregation. Let me highlight a 

ministry of our congregation that is often unseen – the Mommy & Me program that we run at the Children’s Museum that 

has led to a number of contacts with people and has been a prime opportunity to share the message of Jesus with young 

children and adults. This fall, God willing, we will launch a campus ministry to serve students at Marian, UWFDL, and 

Moraine Park. Maybe you can help. And do you know what? You are I are still part of witnessing to the ends of the earth.   

How many times haven’t we seen a world mission highlighted in our WELS Connection videos? Last month it was the 

mission to the Apache in AZ. We’ve been doing that work for 100 years. And yes, “we” includes you and me. A portion 

of our offerings goes to make that work possible. It would be easy to target those funds and say, keep them here, we have 

work here, but we recognize that “go to the ends of the earth” is still part of our purpose.   

So I just shared some success stories and positive examples of carrying the baton and living our purpose. But is 

that always what happens? Is it even what happens most of the time? Yes, I witnessed to that funeral director, but let me 

assure you there have been plenty of times in my life when either I didn’t have the courage, or I was distracted with 

something else. There were plenty of times in my life where I didn’t take the opportunity to reinforce Bible truths at an 

opportune moment with my children; plenty of times as a coach or spectator that I didn’t consider that this too was a 

forum to be God’s witness. We know it’s what we’re here to do. But still it’s a challenge isn’t it? Still we catch ourselves 

caught up in that sin of omission – or “not doing what we should.” It’s not nearly as obvious a sin as using profanity or 

walking out on a spouse, but it’s a rebellion against the very purpose for which God put us here. What does that tell you?  

It’s a good thing he didn’t call us to be saviors! It’s a good thing Jesus did that job, because we really need it!   

And it’s the same Jesus who rescues us and forgives us who also gives us something to help us stand up, wipe off 

the dirt, pick up the baton, and start running again. He gives us a promise. A promise that on Ascension he spoke through 

his angel. The promise is this: “This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the 

same way you have seen him go into heaven.” I wonder how many times those words rang in the ears of the disciples as 

they ran their leg of the race. Their task was not easy: hard work, ridicule, imprisonment, and for most of them martyrdom 

was what they endured as they ran. What got them through it? What helped them up when they stumbled? That promise.  

“Jesus is coming back.” The same Jesus who healed the sick, the same Jesus who calmed the storm, the same Jesus who 

proved to us that he had risen from the dead, the same Jesus who floated up to heaven before our eyes will come back.  

And he will take us to be with him. And all of this pain and hardship that seems so stressful and serious now, will be 

laughable. Jesus is coming back, and he wants to take as many home with him and with me as he can, and he’s charged 

me with being his witness, with telling his story. By the time the disciples died, Jesus’ words had come true, they 

witnessed in Jerusalem and Judea and to the ends of the earth. God’s promise moved them and sustained them. 

You and I have received the same promise. And what a promise it is! That was impressed upon me again these 

past two weeks when God called home four members of our family here at Faith Lutheran. Their lives were all very 

different.  Their families different. Their jobs different.  The circumstance of their deaths were different. Their ages were 

different, but they were all ready. Why? Someone had run his or her leg of the race and witnessed to them. Someone told 

them about Jesus. And now he has taken them to his heavenly mansion. If we could talk with them now and ask “What is 

the greatest gift any person ever gave you?” Do you think any of them would say, “That designer dress,”  “That diamond 

necklace,” “Those season tickets,” or “That fishing boat?” No, they would all tell you, “The greatest gift ever given me 

was the message of forgiveness through Jesus – because that’s why I’m home in heaven.”  

Brothers and Sisters, Jesus has handed us the baton! Run with purpose – be a witness. Run with the promise – 

he’s coming back to take us home. AMEN. 


