
 

Sermon for 16 May 2021 

Power and witness 
 
Please read Acts 1.1-11. 
 
You’ve probably been part of a conversation that’s gone in the wrong 
direction.  Perhaps someone’s gone off on a tangent; they’ve got away 
from the main point, and then everyone else starts to follow.  Or perhaps 
you’ve seen a programme like ‘Question Time’; often the speakers veer 
away from the original question and need to be reminded of it!  
Sometimes they don’t really want to answer the question! 
 
Something like that seems to be going on in today’s reading.  After the 
resurrection, Jesus appears to his apostles on various occasions.  He’s 
still teaching them.  And just as he did before his death, he’s teaching 
them about the kingdom of God.  There’s still so much for them to learn, 
and they still don’t always understand him. 
 
The last time that Jesus meets his apostles, he tells them specifically 
what they should do: ‘Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my 
Father promised, which you have heard me speak about.  For John 
baptised with water, but in a few days you will be baptised with the Holy 
Spirit.’ (v.4-5)  Jesus says that he has already spoken about the Holy 
Spirit.  But I wonder how much they really understood.  I think that when 
the Holy Spirit comes in great power on the Day of Pentecost, it’s quite 
a shock to them all.  Perhaps they should be asking Jesus to clarify this.  
Perhaps they should be asking him more about the Spirit. 
 
Instead, they ask him about the kingdom: ‘Lord, are you at this time 
going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’  Encouraged by the resurrection, 
they seem to think that Jesus is going to become the earthly king of 
Israel; that he’s going to throw off the Roman oppressors and reign in 
Jerusalem.  But they’ve got the wrong end of the stick.  And they should 
be asking about the Holy Spirit.  Jesus tells them, ‘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.’ (v.8)  ‘Power’ and ‘witness’: those are the things that really matter.  
Let’s think about them. 
 



 

Power  

Wouldn’t it be amazing to be part of a church that was making new 
Christians every week?  Wouldn’t it be amazing if every time you turned 
up there were a few new people?  Wouldn’t it be amazing if we saw 
healings every time we met and miracles in our community?  Wouldn’t 
it be amazing to be living through a revival and really see the power of 
God at work?  Perhaps we hear of things like this, and we wish it could 
happen here.  
 
Things like this do happen from time to time in some places.  But 
sometimes things get exaggerated.  And normally there’s another side 
to the story.  The church is growing rapidly in some parts of the world, 
and they tend to be places where there’s persecution.  That was the 
case for the church after Pentecost: there was huge growth, but along 
with it, persecution.  Whenever we hear about something amazing 
happening in a church, there will be so many ‘ordinary’ things going on 
at the same time.  Perhaps we’re sometimes looking at things from the 
wrong angle.  Perhaps we fail to see what’s really going on. 
 
At times over the past year I’ve felt pretty rubbish.  Some of the 
restrictions and challenges of doing things in a new way have made me 
feel I’m not very good at what I do.  I haven’t felt very powerful, and I 
don’t feel that a lot of the time, to be honest.  But power isn’t about how 
I feel.  Here, Jesus is talking about God’s power.  God’s power is always 
with us, despite us and our weaknesses.  God works in us and through 
us by his power, and we can’t always feel that or spot it happening.   
 
Like the disciples looking for the kingdom in the wrong place, we can try 
to spot power in the wrong way.  God’s power is not like human power.  
We could even be getting in the way of it.  We need to remember what 
God said to Paul: ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made 
perfect in weakness.’ (2 Corinthians 12.9)  Paul continues, ‘That is why, 
for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in 
persecution, in difficulties.  For when I am weak, then I am strong.’  
 
God’s power is at work in so many ways, so many ways that we take for 
granted.  When just one person comes to faith, it takes power.  When 
just one person summons up the courage and comes back to church, it 
takes power.  When someone stands up to read or pray or offer their 
reflections, it takes power.  When someone feels a bit better because of 



 

someone’s prayer for them, that’s power.  When someone serves God 
in some way, there’s power there.  And that leads us to our second 
word… 
 

Witness 

If you feel a bit rubbish as a Christian and don’t feel very powerful, then 
you’re not likely to feel like a very good witness.  Telling other people 
about Jesus is the thing most of us are most likely to shy away from. 
 
But what made the apostles witnesses?  A witness is someone who’s 
seen something, and the apostles were witnesses of the resurrection – 
they’d seen the risen Jesus.  They were also about to be witnesses of 
Jesus’ ascension, and those events show that Jesus is King, not just of 
Israel but of the whole world.  Their task is to let other people know that. 
 
We haven’t seen the risen Lord Jesus or his ascension.  But we’ve seen 
him at work and experienced him in other ways.  We’ve sensed his 
presence, we know his forgiveness, he’s answered our prayers, he’s 
helped us and transformed things in our lives.  We are witnesses of 
those things.  And those are the things we can share with other people.  
We can tell them how Jesus has touched our lives.  And even if we’re 
not talking about it, we can still be witnesses by the way we are – things 
like our character and lifestyle. 
 
We have to remember what witness really is – showing Jesus to other 
people – and that there are many ways of doing it.  And we have to 
remember in whose power we do this – that of Jesus himself. 
 
Here’s something Pope Francis has written about mission and 
evangelism: 
 

Though it is true that this mission demands great generosity on our part, 
it would be wrong to see it as a heroic individual undertaking, for it is first 
and foremost the Lord’s work, surpassing anything which we can see 
and understand.  Jesus is ‘the first and greatest evangelizer’.  In every 
activity of evangelization, the primacy always belongs to God, who has 
called us to cooperate with him and who leads us on by the power of his 
Spirit…  The life of the Church should always reveal clearly that God 
takes the initiative, that ‘he has loved us first’ (1 John 4.19) and that he 



 

alone ‘gives the growth’ (1 Corinthians 3.7). [from The Joy of the Gospel, 
2013, Libreria Editrice Vaticana] 
 
So… 

• it’s the Lord’s work  

• the primacy belongs to God 

• he leads us by the power of his Spirit 

• he takes the initiative   
 
This reminds me of the idea that mission is seeing what God is doing 
and joining in.  God is always ahead of us; he’s there before us; it’s his 
mission!  And that should release us; release us from the idea that we 
have to do it all ourselves, or we have to try really hard, or that we’ve 
failed if it doesn’t work. 
 
And that takes us back to the kingdom, because this is how the kingdom 
of God comes about.  Not by Jesus’ having a throne in Jerusalem, but 
by his being King of all the world and our witnessing to him in the power 
of his Spirit.    
 

We’re now a few days into Thy Kingdom Come 2021.  I do encourage 
you to start praying or to keep praying.  And if you haven’t already done 
so, think of five people to pray for, and pray that they would come to 
know the love of Jesus for themselves.  That’s where witnessing starts.  
If we really want to witness to people, we have to be praying for them; 
and when we pray, things happen.  It might be that your prayer leads to 
the chance to talk about Jesus to one of those people, or to show him 
to one of them in some other way. 
 
And as you pray, be down to earth about the power of God.  If you 
believe and trust in Jesus, you have the power.  It doesn’t matter how 
you feel on a particular day.  It’s all very ordinary and normal.  And our 
witness should be the same – part of our ordinary, everyday lives; doing 
ordinary, everyday things, with and for other people.  I wonder what that 
will mean for you and me this week. 
 

Richard Wise 


