12 May 2013 : Acts 1 : 1-11  [p. 1092]
Plans are being made to give your minister a job. After all, I only work on a Sunday, and even then I normally knock off at lunchtime! This new job is to teach my grandson to drive. What’s really scary about that is that he’s not even 14 yet, and already the finger of responsibility is being pointed in my direction for 3 years hence. 
I’ve been through it all before, with our own three, and there were some pretty scary moments on the way. I won’t name and shame, but one took a disturbingly lax view of speed limits and one night decided to set off a speed camera, thankfully on the other side of the road, just for the fun of it. Father did not see the funny side of that, at all. 

Another, having passed first time, presumably by containing for the period of test the incandescent road rage that was all too obvious during practice sessions, set off the following Saturday to drive to a football match at Blackburn, went into a blind panic about the prospect of a first shot on a motorway as we approached Junction 44 north of Carlisle, but by junction 43 was nonchalantly hurtling past lorries at 90 in the fast lane. 

Still another, and this was the best of the lot, managed to bend a lamp-post, remodel a friend’s new car, and trash an electric junction box, at one fell swoop, without actually leaving The Glebe, and did so in front of an awestruck audience at our front window, an audience that included the owner of the new car, who used to be a friend. 

And they want to sentence me to endure it all again with the next generation? Bunch of sadists! Actually, with Connor, it might just about be OK. When it comes Amy’s turn, I think it might be time to hand in my driving licence! There are some things just too scary even to contemplate! In learning to drive, there’s a process involved. First of all, there’s a time when it’s all done for us because we’re too young, too immature, even to think about doing the job ourselves. There’s a legal driving age for a reason!

The next stage, once we’re old enough, is to watch and pay attention while someone does it, so we can see what’s involved. Next in line is the big step of doing it ourselves, but with supervision and emergency help as required from somebody more experienced. That’s why there are dual controls in most driving instructors’ cars. Then comes the test, when the friendly face of the instructor in the passenger seat is replaced by the deadpan expression of the examiner, whose job is not to encourage the learner driver but in fact to safeguard him and every other road user by making sure he has what it takes.

Finally, the glorious moment when the examiner turns round, his Sphinx-like expression melts into a warm smile, a congratulatory hand is extended, the L-plates come off and are ritually shredded or burned. But then comes perhaps the most unnerving moment of all as, for the very first time, you set off in the car all by yourself, It’s up to you now. There’s no-one in the passenger seat to advise you, to guide you, to take the controls if you get flustered. You’re a big boy, a big girl, now, and you just have to get on with it.   
What I’ve described is almost a parable for the process Jesus went through with the disciples. Indeed the word “disciple” means “learner”. He called them, because He saw in their ordinary everyday life and work a certain raw potential, above all the openness of their hearts. He taught them and He performed miracles in their presence, showing them what to do and how to do it. He then encouraged them to do the things He had been doing, but was on hand to clean up the mess they often left behind.

But it couldn’t go on that way forever. Jesus could not hang around the earth for the rest of time like a Superman figure. The greatest and most powerful thing Jesus ever did was to go to the cross, dying there in our place, taking the guilt and punishment that should have fallen on our shoulders. And then Jesus rose again from the dead, utterly destroying and humiliating the power of death and its author, the devil. The resurrection of Jesus was the ultimate triumph of life over death, grace over judgement, blessing over curse.

You’ll remember that Jesus’ last words from the cross were “It is finished”, and as far as His earthly life and work was concerned, it was. For the previous 3½ years, Jesus had carried out His ministry as the Son of Man. If you look through the gospels, you’ll see that was what He called Himself, most of the time. It was not as God, but as a fully obedient man, that Jesus had taught and healed and fed the hungry and died. 

I know some of you may find that thought shocking. I am not saying that Jesus was not God at any time. He said Himself that He and His Father are one. [John 10.30]. That’s not negotiable. Ever. But He did lay aside His heavenly majesty and glory to come down here among us as flesh and blood. Listen to what Hebrews 2 says : we see Jesus, who was made lower than the angels for a little while, now crowned with glory and honour because he suffered death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone.
Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might break the power of him who holds the power of death – that is, the devil – and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. For this reason he had to be made like them, fully human in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people.
Philippians 2 backs this up : Christ Jesus, who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death – even death on a cross! To be the Saviour and redeemer of the human race, Jesus had to be fully human. For those 3½ years, Jesus acted as obedient man, not as God.
Now that work, as Son of man, was indeed finished. But as the risen Son of God, there was still some vitally important work to do, before heading home to His rightful place in Heaven at the right hand of the Father. That work was to commission those who would follow after Him and carry on what He had begun.
God’s salvation plan for the human race is more radical, more wonderful, than most of us have realized. Just as the plan and purpose of God demanded that Jesus become just like us for a while, it envisaged that we become just like Him for eternity. Now this isn’t some crazy kite-flying, this is what it says in the Book, and you’ve heard all these verses before. 1 John 1.17 :  This is how love is made complete among us so that we will have confidence on the day of judgment: in this world we are like Jesus. 
You know the old question : what are you going to be when you grow up? What’s the right answer, Biblically? Just like Jesus, in this world. Oh yes, when we die and go to Heaven we shall we like Him, that’s gloriously true, praise God, amen, but we don’t need to wait that long to experience and enjoy Christ-likeness, living like Jesus, loving like Jesus, ministering just like Jesus.
John 14.12-13 : the words of Jesus Himself on the eve of His crucifixion : Very truly I tell you, whoever believes in me will do the works I have been doing, and they will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father.  And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son. 

As Jesus gets ready to go home to His Dad in Heaven, He gets His followers ready to roll out God’s glorious saving purpose for and throughout the whole of the world. If you were here last week, you’ll remember we looked at the Great Commission at the end of Matthew’s gospel : All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.’
In the Christian calendar, we call this Ascension Sunday, when we remember that Jesus went back up to Heaven and committed the gospel into the hands of mortal, fallible men. For the surviving disciples, this was the day the L-plates came off. This was the day they could no longer run to Jesus and get Him to clear up the mess they had made. They had to grow up, shape up, step up, and get on with it. That was then. This is now. And, for us today, it’s the exact same challenge. Jesus isn’t around in flesh and blood any more. 

If this world and its people – let’s bring it closer to home – if our children and grand-children are to be delivered from the total and utter mess the greedy and godless are making of this nation, this world, and are instead to enjoy what Jesus gave His life for them to enjoy – life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows – we need to grow up, shape up, step up and get on with being what we are commanded to be – just like Jesus in this world. The Christian faith is not a spectator sport. We don’t get to sit comfortably on the sidelines and watch idly as others spread the gospel. We sink or swim together.

Paul commends the Philippian church for their willingness to partner with Him in the gospel. Without that partnership, that sense of ownership of the saving grace of Jesus, by those faithful people back then, ask yourself if the good news of Jesus would ever have reached us. Where would we be then? So where will future generations be without us?
In 1 Corinthians 12 and Ephesians 4, among other places, the church is described as the body of Christ. If you want a cup of tea, you can’t simply wave a magic wand and a nice mug of Earl Grey arrives. Unless you’re me at the church door on a Sunday! You need to get up off your hind quarters, moved your body to the kitchen, and get your body into various activities with a kettle, a cup and a tea-bag. The greatest and noblest of ideas can get nowhere if the body does not co-operate in their execution.

God’s plan, for which the blood of Jesus has already paid, dearly and in full, to make His gift of new and everlasting life, life of health and prosperity, peace and purpose, available to this and future generations, is going nowhere without the willingness and enthusiasm of the body of Christ, that means all of us, to be partners in making it happen

Today we come to the table of the Lord, to remember with immense, humble gratitude that we are His body, His called and chosen people, His partners and ambassadors in this world today, His joint-heirs in the Kingdom for eternity. That is who we are, and what we are is to be like Jesus in this world. It’s time for all of us, no exceptions, no excuses, to make a commitment to grow up, shape up, step up and get on with it, confident that our willingness to obey is matched by God’s willingness to empower us to be effective in our obedience, and we’ll look at that the next time we’re together.    
Act of Dedication [all invited to stand to join in]

I believe in God the Father, who made me in the beginning, whose hand is upon me every day of my life, who has promised to love me till the end of time.

I believe in Jesus Christ, Son of God, who by His death has forgiven my sins and, by His rising again, has given me new life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows.

I believe in the Holy Spirit of the living God, who works within me day by day to make me more like Jesus, and empowers me to follow in the footsteps of Jesus my Lord.

I promise to put God first in my life, above everyone and everything else, and to devote to Him the first fruits of my time, my abilities and my resources. 

I promise, with the help of the Holy Spirit, to seek the face of God each day and to trust Him in every circumstance of life.

I promise, again with the help of the Holy Spirit, to be a faithful witness to the love of Jesus in word and action, as a good neighbour to all my fellow men and women throughout God’s one world.
