
SERMON Easter 7B 24/5/09 Pastor Elizabeth Richardson 
The Hebrew Scriptures: Acts 1: 15-17, 21-26 
Letter to the Early Churches:  1 John 5: 9-13  
The Gospel:  John 17: 6-19 
 
Three days ago, Thursday, was Ascension Day.  It is the day on which the Christian 
church celebrates the ascension of Jesus to heaven.  The reading from Acts this morning 
follows on from there.  There was work to be done, the 12th position among the disciples to 
be filled.  They couldn’t sit around celebrating the ascension or mourning Jesus’ death.  
That is the way that things normally go after a death.  They had a few days of mourning, 
then they understood that Jesus had been taken into heaven and then they started to get 
on with life. 
 
When my husband died, I felt as though I was in some sort of limbo until after the funeral.  
Some matters had to be dealt with straight away but, in general, I concentrated on simply 
getting through those few days until the funeral.  It was only after the funeral that I was in a 
position to start to take stock of my life and get on with all the multitude of things that have 
to be done after a death.  And those things do have to be done.  Life goes on and much of 
it is routine workaday stuff. 
 
And so it was with the disciples.  The ascension worked in a similar way to a funeral.  
There was a period when they did nothing much. They had lost Judas, one of their trusted 
number, turned traitor.  They had witnessed the trial and execution of their leader, Jesus.  
And yet, Jesus was relying on them to continue to take God’s message to the world.  Life 
had to go on.  And so, after the ascension, they followed the normal Temple procedures 
for elections in order to choose a new member of the twelve.  They prepared a short list of 
two and then drew lots.  That meant that they wrote the names of the two on stones, put 
them in a vessel, perhaps a cup, and shook it until one came out.  The name on the first 
stone to pop out was the name of the person chosen.  The new member of the inner circle 
of twelve was Matthias. 
 
This happened before the Spirit came on the extended group at Pentecost.  It is an 
interesting lesson for the church.  We need to have our house in order, to have our 
management systems in place and the right people chosen to lead before we can take the 
message to others.  Who will listen to a disorganised bunch of people all going in different 
directions no matter how sincere they may be? 
 
What were the criteria for the choice of the two on the short list?  They looked for people 
who had accompanied Jesus and the inner group throughout his ministry and who could 
be a witness to the resurrection.  Then they prayed for God to indicate which of the two 
should be the final one.  God spoke through the casting of lots.  These twelve became 
apostles.   Today, of course, it is not possible to select church leaders who have had the 
physical contact with Jesus which those apostles had.  Nevertheless, leaders are chosen 
for the way in which they have lived with the risen Christ. 
 
It is a mistake to think that to be a Christian, it is sufficient to learn about Jesus and what 
he did and taught.  Indeed it would be possible to spend a lifetime studying all that can be 
gleaned about the life and times of Jesus.  But that of itself is not sufficient to make a 
Christian.  For that we have to experience the Risen Christ as a guide and companion in 
our daily life. 
 
The writer and preacher, William Willimon, has said:  “How do you know if you’re a 
Christian?  You are if you are somebody seeking after, trying to figure our, seeking to 
imitate, falling in love with, trying to look like this Jew from Nazareth who was one with the 
Father”. 



 
When we turn to the gospel reading we see Jesus at prayer.  Possibly, the prayer has 
been reworded a bit by the author, John, so that the Christian community can pray it as its 
own.  At the start of the chapter, Jesus celebrates the fact that this work is done.  He has 
taught his disciples all he can.  Then he asks God to glorify him, to lift him up to the 
position of Messiah.  But Jesus knows that the disciples are at risk, just as he himself was 
at risk and so they need God’s protection.   
 
Let’s think for a moment what we are seeing in that prayer.  Jesus was praying to God.  
Well, you might say, that is normal.  But the very fact that Jesus knew he could pray to 
God and that he could ask for God to take care of his disciples teaches us that God is a 
being who welcomes prayer.  God is open to requests like this.  And God will not only 
listen but will do something.  God can be asked to care for others.  Asking God to care for 
others is something we do whenever we pray for people and situations.  We do so 
knowing that God is a caring God.  That God can make a difference in peoples’ lives.   
 
Jesus asked that God sanctify his disciples or make them holy.  Some people today are 
referred to as being holy and it usually means that the person is over pious and religious.  
Back in New Testament times, it referred to the Temple in Jerusalem.  When the high 
priests had to go into the inner sanctum, the Holy of Holies, they had to go through a 
special ceremony to consecrate themselves, to be set apart to enter the presence of God 
and pray there for the people.  It is in this sense that Jesus sees himself as being set apart 
for service to God to God’s people.  And it is in this sense also that Jesus asks for God to 
set apart the disciples so that they can continue the work after Jesus’ crucifixion. 
 
In this prayer, we see Jesus as a person who has been totally set aside or dedicated to 
serving God.  Jesus has taken the message of love for God and for our neighbours to the 
people around him.  He has had a group of supporters who have travelled with him and 
from them he has selected a smaller group who will be the leaders of the future. Jesus 
knows that the end of his life and mission is near and yet he takes care of his disciples by 
handing them on to the care of God in the certain knowledge that God will give them the 
very best care. 
 
And so it was, after the resurrection and the ascension, that the small band of eleven were 
able to ask God to show them who would be the best person to make their number back to 
twelve.  They already knew that God was there to support and guide them as they moved 
forward in life to continue the work that Jesus had started.   
 
God has continued to guide people throughout the ages.  Each generation has passed on 
the good news to following generations.  Sometimes it seems as though the church is in 
decline and maybe it is.  But through the past nearly two thousand years, periods of some 
decline have been followed by a period of renewal.  There have been times when it was 
thought that the unity of the church depended on everyone following Christ in the same 
way.  We see that in the first letter of John.  He goes so far as to say that we should not 
even pray for those who see things differently from us and so go a different way.  This is a 
difficult passage and we need to recognise that the writer was living in a different time.  
The early church was struggling with a number of way out ideas as to what it meant to be 
a Christian.  Now we know that we can never shut off from forgiveness.  We know that 
God will forgive those who repent of their sin.  We also know that there are various ways to 
worship and follow God. 
 
The Bible speaks of union with God.  That degree of union doesn’t mean that we have to 
be uniform with each other.  God is so vast that each one of us can only come to know 
one part of God.  That is enough.  But it means that there are many insights of God to be 
had.  There are many ways to pray and to worship.  There are many ways to relate to each 



other.  We need to learn to accept that there will be differences and be prepared to work 
with each other, sometimes even accepting that we cannot understand or agree with 
another.  But all the time we know that we are worshipping the one true God and are 
following in the path of God’s son Jesus Christ. 
 
This past week, Wesley has had two funerals and the two were quite different.  Although 
both the deceased were faithful Christians, and much loved in this community, they lived in 
different ways.  They were different in age, gender and background and so the funeral 
services reflected those differences.  But what an expression of unity there was in the 
Wesley community.  It was truly the church family working together as teams swept 
leaves, put flowers in the church, served as stewards, monitored the sound system and 
assisted with the refreshments.  And how they helped with refreshments!  If you talked to 
all those people, you would find widely differing understandings of Jesus’ message and 
the way to read the Bible.  You would find differing ideas as to how the church should be 
organised and run.  You would find that some put an emphasis on preaching and others 
on pastoral work.  Some are most concerned about the children and others about the older 
members of the congregation.  But all worked together in harmony to honour the two 
members who had died. 
 
Let us pray that the sort of fellowship of Wesley this past week can be universal.  That we 
can work with differences.  And let us each one contemplate the prayer of Jesus that we 
heard this morning.  Read it through and take it in as a prayer so that we too can feel an 
intimate connection with Jesus the Christ and live with him in our hearts. 
Amen. 


