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“Is This the Time?” / John 17:1-11 / Acts 1:6-14  

I think it’s an interesting thing – I suppose we need to recall that the folks who assemble the 
Lectionary actually put some thought in it – not only is there the goal of essentially moving through 
the entire scope of Scripture in 3 years, but the passages are connected.  It took some time for this 
week, but by golly, there is a connection!  There actually is a connection between the John passage 
and the Acts account of the Ascension.    

Let’s take a look at what God has for us this week.  I want to move through the John passage more 
quickly, to focus more on the Ascension account from the Book of Acts – as you may know, this 
past Thursday was not only the National Day of Prayer, it was the Day of the Ascension.    

Let’s set the stage – it’s Thursday night, the night of the Last Supper – Jesus has just finished 
speaking to his disciples, and now lifts up his eyes, and prays to his Father…   

Verse 1: Jesus looks up to heaven and says, “the hour has come…”  We want to focus on what 
might be called a divine sense of timing, and the overall organized nature of God’s plan in human 
history.  Obviously, Jesus was aware of all this: his place in eternal history, and the importance of 
timing and his Father’s will.  For example, at the beginning of his ministry, Jesus attended a 
wedding.  As we know, the party ran out of wine, and his mother asked him to do something about 
it!  He responded to her, “Woman, my time has not yet come.”  Later, when his brothers urged him 
to go to Jerusalem to gain publicity for himself, he refused because “the time had not yet come.”  
Again, Jesus twice escaped death, because “his time had not yet come.”  But now, he said to his 
Father in heaven, “the hour has come.”    

Verse 1: Glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify you.  We are talking here about all the events 
that come at the climax of his Incarnation.  We are on the eve of the crucifixion, the turning point of 
history.  I am struck by the word glorify.  In John 13:30, Judas has just left the upper room, and we 
are told “and it was night.”  Jesus then declares, “now is the Son of Man glorified…”  I find this a 
most amazing turn of events – the betrayer leaves, and the Son of Man is glorified.  Jesus had 
focused his entire life on earth to delivering his Father’s message – he now petitions the Father to 
glorify him by returning him to the place he can before the world was created.     

A question – just how does Jesus glorify God?  Obedience!  Look again to Scripture, Matthew 
26:53.  He could have escaped!  There they are, in the Garden, and Peter draws his sword and cuts 
off a servant’s ear.  What does Jesus say? “Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he 
will at once send me more than twelve legions of angels?  Do you know how many angels that is?  
According to historians, a legion, in the time of Jesus probably consisted of 6,200 foot soldiers and 
300 horses, twelve of which would amount to 78,000 men.  

Verses 2-3: “…to give eternal life to all whom you have given him.  And this is eternal life: that 
they may know you, the only true God.” What do we usually think of when we say, “eternal life?” 
We are not talking duration, but quality.  Eternal life is not described in chronological terms but by 
a relationship. Life is active involvement with environment; death is the cessation of involvement 
with the environment, whether it be physical or personal.  The highest kind of life is involvement 
with the highest kind of environment.  I read the following:  “A worm is content to live in soil; we 
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need not only the wider environment of earth, sea, and sky but also contact with other human 
beings.  For the complete fulfillment of our being, we must know God. This, said Jesus, constitutes 
eternal life. Not only is it endless, since the knowledge of God would require an eternity to develop 
fully, but qualitatively it must exist in an eternal dimension.   

Christianity, and eternal life, are not just about going to heaven when we die – both are about 
knowing God.  We need to continually remind ourselves that we are not just sitting here each week 
so we can go to heaven when we die!   

Verse 5: Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory I had in your presence before the 
world existed… Jesus is asking to return to the glorious presence, where he was before the 
beginning of time.  Look at the beginning of John’s gospel: John 1:1-3: In the beginning was the 
Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  2 He was in the beginning with God.  3 

All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being.  Jesus’ 
petition is for a return to his pristine glory.  It implies unmistakably his preexistence and equality 
with the Father. It confirms his claim that he and the Father are one (John 10:30)  

Verse 10: All mine are yours, and yours are mine; and I have been glorified in them.  When I 
counsel a man and a woman for marriage, we discuss the idea of pre-nuptial agreements – it’s like 
saying, “Well, it might not work out, so maybe we had better check to see the exits are working just 
in case…”  Whenever we get on an airplane, the flight attendant tells us to look for the exits!  With 
a pre-nuptial agreement, we are looking for the exits!  By declaring that what is his belongs to the 
Father, and what belongs to the Father is his, Jesus is proclaiming his equality with the Father. Each 
has full title to the possessions of the other; they share the same interests and responsibilities.   

Verse 11: And now I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to you.  
Even though he has not yet experienced the agony of the cross, he is speaking of being “no longer 
in the world.”  This is true obedience!  He is coming to the Father – we will discuss the actual event 
in a few minutes   

Verse 11: Holy Father, protect them in your name, so they may be one, as we are one…In this 
verse, Jesus uses the adjective “Holy” to describe the Father.  The use of such an adjective occurs 
only once elsewhere.  Jesus is using it as a comparison to the selfishness and evil of the world that 
confronts the disciples.  I won’t ask for a show of hands, but has anyone here ever experienced, 
giving or receiving, selfishness or evil?  Gosh, if we all raised our hands, that must mean that we 
receive, or we give!    

In addition, Jesus is asking the Father for unity among his disciples.  Can you imagine, being one as 
Jesus as the Father are one?  How about that as a goal?  

Let’s repeat verse 11 one more time: And now I am no longer in the world, but they are in the 
world, and I am coming to you.  I am coming to you.  And just how did Jesus get to the Father, he 
Ascended!  Let’s turn now to the passage from Acts.    

Look at some background.  The author is Luke, the only Gentile author in the Bible.  He was a 
colleague of Paul, and traveled with him.  If we look through the book of Acts, we come across the 
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so-called “we passages” in Acts.  Further, Luke is described by Paul in Colossians as a physician. In 
the letter to Philemon, Paul calls him “a fellow worker.”  In II Timothy, Luke is with Paul until the 
very end…   

Also, Luke did a great deal of research to be certain he got his information straight – look at his 
opening to his gospel, Luke 1:1-4: Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of 
the events that have been fulfilled among us, 2 just as they were handed on to us by those who from 
the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, 3 I too decided, after investigating 
everything carefully from the very first, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent 
Theophilus, 4 so that you may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been 
instructed. Acts opens with almost an identical statement.  I read somewhere the suggestion that 
perhaps he stayed for a while in Jerusalem, and maybe he even interviewed Mary!  Can you 
imagine?    

So, what about the Ascension – it’s described only by Luke – the others do not mention it.  On the 
other hand, it’s assumed everywhere else in the NT, including the letters, and Revelation.  Also, 
look at the most-quoted verse in the NT – Psalm 110:1: The LORD says to my lord, "Sit at my right 
hand until I make your enemies your footstool."   

Luke tells the account simply, unlike other Apocryphal accounts.  There is no embroidery, no 
exaggeration.  One scholar wrote, “The visible historical ascension has a readily intelligible 
purpose” – Jesus had to get back to heaven somehow!  He is not the first astronaut – he did not 
journey thru space!  

What about the two accounts? Does Luke contradict himself?  Were there two ascensions?  One on 
Easter (24:51), one forty days later (1:9)?  As you can imagine, there have been quite a few words 
written on this topic.  In reality, Luke was discussing two theological points.  The gospel account 
brings his story to a conclusion, and the Acts version begins the earthly ministry of the church, 
empowered by the Holy Spirit.  There are small differences – in the gospel, Jesus has raised hands, 
and in Acts, the two men in white appear.    

There are, however, more similarities than differences.    

Both say: 

 

The Ascension followed the commissioning of the disciples 

 

It took place outside Jerusalem 

 

He was taken up to heaven (note the passive voice, meaning it was an act of the Father) 

 

The disciples returned to Jerusalem together (with great joy) 

 

They waited for the Spirit to come, in accordance with the Lord’s plan and promise  

Let’s get to our passage, which begins with (to me) a most ridiculous question: “Lord, is this the 
time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?”  Now that I have studied this passage more 
carefully, I imagine that I would have asked the same question.  If we look closely, this was not 
such an unreasonable thing to ask  
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Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel? Let’s look more closely.  The 
adverbial clause is this the time shows that they were expecting its immediate establishment.  The 
verb restore shows they were expecting a political and territorial kingdom.  The noun Israel shows 
they were expecting a national kingdom.    

Throughout his ministry, Jesus had two main topics of conversation: Kingdom of God, and the 
Spirit of God.  The Jews believed that when God establishes his Kingdom, he would also pour out 
the Spirit.  If the Spirit was to come, didn’t this mean the Kingdom was to come as well?  In Jewish 
expectations, the restoration of Israel's fortunes would be marked by the revived activity of God's 
Spirit, which had been withheld since the last of the prophets.  If the disciples made a mistake, it 
was to misunderstand both the nature of the kingdom and the relation between the kingdom and the 
Spirit.    

This sounds quite logical, doesn’t it?  If it’s so logical, let it serve as a reminder as to why we are so 
smart and perceptive, unlike these other guys.  How many of us have prayed to God, offering our 
own suggestions regarding God’s timing, and then offering advice on what exactly God needed to 
do?  

Verse 7: “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own 
authority.” This answer from Jesus is so fresh, new, and convicting for us today, isn’t it?  It is not 
for us to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority!  Jesus shifts the 
emphasis from speculation about the future to demonstration in the present.  Instead of restoration 
of the past, look to the transformation of the present! Wow, suppose that has meaning for us today?  
Restoration of the past, or transformation of the present…hmmm.  Here we are, embarking on the 
Interim process.  The past is past, and we should all be thankful for it.  But it is not our goal to 
restore the past, but to focus on the transformation of the future.  Jesus’ answer tells the disciples to 
revise their thinking about the divine program, leaving to God the matters that are his concern and 
taking up the things that are their concern.  The things given to us by God are quite enough to keep 
us busy, thank you very much…   

Verse 8: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Here the mandate 
to witness is explicitly set out. It comes as a direct commission from Jesus himself – in fact, Jesus' 
last words before his ascension and, therefore, words that are final and conclusive. Once again, 
Jesus’ last words on earth should be enough for us as well, and should shape everything we do – 
“you will be my witnesses…”   

Verses 9-11: Another great passage from Scripture!  When he had said this, as they were watching, 
he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight.  10 While he was going and they were 
gazing up toward heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by them.  11 They said, "Men of 
Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you 
into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven."   

There are two reasons the ascension was absolutely necessary.  FIRST, the final moment when 
Jesus would go back to the glory that was his; not a matter of him simply fading from the scene – 
imagine is he just stopped showing up! SECOND, this passage is also about the Second Coming! 
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Scripture tells us quite clearly – he is now in heaven, but he is coming back!  In Mark’s gospel, 
Jesus is talking about his return: Mark 13:32: “But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the 
angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.”  God is still in charge, and he has a plan for the 
world.  Our ministry and mission are not haphazard conglomerations of chance events which are 
going nowhere!  There is an event towards which all creation is moving – Christ’s return.  We must 
be ready for that day…  

Verses 10-11: Men in white robes – angels! While he was going and they were gazing up toward 
heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by them.  11 They said, "Men of Galilee, why do you 
stand looking up toward heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will 
come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven." Luke uses the verb for “gazing” in twelve of 
its fourteen NT occurrences, mainly for dramatic effect.  Of course, we all would have been 
nonchalant about something like this, right? Christian mission must be based on the ascended and 
living Lord who directs his church from heaven and who will return to consummate what he has 
begun.   

Verse 11:  The angels' message was twofold: The Jesus the disciples had known now had a 
heavenly existence. This is stressed by the double use of the phrase "into heaven."  Further, this 
same Jesus they had known (note the intensive demonstrative pronoun houtos – i.e., "this same" 
Jesus) would return "in the same way you have seen him go into heaven." "In the same way" (hon 
tropon, which corresponds to the adverb houtos) probably refers to Jesus' being enveloped in the 
cloud of the divine presence and glory.   

Verses 12-14: So what did they do?  They obeyed Jesus and waited, and prayed! Look at Luke 
24:49: The disciples had been instructed by Jesus to "stay in the city until you have been clothed 
with power from on high" Look at Acts 1:4: They were "not [to] leave Jerusalem, but wait for the 
gift my Father promised" and begin their witness "at Jerusalem" (Luke 24:47; Acts 1:8).  

My sermon title is, “Is This The Time?”  I can feel the energy is this congregation, in this place.  
We are all here asking God, “Is this the time?”  But the issue of supreme importance for us is, “Is 
this the time for WHAT?”  That is the question we must focus on now, and in the weeks and months 
to come.  We know we have received the gift of the Holy Spirit.  And now, as Jesus instructed his 
disciples, we must wait patiently for our mission to be fully revealed to us.  We know we are called 
to be witnesses to the world, but how should it look?  What exactly are we to do?  Who are we now, 
and who is God calling us to be?    

Let us continually be in prayer, asking God to show us the way.   


