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“A New Imagination” 
 
Acts 1:1-11 
In the first book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus did and taught from the beginning 2 
until the day when he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit 
to the apostles whom he had chosen. 3 After his suffering he presented himself alive to them by 
many convincing proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of 
God. 4 While staying with them, he ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the 
promise of the Father. “This,” he said, “is what you have heard from me; 5 for John baptized with 
water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” So when they 
had come together, they asked him, “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to 
Israel?” He replied, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his 
own authority. 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.” 9 
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.” 
 
Growing up my family would take a one-week summer vacation every August. Aunts, 
uncles, grandparents, cousins and my immediate family - all of us from Cincinnati 
would get into our various four door sedans and minivans, and we’d drive to Hilton 
Head, SC - a good 10 or 12 hour drive that would be done in one day. And what do you 
imagine was the single most dreaded question my parents had as the three of us boys 
sat in the back seat of our minivan? “Are we there yet?” 
 
My parents worked diligently to avoid us even thinking that question. They bought one 
of those mini-tvs that could sit between the two front seats. They’d put a VHS tape into 
said tv, and let us cycle through as many Disney movies as possible to keep our minds 
away from the singular question that would race back into our brains the moment there 
was no longer a distraction: “Are we there yet?” 
 
The funny thing, though, is that once every family unit had arrived to Hilton Head and 
began to catch up after the long day’s car ride, I still remember how each of the adults - 
right off the bat - would have a conversation that went like this: 
“So when did you all get in? Oh yeah… how long did that take you? What time did you 
leave?” 
 
There is something in so many of us that is continually and even intensely curious 
about time - and how long things take and when we can expect to arrive, to finish, to 
have the thing complete. 



 
 
“Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” The disciples ask 
Jesus in our passage from Acts chapter 1. The time when Kingdom of Israel is restored 
to the splendor and glory it knew under King David many centuries ago. Under David, 
all twelve tribes of Israel were united. Israel was a formidable military power and other 
people groups even came to the city to pay tribute and recognize that power. 
 
When Mary was pregnant with Jesus, the angel told her this Jesus will be given “the 
Throne of David” (Luke 1:32). At this point in Acts chapter 1 Jesus has overcome even 
death and so it is not unreasonable to ask. “Is now the time when yesterday’s great 
kingdom is again today's great kingdom under the new King David? Is now the time 
when our deepest hopes and dreams are to find fruition?” 
 
Much as with the significant events in every generation, this pandemic has brought 
about renewed talk of the end of the world. Disease, significant drought in some places, 
locusts swarming in parts of Africa…people have put together various pieces and 
wondered quite forthrightly, “Is this the time?” And even if that sort of talk has not 
captured our interest - I do think one could argue that in these recent days the single 
most discussed and debated issue is time. 
 
When will we return - to work? To stores? To the church property? To school? How long 
will this take? When did you first close up shop? When did you re-open this or that? 
Take a moment and consider how many conversations in these recent days have been 
about time and the questions involved “when?” or “how long?” 
 
Jesus replied, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by 
his own authority.” It echoes the same sentiment Jesus shared with the disciples in the 
Gospel of Matthew: “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in 
heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father” (Matthew 24:36). Jesus is frustratingly 
unwilling to give us any kind of understanding of about ‘when’ and in many ways 
dismisses idle speculation about such matters. Why? 
 
What would be so wrong if Jesus could be more clear from time to time about time? 
(I know in Matthew Jesus cannot tell them about the times because he says he himself 
does not know. But what about the Risen Jesus in Acts chapter 1?!) Why not just tell the 
disciples, “You better believe it's time!” and then capture the momentum such a 
pronouncement would make? And I think Jesus keeps the times from us for at least two 
reasons.And one of those reasons is because our desire to know “when” is often a desire 
to cling to a timeline rather than God for our sense of peace. 
 
I remember last fall, I came to Georgetown for just a couple of days so that I could be 
examined by Mission Presbytery as part of the call process that brought me here. The 
examination was to take place at the Presbytery Offices in San Antonio at 11am, and the 
plan was for some of the Pastor Nominating Committee members from FPC to 
accompany me to this examination as a support. 



 
 
 
We split up into a couple of cars, and I was in the car that Demeree Jackson was driving. 
I want to say we got on the road for San Antonio a little after 8am on a Tuesday 
morning…and we are rolling along I-35 until we hit Round Rock. 
 
And then Demeree, if you are watching, you recall we did not just slow down in Round 
Rock. I am fairly confident she put the vehicle in park at least a couple of times because 
there was nowhere to move. It was no less than a 45 minute endeavor to get through 
that 6 mile stretch after some kind of wreck on 35. 
 
And look - I was trying to play it cool like…it’s no big deal if we’re a little a late for 
these 10 or 12 folks waiting to interview me. No big deal if we have no idea how long 
it’ll be before this thing lets up. No big deal that we are so boxed in on this highway that 
we can’t get off or try other routes or really do anything to control what’ going. But 
inside I was flipping out. I was an anxious mess. 
 
I’m sure Demeree could tell but basically once things were not following the timeline, I 
quickly sensed the loss of control regarding the whole situation - and my anxiety 
skyrocketed without every asking me if I wanted that to happen or not. It just did. And 
for me it exposed again just how much I often need things to happen according to 
certain dates and times because that gives me a sense of control and order. Or put 
another way, it exposed how much my sense of peace is tied to things being on time - 
rather than upon the God of peace. 
 
I feel these last two months have been a 60 day traffic jam where many of us have put 
the vehicle in park. And the loss of control over when we will move and how fast we 
will move and if we will ever arrive at some of the places we’ve been trying to get to - 
it’s terrifying. (And for some of us it has exposed how much our sense of peace is tied to 
predictable timelines rather than solely and fully upon the God of Peace - come what 
may.) “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own 
authority.” And what if that is not a frustrating or terrifying response? What if Jesus is 
inviting us unto a new level - not in timelines, but in Jesus? 
 
I think it no accident that after Jesus does not give the time, the disciples are shortly 
thereafter gathered in the upper room together, and Acts chapter 1:14 says, “All these 
were constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain women, including 
Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.” Without any guarantees about 
timing, the disciples see afresh their profound need for and dependence upon the 
author of our time and the One who alone orders our days. 
 
For me, something about that impossible traffic jam on I-35 ironically felt so right 
because - it felt like the examination was beginning two hours earlier than expected, 
and the question was from God and the question was this: “will you as a minister of the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ trust God with all of your heart, mind, body and soul regardless 



 
 
of how or when things happen? Will you let me be your Peace come what may?” 
Planning and timelines are helpful and good tools, but I think one reason ‘the time’ is 
not given by Jesus is that it is an invitation to trust Jesus foremost regardless of when 
things do or do not happen. 
 
The second reason I think Jesus does not give the time is because he wants them to lean 
into a gift they could never have thought to ask for or imagine. When I would ask “Are 
we there yet?” from the back of the car, I always had an image of “there” in my mind. I 
could see Hilton Head Island. I could smell those soft palmettos, I could feel that ocean 
breeze just so. It was a vision of future Hilton Head Island based on all my previous 
visits to Hilton Head. Not a bad assumption at all. Quite natural, actually. 
 
In fact, I think for most of us when we ask “Are we there yet? Is now the time to return 
to this or that? Is now the time to return to school or church or the business or the 
family rhythm…” I think we generally have an image in our head of what once was and 
so will be again soon or in one month or two months or… “Is it time for the past 
experience to be the thing we have again?” 
 
The disciples certainly had a vision for future Israel based on past Israel, glorious Israel 
where Israel was a light to all the nations and all the nations came to the light to honor 
the Lord Almighty… - and they hope it was finally time for a vision they could 
undoubtedly see, smell, and even feel down into their bones.  
 
Jesus responds to their vision with this: (it is not for you to know the times….) “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.” In other words, 
“The very power that raised Jesus from the grave - the Holy Spirit - it is shall be upon 
you. And rather than worry about what time is, here is the vision at hand: be my 
witnesses. in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 
 
Jesus’ response doesn’t have a word about forming the kingdom of Israel like the glory 
days of David. In fact, Jesus turns the beloved vision of old inside out. Rather than 
telling them all the nations will come to the Kingdom of Israel, he speaks of all of them 
scattered out unto the nations and the ends of the earth. And that phrase “to the ends of 
the earth” is significant because it clearly signals that Jesus envisions the disciples 
ministering to and alongside the Gentiles - people of every race and ethnicity and 
religion. It's a far more diverse and expansive sense of God’s Kingdom and where it 
takes place and whose involved than the one that unfolded in the days of King David. 
 
“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.” What if 
we sometimes imagine a vision for when things return as a church, as a people, as a 
nation, as a world - and Jesus has a word for us about how right now the Holy Spirit is 
upon us? What if we sometimes imagine a vision for when things return and Jesus has a 



 
 
task, a call, a word, and act for us to do right this moment as witnesses? What if we 
sometimes imagine a vision for how things will one day look or be… and Jesus has a 
vision for what our future gatherings and life together will be like that is far more 
diverse and expansive honestly than anything we could have thought to have asked for 
or imagine? 
 
Think for a moment of one of the dearest visions you have for the future…perhaps like 
the disciples a vision of something quite holy and glorious and good. And what if on 
this day, we all held our visions with outstretched hands before Jesus and invited him 
to take them and offer back to us his vision? Would we do it if we knew he may well 
turn it inside out? Much like he does with the disciples here in Acts 1… Much like he 
did with even death itself… 
 
I think we remain somewhere on I-35 with the traffic loosening up just a bit. There’s a 
bit more movement around society and the world even as it is very much stop and go as 
we take wise precaution and seek to mitigate the spread of COVID-19. But always when 
the vehicle starts to move a bit, we cannot help but start wondering all the “When?” 
“Are we there yet?” 
 
And on one hand Jesus says it’s not for us to know the times. But then the other thing 
Jesus’ response makes clear is this: in another sense, it is always time. 
 
Today - while the traffic is stop and start at best - the Kingdom of God is at hand. 
Today - Jesus declares, “You who are filled with my Spirit, be my witnesses. Step in 
faith with the next right thing…and therein begin to discover the vision I am placing in 
your hands. It’s one you would not even know to ask for or imagine…” How shall we 
witness to love right in the midst of this stop and start traffic? What’s the next step? 
 
Amen. 


