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This is a sequel.  We have become very familiar with sequels over the years.  Moviemakers, for example, conclude that if people liked the first movie, they will like the next one in the series as well.  Recently, there was a movie in the theaters called, A Good Day to Die Hard.  Too late it dawned on me that we had watched earlier movies in that series.  It began with Die Hard, in which Bruce Willis fights terrorists in a highrise to save his wife.  That was followed by Die Harder, in which Bruce Willis fights terrorists in an airport while his wife circles above in a plane running out of fuel.  Then we have Die Hard with a Vengeance, in which Bruce Willis fights terrorists all over New York, and frustrates their plan to steal gold.  Then, in Live Free or Die Hard, Bruce Willis battles cyber-terrorists who have captured his daughter.  The fifth in the series, A Good Day to Die Hard, in which Bruce Willis fights all of Russia to rescue his son, will be released on DVD next month.


There are some common things you expect in sequels.  The sequel will include some review of what has happened in the past in order to jog your memory.  At the same time, the sequel will assume that you know some things from the previous ones.  The sequel will build on what has gone before.


Luke, a Greek doctor who accompanied Paul on some of his missio​nary journeys, did research in Palestine and wrote an account of Jesus’ life, known as the Gospel according to Luke.  He tells what happened before Jesus was born, at Jesus’ birth, and then during Jesus’ three-year ministry.  He told about Jesus’ arrest and trial and crucifixion and burial and resur​rection.  He concludes his Gospel with the words we heard in our Gospel reading about Jesus’ ascension into heaven.


Then in the sequel, called the Acts of the Apostles, Luke takes up where he left off, and retells the story of Jesus’ ascension into heaven.  He then goes into what happened after that, which is certainly based on what happened before during Jesus’ life.  This section actually includes the out​line that Luke used for the book of Acts.  Jesus said to His disciples, “You will be My witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  Then in Acts, Luke reports what happened first in Jerusalem, then in the surrounding area of Judea and Samaria, and finally to the ends of the earth with the missionary journeys of the apostle Paul.  With that introduction, let’s hear what Luke wrote at the beginning of this sequel.



In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach 
until the day He was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles He had chosen. 
After His suffering, He showed Himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that He was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God. 
On one occasion, while He was eating with them, He gave them this command: “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift My Father promised, which you have heard Me speak about. 
For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.”



So when they met together, they asked Him, “Lord, are You at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”



He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by His own authority. 
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.”



After He said this, He was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid Him from their sight.



They were looking intently up into the sky as He was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them. 
“Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen Him go into heaven.”


I would suggest to you today that our lives always have two parts: there is the before, and there is the after.  Right now is the dividing line.  There is everything that has happened in our lives in the past.  We can’t change any of that.  Only liars can change what has happened in their life in the past.  And then there is the future, over which we have a certain amount of control.  What will happen there can be changed.  Our lives consist of the sequel, what will happen next, and the prequel, what has happened in the past.


We have also become familiar with the prequel.  Perhaps the most famous is the first chapters of the Star Wars series, in which we are taken back into the past to see how things became the way they were, with the origin of the Empire and the stormtroopers and especially of Darth Vader.  Curiously, a prequel often also assumes that you will know something of what is going on because you know what happened much later on.


Luke refers to the prequel of the apostles, that is, what had happened to them, and he refers to their sequel, that is, what would happen to them.  Our lives are similar.  In the prequel part of our lives, we have come into contact with Jesus.  We have become aware of our sins and failings, which call down God’s punishment.  But our Lord Jesus took our place and paid for our sins.  He gives us forgiveness for our sins and the certainty of a wonderful future with Him, one that will never end.


But in the prequel part of our lives, there are often some hard lessons we have had to learn.  We have this idea, as do all people, that it all depends on us.  We are the center of our own attention and all the world turns around us.  If we are to get on God’s good side, it all depends on what we do.  That’s pretty much what the disciples were displaying once again as they asked Jesus, “Lord, are You at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”  I picture Jesus’ shoulders sagging as they ask this question, a truly dumb question, a question which reveals that they haven’t been listening, that they haven’t been understanding for a long time.  They are looking for heaven on earth.  No, heaven is in heaven, not on earth, not on this sinful earth.  Yet their time of instruction is at an end, and Jesus must send them forth into the future, into the sequel.


As we look back into our prequel, we could focus on the things we have done that have made a difference, but that would be the wrong thing to do.  There is no day on the calender that has been set aside as a Me Day, a day to look back and express gratitude to yourself for all the good things you have done for yourself.  But people have thought to put on the calender a Mother’s Day, a day to give credit where it belongs for all your mother has done for you.  There is also a Father’s Day and a Grandparents’ Day.  Even more, there is a Christmas Day to remember that our Savior left His perfect home to be born into a life of suffering for us.  There is Easter Day, to remember that He completely finished His work for us.  There is Ascension Day, to remember that after His work was completely done and there was nothing more He needed to do for us, He went to heaven to prepare places for us.


So what will happen in our sequel, that is, the rest of our lives?  The evangelist Luke presents two things.  First, there is the mission Jesus gave to His disciples.  “You will be My witnesses,” He said, “in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  He didn’t send them out as lawyers to convince people, or as judges to convict people, but as witnesses to tell people.  How could they not tell what they knew?  How could those women have been kept as prisoners for ten years?  How could they have found no previous opportunity to escape?  How could this have gone on with none of the neighbors knowing?  How could any of the neigh​bors have known anything about it and not have told what they knew?  If they knew those women were being kept prisoners, they would have helped to get them free.  How could anyone know about people kept as prisoners to sin and not tell them about Jesus, who has set us free?  So Jesus stated very clearly, “You will be My witnesses,” you will tell what you know.  He did not say that we could or we might or even we should, but we will.  How can we not?  There are many more being kept in a much worse prison than were those in Cleveland.  Some, of course, do not want to be freed.  So be it.  But we still will tell what we know.


The other thing in our sequel is mentioned by the two angels.  They said, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen Him go into heaven.”  They were standing there, necks back, gaping at the place in the sky where Jesus had disap​peared, where the cloud had hid Him.  So the angels explained that Jesus would return in the same way.


We call it Judgment Day, or the Last Day.  We do not know when it will come, nor does any other human being, in spite of a plethora of predic​tions, so far all wrong, of course.  We may still be alive for Jesus’ return.  We are certainly to be ready for it.  But even if we die before Jesus returns, He will raise us back to life at His return, so that we will not miss out.  Everyone will be there, guaranteed, “even those who pierced Him,” Re1v7, as one verse in the Bible states.  And then the real heaven in heaven will begin.  It will never end.


This is what the apostle Paul wrote about it:

Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in Him. According to the Lord's own Word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord Himself will come down from heaven, with a loud com​mand, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever. Therefore encourage each other with these words. 1Th4v13-18.
(Ç_
We know about our prequel.  The most important thing in our prequel is that we have come to know Jesus, our Savior.  The most impor​tant thing in our sequel will be His return to usher us into heaven.  In the meantime, we can live as those who know our Savior, who can witness about Him, and who will live forever. Amen.
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