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The Illusion of Control 

Acts 1:4-9 

Rev. Valerie Fairchild 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, come. Open our ears to hear from you. Amen. 

 

 Do you ever get into the elevator and press the 

‘close door’ button? We’re ready to go and no one is 

approaching, so let’s get the door closed and move. 

Right? If it doesn’t close immediately, we press the 

button again.  

 How about the thermostat at your work place? 

Ever gone over and turned it up or down? We often 

wonder why commercial buildings are so cold or so 

warm. If we see a thermostat, we adjust the dial. 

 How about traffic lights? You run out for a 

quick bite to eat, and you’re standing at a red light. 

It’s ok. There is a button to push to bring up the walk 

icon. You press it, and when it doesn’t change 

immediately, you press it again. Come on! Let’s go! 

The light changes and the walk icon comes on and 

you feel rewarded for your efforts. 

 It is very satisfying to press buttons and get 

results. At least we think it was our button mashing 

that got the results. The reality is, what we thought 

we were controlling, we probably weren’t. 

 You’ve heard of the “placebo effect” in 

medicine. Doctors did a study and gave a control 

group of patients sugar pills and told them they were 

painkillers. The patients’ brains convinced them that 

the pills were real – after all, the doctors said they 

were. And they felt better. 

 The “placebo effect” isn’t just for medicines. 

The close door button on the elevator is a great 

example. It really isn’t there for you to push and it 

really doesn’t work. It only works for a firefighter or 

a maintenance worker when they insert a key. You 

can push multiple times, and when the door closes, 

you can tell yourself it was your doing. However, the 

door will close when it is programmed to close.  

 The thermostat at your office is likely a 

dummy that controls nothing. You have the illusion 

of control, but most thermostats have been 

disconnected in favor of an environmental control 

center that heats and cools the whole building. Yet, 

workers who turn it warmer will tell you it felt 

warmer and those who turn it cooler will tell you the 

room cooled. 

 How about the walk button at the street corner? 

It might work, however many of the buttons in high 

traffic areas have been deactivated and replaced by 

automatic timers. You can still press it, over and over 

if you want, but it will change at a preset interval and 

you’ll feel you influenced it. 

 The truth is, we like control and when we see 

buttons that we think work, we’re more than happy to 

press them, and press them again, until we are 
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rewarded. Part of this desire to take control is 

because we don’t like waiting. Have you ever prayed 

for God’s guidance and then, when he didn’t answer 

fast enough, you went ahead with your own plan – 

you know, the one you wanted God to endorse? 

There wasn’t a God button to push, so you went 

ahead and took action of your own. 

 Jesus had a different message. The only power 

we have, the only control we can exert, comes from 

being empowered by the Holy Spirit. It comes from 

giving up personal control and embracing the 

guidance of the Holy Spirit. That is the way mission 

works.  

 Jesus knew the disciples, inspired by being 

with the resurrected Jesus, were ready to get on with 

the ministry of spreading this amazing news. One 

day, while eating dinner with his disciples, he gave 

them further directions. First off, imagine eating with 

Jesus – the crucified, died and risen Jesus! They saw 

him crucified and now they are eating together. How 

mind boggling that is! 

 So, they are eating together, and Jesus said, 

“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.” 

(Acts 1:4b-5) Don’t leave. Don’t go out and do your 

own thing. Wait. Wait for the Holy Spirit. 

 Notice, Jesus referred to the Holy Spirit as a 

gift from the Father. Do you recognize the power of 

the Holy Spirit as the gift it is? 

 We aren’t good at waiting. And it isn’t just 

elevators and traffic lights that frustrate us. Surely 

there is a way to speed things up! We want to find the 

shortcut to discipleship and instant success in 

outreach and mission. We’re always trying to push 

the right buttons by adjusting marketing campaigns, 

mission strategies, steps for hospitality or for starting 

small groups. However, if we are working under our 

own power and our own drive, its all useless. 

Everything we do must be supported, undergirded, 

by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

 Because it is our human nature, we Christians 

want to fast track everything. We’re in a hurry and 

we want a button to push. But, we are not in control! 

It takes waiting. And during the waiting, we are 

called to spend time in prayer, and fasting, and 

solitude and silence, and worship and in studying the 

Scriptures. That’s the only way discipleship works.  

 You see, it is all about God’s plan, God’s 

timing, God’s method and God’s mission. Anything 

we do on our own, without the support and leading of 

the Holy Spirit, is just an illusion. 

 How did the first disciples take this command 

to wait? “Then they gathered around him and 

asked him, ‘Lord, are you at this time going to 

restore the kingdom to Israel?’ He said to them: 
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‘It is not for you to know the times or dates the 

Father has set by his own authority.’” (Acts 1:6-7) 

 I doubt if the disciples were too thrilled with 

this answer. They know what they want, and they 

want it now. They were willing to ask when Jesus 

would get around to it. But, they want their plan. 

And, if we are honest, we want our plan. 

 However, their plan was not Jesus’ plan. They 

were still focused on their desire to see the Roman’s 

overthrown and Israel restored. And that wasn’t why 

God came as Jesus!  

 In the big scheme of things, their plan was 

puny. It was narrowly focused, and it was self-

serving. And when we try to operate without the 

Holy Spirit, our plans are puny and narrowly focused 

and self-serving. 

 Only with the Holy Spirit do we get the larger 

picture – God’s picture. God came as Jesus to make it 

possible for all who choose him to be fully reconciled 

to God and forgiven! That is much much bigger than 

anything the disciples could think up for themselves.  

 Do we wait on the Holy Spirit or run head long 

into our personal plans? 

 Jesus repeated, “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.” (Acts 

1:8) 

 Again, Jesus wanted them to understand, it is 

through the power of the Holy Spirit that they will be 

witnesses for Christianity to the ends of the earth. He 

gently corrected their plan with his plan. It’s about 

spreading the love of God who came as Christ, so all 

can be fully restored and forgiven. That’s a huge 

God-sized plan, not conceived by a human being. 

And God-sized plans need the power of the Holy 

Spirit. It’s about God’s plan, God’s timing, God’s 

method and God’s mission. 

 Instead of pushing buttons and moving forward 

recklessly, the disciples, that includes us, are called to 

wait for God’s wonderful and perfect plan. “After he 

said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, 

and a cloud hid him from their sight.” (Acts 1:9) 

 Luke wrote in the gospel of Luke that after 

Jesus ascended, the disciples returned to Jerusalem 

with great joy. See the end of Luke 24 to learn how 

the disciples waited. They had joy in waiting, verse 

52. They were continually in the temple blessing 

God, verse 53. Imagine, waiting with joy and 

worshiping and praying. Not my time, Lord, but 

yours. Not my will, Lord, but yours. 

Do we look for shortcuts to faith, or do we 

invest in our relationship with God? 

Our waiting for the Holy Spirit differs from the 

time of the first disciples. However, how we wait 

does not change. For them, the Holy Spirit had not 

yet come upon all believers. Next Sunday we 
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celebrate the day God sent his Holy Spirit on 

believers. The first disciples were to wait for the 

presence of the Holy Spirit, so they could know the 

power of the Holy Spirit. 

We, if we’ve chosen Jesus as our Lord and 

Savior, we already have the Holy Spirit within us. At 

the moment we chose Jesus, the Holy Spirit came to 

live within us. When we say we have Jesus in our 

heart, we are referring to the Holy Spirit. When we 

say God’s presence is with us all the time, we are 

referring to the presence of the Holy Spirit within us. 

So, what are we waiting for? We aren’t waiting 

for God to send the Holy Spirit as the first disciples 

were. We are waiting to hear from the Holy Spirit. 

We are waiting for the nudging and guidance and 

wisdom of the Holy Spirit to move us into God’s 

perfect plan.  

The problem is, many never tap into the power 

of the Holy Spirit. God does not force himself on us. 

We must choose. And the Holy Spirit, the third 

person of the trinity – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – 

does not force himself on us or force us to follow his 

best purposes. We have choice. 

When we don’t recognize the gift of the Holy 

Spirit within us, we don’t seek the Holy Spirit’s 

guidance. It is only when we accept that God has 

given us this gift that we open ourselves to his 

presence and guiding. We need the times of worship, 

praying, and reading scripture while asking the Holy 

Spirit to grant us his wisdom. 

The church is invited into a time of praying for 

God’s direction for the church. We are invited to pray 

for God to prompt us through the Holy Spirit into the 

thoughts that he plants. We are invited to set aside 

our own agendas, our own plans, which likely are 

puny and self-serving compared to his, and pray for 

God’s plan and God’s direction. Only then can we 

move into the fullness of God’s best purposes for 

Spirit Song. This is an ongoing endeavor. We are 

human and our human understanding gets in the way. 

We must repeatedly ask God to help us evaluate what 

we are doing and where we are going to ensure we 

are following God’s will. 

Are you ready to give up control and let God 

lead you through the power of the Holy Spirit? You’ll 

be blessed when your answer is ‘yes!’ 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, forgive us when we try to be in charge and run 

ahead of your lead. Thank you for the gift of the Holy 

Spirit. We want the power of the Holy Spirit leading 

and guiding us. Help us to receive! Amen. 

  

 

 

 


