THE ASCENSION
Acts1:1-11

Our reading today first of all looks back to Lukgtspel and to the
resurrection of Christ which had taken place ontétaSunday and
then deals with his return to be with His Fathegliory in what is
usually referred to as the Ascension. So as wayghis passage
together you can find the main text of the readingpage [***] of the
church bibles and all the scripture I'm going terd¢o will be
displayed on the screen.

Let's start by looking at verses 1-3:

“In my former book, Theophilus, | wrote about dlat Jesus began to
do and to teach until the day he was taken up avdre after giving
instructions through the Holy Spirit to the aposthe had chosen.
After his suffering, he showed himself to these raed gave many
convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeardtdm over a
period of forty days and spoke about the kingdorGodl.” (verses 1-
3)

Luke had dedicated his gospel to Theophilus (Lukg 2 which
interestingly means "loved by God" or "lover of Gedwho was
probably a Roman official, and here again he déeschis second
book, the book of Acts, to him.

The implication of Luke’s words in verse 1 is th& second volume,
the book of Acts, will be an account of what Jesarginued to do
and teach after his ascension — no longer throighisible presence
on earth but by his Spirit in his followers. Thgeession “to do and
teach” wonderfully sums up what the four gospedsalrabout: they
all recordThe Work and Words of Jesus.

Over a period of forty days between his resurrecéiod ascension
Jesus appeared at intervals to his apostles aedfollowers in a
manner which could leave no doubt in their minasndeed in our
minds if we listen to all the evidence, that he wedly alive again —



risen from the dead. The earliest list of theseeapgnces is that given

by Paul (1 Corinthians 15: 5-7), but that was bymweans

comprehensive. A fairly comprehensive list frorntiaé scriptural

material is displayed on the screen:

 To Mary Magdalene (John 20:11, 18)

* To the women (Matthew 28:9-10)

» To Peter (Luke 24:34; 1 Corinthians 15:5)

* To the disciples on the way to Emmaus (Luke 24:83-3

* To the ten disciples (Luke 24:36-40; John 20:1942@printhians
15:5)

* To the eleven disciples (John 20:24-29)

* To the eleven disciples in Galilee (John 21:1-23)

* To five hundred followers (1 Corinthians 15:6; Mt 28:16-20)

e To James (1 Corinthians 15:7)

* And to the disciples at the Ascension (Luke 24:30/Acts 1:3-8)

These experiences were not visionary — all thapless appear to
have experienced exactly the same thing! Alsaiden Christ ate in
the presence of the disciples (Luke 24:42-43).Hammore, the
sudden courage displayed by Peter and the othapldis in
proclaiming the “Good News”, as recorded by Luké¢hia book of
Acts can only be explained on the basis that tmeElecwent a real life
changing experience the truth of which was abshylw@nvincing to
them. They braved arrest (Acts 5:18), floggingt6s:40) and even
death (Acts 7:58). What a transformation fromlthad of men who
had cravenly fled at Jesus’ arrest and had not daszd to attend his
crucifixion. | believe it is also significant thaesus’ brothers became
followers and believers after the resurrection. kifew that these
things happened, otherwise Christianity would ndxsare spread so
rapidly throughout the Roman Empire and indeedutinathe whole
of the then known world.

Jesus inaugurated the kingdom of God: it “drew 'hedh the
inception of his public ministry as we saw whenla@ked at Mark
chapter 1 (Mark 1:14-15) and was released in pdwdris death and
resurrection as we saw when we looked at Mark endpt He also
taught that he would return to judge the worldhatlast day. So in



verse 3, when Jesus spoke of "the kingdom of Gbds'is what he
was teaching about. This would have been whaaplosties taught
when they proclaimed the good news of the kingdb@ax — the
same good news as Jesus himself had announcest dauli now
given effective fulfilment by the saving eventsha$ passion and
triumph. I'm sure that the teaching Jesus gaviee@postles during
the 40 days of his post-resurrection appearancesalaulated to
make plain to them the bearing of these savingtevamthe message
of the kingdom.

So there's lots of evidence that Jesus was raieatthe dead, that
the resurrection was a real historical event —&aarrly if Jesus had
not been brought back to life his ascension andgdneling of the
Holy Spirit couldn't have been real either. Séslaetove on to look at
verses 4-8:

“On one occasion, while he was eating with thengdee them this
command: "Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait forgifftemy Father
promised, which you have heard me speak aboutld¢tor baptised
with water, but in a few days you will be baptiseith the Holy
Spirit." So when they met together, they asked KHirard, are you at
this time going to restore the kingdom to Isra¢l@"said to them: "It
Is not for you to know the times or dates the Falias set by his own
authority. But you will receive power when the H8pirit comes on
you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem,iarall Judea and
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth."” (vers@p 4-

Jesus had promised the gift of the Holy Spiritismlhst teachings to
the disciples in the upper room immediately befosearrest and he
re-iterates that promise here — possibly in histisching
immediately before his ascension. Evidently thseigies still
retained some belief that Jesus was going to eestnthly power to
the Israelites, judging by their question in vadseTheir question
must have filled Jesus with dismay, as Calvin gatdntained as
many errors as words. Anyway, Jesus respondetygbatdidn't
give them a direct "no" — he just told them thasath things were
within the sole authority of the Father. Whateperposes of his own
God might have for the nation of Israel, these werketo be the



concern of the apostles as the messengers of Chinesstkingdom of
God which they were commissioned to proclaim wasgbod news

of God’s grace in Christ, not any earthly kingdom.a sense this was
to be the true restored Israel, fulfilling its mssto be a light for the
Gentiles. Anyway, this exchange plus the comirggasion, seems to
have cleared the apostles minds of their preoctupaith earthly
kingdoms. From now on they would fearlessly prmaléhe gospel
Christ had taught them.

Instead of the earthly power which at least somib@faposties had
once sought (Mark 10: 35-45, Luke 22: 24-27), a @ofar greater
and nobler was about to be given them in theirratimgg with the

Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. As Jesuslbesh anointed at his
baptism with the Holy Spirit and power, so his d@lers were now to
be similarly anointed and enabled to carry on toskwa work of
bearing witness to him throughout the world — t® ¢éimds of the earth.
Formerly the apostles had experienced the Holyit3pnough the
presence of Jesus, after Pentecost the disciplekl\e&perience
Jesus through the presence of the Holy Spirit.s Wiiness to Jesus in
the power of the Spirit is an essential part of Gbristian ministry

and Jesus must be our focus. As L. Keck says: t@$eJesus is the
core of witness, the less power we have.”

It's no accident that the ministry of spreadingdbspel was to begin
in Jerusalem. The story of Jesustederusalem and the cross; the
story of the church leffom Jerusalem proclaiming the crucifixion.

Let's now finally move on to the ascension in vergd 1.

“After he said this, he was taken up before themyeyes, and a
cloud hid him from their sight. They were lookingantly up into the
sky as he was going, when suddenly two men drassgHite stood
beside them. "Men of Galilee," they said, "why du\stand here
looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has tadem from you
into heaven, will come back in the same way youwehseen him go
into heaven."” (verses 9-11)



Once Jesus had made his commission sufficientlr ¢tethe apostles
he vanished from their sight and no further postireection
appearances were granted to them. Earlier ong\&rkuke referred
to these appearances taking place over a perid@ days — which of
course is where we arrive at the 40 day gap betteeResurrection
and the Ascension — between Easter Sunday and #isoenin the
Christian calendar. Luke ended his gospel withief account of the
ascension. That account contains less detailttteaccount in our
reading from Acts, but we shouldn't see any conlfletween the two
or imagine that Luke is somehow proposing two asiog1s as some
writers have sought to do. In Acts Luke is simialying up the
account where he left off in his gospel includinigtée more detail
than he included in his gospel. Luke's accourdgdifie a factual
account of an historical event — and that's exaeklgt it is.

But, we need to be clear that this wasn't the $iiggh of Jesus'
exaltation after the resurrection. For exampléjexalesus had
disappeared from the sight of the disciples hedpaden with on the
road to Emmaus (Luke 24:31) and he appeared tdisegples in a
locked room (John 20:26). From the time of theimection Jesus'
"body of glory" now belonged to a new order andbet-
resurrection appearances were the exception rdtaerthe norm.
What happened was that on the fortieth day thegeaapnces finally
came to an end.

We also need to be clear that the ascension vasisblated event.
On the cross Jesus Christ shed his blood for tlggvieness of our
sins, on the third day he was raised from the deadponquered sin
and death and showed that he was who and whahkegs said he
was. At the ascension Christ returned to the Fathglory, the glory
that he'd voluntarily laid aside for our sake atinicarnation. These
three events are all linked, they are all part lofi§t's atonement for
our sins.

Going back to our text, the words a cloud hid hionf their sight in
verse 9 remind us of the transfiguration when adlovershadowed
them and also of Jesus words about his second gdviank 13:26:



“At that time men will see the Son of Man comimgalouds with
great power and glory.” (Mark 13:26 NIV)

and Mark 14:62:

“1 am," said Jesus. "And you will see the Son anvsitting at the
right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the dl®of heaven."
(Mark 14:62 NIV)

In all these cases we should see the cloud nonhasmaal cloud in the
sky, but as the cloud which envelops the glory oflG theshekinah
glory — that cloud which, resting above the tabelemand filling
Solomon’s temple, was the visible token to Isrhat the divine glory
had taken up residence there (Exodus 40:34; 1 K3riy%-11). So, in
the last moment of Jesus' presence upon this ¢aetlapostles saw
their Lord in a special way — Jesus was envelopeled cloud of the
divine presence.

We shouldn't see this image of Jesus ascendinghateky as
implying that heaven in somewhere in outer spd&t, we should
completely accept the ascension as a real hist@vemt along with
the crucifixion and resurrection. Luke is the ogbspel writer to
give a full account of it, but according to Johgispel Jesus himself
referred to his ascension when speaking to Maryddkeme. Peter in
his Pentecost sermon speaks of Jesus having bedteteto the right
hand of God’ as something different from and subsatjto his
resurrection (Acts 2: 31-36), and he confirms ihis first letter. Paul
frequently writes of the exaltation of Jesus toghpreme place of
honour and power, and distinguishes it from hisimextion. So the
ascension is thoroughly scriptural and reads likectual account,
even if it does sound strange to us. We shoulg &nd unreservedly
accept it as a real historical event. | believ@dechose to leave in
this unusual way to show to the apostles — and te thhat his leaving
was permanent until that day when he shall comaaga

In any event, Luke doesn't dwell on the ascengienmmediately
shifts the focus back to earth and the angelicestes. Moments of
high spiritual experience are never ends in theraselt was time to
come down from the mountain and witness to what bsel seen.
The angelic rebuke to the apostles — "why do yandstaring” — was



followed by a promise: “This same Jesus ... will cdmaek in the
same way you have seen him go into heaven.” ltangtsong
affirmation of Jesus’ return — not just a promisi & reality made
real and affirmed by the ascension they had justessed. So, the
angelic witnesses told the apostles that therenmgmint in standing
staring into the sky — Jesus was and is gone tinatilday when he
shall come again.

There's no point in us staring into the sky eithgntil that day which
Is known to no man — and indeed not even to Jédattiew 24:36) —
when he will return; we must carry on that comnaiesivhich was
given to the apostles and has been passed orntagousclaim and
spread the gospel to the ends of the earth — ngetiing here on the
Cote d'Azur. We pragnaranatha come Lord Jesus come, but until he
comes we work in his name carrying on the commisgicspread the
good news about Jesus, a commission which he gaargyr2,000
years ago. Each and every one of us has been tiganft of
salvation by the grace of God, but that salvatgogiven so that it
may be shared.



