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The Value and Significance of Jesus’s Ascension

Sermon for Ascension Sunday (May 27), 2006
You may have heard the story of the woman who simply couldn’t keep quiet in church.  It seems that a very staid and orthodox Presbyterian minister had in his congregation in Scotland a poor old woman who was in the habit of saying, “Praise the Lord!” or “Amen!” whenever the minister said something that really struck her.  This greatly annoyed the minister.  So one New Year’s Day he went to see her. “Betty,” he said, “I'll make a bargain with you. You call out ‘Praise the Lord’ just when I get to the high-point of my sermon, and I lose my whole train of thought.  Now if you will stop doing it all this year, I'll give you a pair of wool blankets.”  Betty was poor, and the offer of the blankets looked very good.  So she did her best to earn them.  Sunday after Sunday she kept quiet.  But one day the minister preached on heaven and all the benefits of life with Christ.  As he preached, the vision of the blankets began to fade and fade, and the joys of salvation grew brighter and brighter.  At last Betty could stand it no longer, and jumping up she cried, “Blankets or no blankets, Hallelujah!”

I don’t know if what I’m preaching on today will make you feel like Betty, but if you do feel the need to say, “Praise the Lord!” or “Amen!” or Hallelujah!” please go right ahead and do so!

For the past few Sundays, we’ve been looking at the Epistle to the Hebrews.  This morning we’re going to take a slight departure from that marvelous Letter and give our attention instead to this great event in our Lord’s earthly life called the Ascension.
In both the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds we proclaim our belief that Jesus ascended into heaven, and is now seated at the right hand of the Father.  It’s important for us to give some thought to this basic tenet of our Faith, and to try and grasp the significance of this event, our Lord’s Ascension into heaven, for our lives today.
For 40 days following his bodily resurrection from the dead, Jesus continued to abide on earth in his resurrected and glorified body.  He appeared to his disciples on many occasions over the course of these 40 days, and he gave many proofs of his actual and physical resurrection from the dead.  Now, why did he do this?
Well, you see Jesus’s resurrection is the sure and certain proof that what he taught is true and that he truly is, who he said he was: the Son of God, the Second Person of the Trinity, God made flesh and dwelling among us.  And so he stayed around for another 40 days to ensure that his disciples and apostles completely understood and believed in the reality of his rising from the dead.  And they then became witnesses of his resurrection.  In fact, this was one of the most important roles of the apostles in the early Church: to be witnesses of Jesus’s resurrection.
St. Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 15 that Jesus appeared to Peter, then to the Twelve, then to more than 500 believers one time, then to James, then to the apostles, and then to Paul himself.  St. Luke says, as we heard in our Epistle reading this morning, that Jesus showed himself to his 12 apostles 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.”

You see, our holy Christian Faith is based on facts, not myths; on the testimony of eye witnesses, not fable writers.

At the end of this 40-day period, Jesus led his apostles out of Jerusalem out to the region of the vicinity of Bethany, about a mile and a half outside of Jerusalem.  Does anyone remember any important things that happened with Jesus in Bethany?  I’m thinking here of Jesus’s raising of Lazarus from the dead.  Lazarus and his sisters, Martha and Mary, lived in Bethany.
And then, as Jesus was blessing his apostles, he was taken up into heaven.  And what was the reaction of those who witnessed Jesus’s Ascension?  Well, at first, they keep looking intently up into the sky.  We’re not told why, but I can imagine they were in a state of amazement, perhaps even shock.  And then these two men in white clothing appear—no doubt they are angels.  And they say to the apostles, “why are you standing here looking up into the sky?  This Jesus, who has been taken who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in just the same way as you have watched Him go into heaven.”
And their next reaction is to return to Jerusalem with great and tremendous joy.  And they spent their time praising and blessing God in the temple.
So what is the value and significance of the Ascension of Jesus for us?

First, the Ascension of Jesus back into heaven provides the unshakeable guarantee that we human beings have access to the Father, through the mediation and intercession of Jesus Christ seated at the Father’s right hand.  Jesus is our Great High Priest, as the Epistle to the Hebrews says.  And Jesus is continually pleading to the Father for us, his redeemed people.  And this means that no matter what happens, we always have Jesus as our advocate, our defense attorney, our great intercessor, pleading for us and making our case before the great and Almighty Father.

The Epistle to the Hebrews puts it this way: “Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession.  For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.   Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” (4:14-16)
Second, the Ascension of Jesus means that our human nature has been taken up into heaven and glorified.  Thus, the Ascension is actually the completion of the Incarnation—the Incarnation that began with the conception of Jesus in the womb of the Blessed Virgin Mary after she said “yes” to God through the message of the archangel Gabriel.  Jesus Christ put on our human nature and has never taken it off.  It is with him today, and it will always be with him.  He is still the Son of Man, and he always will be.  Human nature has now been taken up into the godhead.
This is vital for our salvation.  Jesus Christ opened the gates of heaven which had been closed to man since the fall.  He was the first of the human race to enter heaven, which is why he is described in Hebrews 6 as “the forerunner.”  He went before us so that we may follow.  That’s what a forerunner does.  He went, as he promised he would, “to prepare a place for us” (John 14:2).
Finally, the Ascension of Jesus means that those who are in Christ—those who have been baptized and accepted Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior—have already spiritually been elevated to heaven.  St. Paul says that “you have died and your life is hid with Christ in God” (Col. 3:3).  Our true life as Christian believers is no longer this earthly life, but a heavenly life in which we are joined with Christ.  This does not mean that this earthly life is unimportant or to be despised, but we should never allow it to dominate us.  As St. Paul says, “Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth.”
Our challenge is to constantly be elevating our thoughts and affections to things above.  We must always be turning our focus to Christ and the life of heaven so that the things of earth that can seem so alluring and tempting can but fade away.
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