The Ascended Christ #1

“More Than a Disappearing Act”

selected Scriptures

The wind you experienced last week may have been the result of a collective sigh from preachers and Christians alike now that Easter is over for another year. Think about it: Palm Sunday, Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, Sonrise services on Easter Sunday—all in the space of one week! For many churches, this is the busiest time of the year.

Now that’s over. [sigh] I can almost hear someone saying in the background, “We now return you to our regular programming.” We’re good now until the next holiday—Mother’s Day—and thank goodness that’s only one day! Now we’re back to normal.

And that is a shame. 

The story of Jesus does not end on Easter Sunday. The four gospels do not end on Easter Sunday. Luke concludes his gospel in Luke 24:50-53,

When he had led them out to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted up his hands and blessed them. While he was blessing them, he left them and was taken up into heaven. Then they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy. And they stayed continually at the temple, praising God.
When he later wrote the book of Acts, he began that book with these words:

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. (Acts 1:1-3)

Then verse 9 records, “After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.” This is commonly called the ascension of Jesus, and some churches celebrate Ascension Day forty days after Easter Sunday. As one author wrote, “Coming as it does 40 days after Easter, Ascension Day never had the good fortune to fall on a Sunday. It is forever doomed to Thursday.”
 (This year Ascension Day is on May 9, 2024.)

Many Christian churches, though, fail to celebrate that day. How many sermons have you heard on the ascension of Jesus? Peter Toon writes, “There is much more information about the life and role of Jesus as the ascended Lord in the New Testament than most Christians realize…. His life and role as incarnate Son in heaven since the Ascension should not be neglected. It demands our prayerful attention, study, and meditation.”
 And so I would like to focus our attention on the ascended Christ.

The Incident of the Ascension

We begin with what I am calling the incident of the ascension, the actual event. Luke records the when and where—forty days after the resurrection, in the vicinity of Bethany (outside of Jerusalem). Luke adds in Acts 1:12 that it was on the Mount of Olives, “a Sabbath day’s journey away” from Jerusalem, which would be about half a mile. Any point along or near the present ridge of the Mount of Olives would qualify.

The how of the ascension is a bit trickier. Clearly the biblical accounts describe a literal event, not some spiritualized fable. Jesus did not suddenly disappear from them, never to be seen by them again, but gradually ascended as they were watching, and then a cloud took Him from their sight. But the angels immediately said that He would come back “in the same way” in which He had gone into heaven. The fact that Jesus had a resurrection body that was subject to spatial limitations (it could be at only one place at one time) means that Jesus went somewhere when he ascended into heaven.

There is widespread skepticism whether the ascension of Jesus was a literal, historical event. Surely, critics say, it belongs to a pre-scientific philosophy in which Heaven was regarded as “up there,” so that Jesus had to be “taken up” in order to get there. They view Luke’s description as figurative, not literal.

I’m not suggesting that Jesus was traveling through outer space in order to get to Heaven. Some critics ridicule the ascension by representing Jesus as the first astronaut. No, He could have simply vanished and gone to the Father secretly and invisibly. The reason for a public and visible ascension is that He wanted them to know that he had gone for good. During the forty days he had kept appearing, disappearing and reappearing. But now this interim period was over. This time his departure was final. So they were not to wait around for his next resurrection appearance. Instead, they were to wait for somebody else, namely the Holy Spirit. For He would come only after Jesus had gone, and then they could get on with their mission in the power He would give them.

One cannot get to God simply by traveling sufficiently far and fast in a rocket ship of some kind. God is in a different dimension of reality, and the transition from here to there requires not merely a change of place, but of state.
 The ascent of Jesus cannot be measured in miles or light-years, for we are referring to the transfer from one type of place/sphere to another, and of a move from this world into the transcendent world, where God is wholly experienced and known.

Acts 1:9 records that “a cloud hid him from their sight.” Several scholars equate this cloud with the cloud of God’s glory (shekinah) in the Old Testament.
 The cloud was probably not a cloud of vapor but the cloud of glory representing the divine presence.

One specific aspect of Jesus’ ascension into heaven and receiving of honor was the fact that He sat down at the right hand of God. This is sometimes called His “session” at God’s right hand. (The word “session” used to mean “the act of sitting down,” but it no longer has that meaning in ordinary English usage today.)

The Old Testament predicted that the Messiah would sit at the right hand of God: “The Lord says to my lord: ‘Sit at my right hand, till I make your enemies your footstool’” (Psalm 110:1). When Jesus ascended back into heaven He received the fulfillment of that promise: “When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” (Hebrews 1:3). This welcoming into the presence of God and sitting at God’s right hand is a dramatic indication of the completion of Christ’s work of redemption. 

In addition to showing the completion of Christ’s work of redemption, the act of sitting at God’s right hand is an indication that he received authority over the universe. Paul says that God “raised him from the dead and made him sit at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named” (Ephesians 1:20–21). Similarly, Peter says that Jesus “has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers subject to him” (1 Peter 3:22). Paul also alludes to Psalm 110:1 when he says that Christ “must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet” (1 Corinthians 15:25).

The Importance of the Ascension

So far we have considered the when, where, and how of Jesus’ ascension. Next we focus on the why, or the importance of the ascension. Wouldn’t it be better if Jesus had stayed on earth indefinitely? I’m sure His early followers would have thought so!

For one thing, Jesus had to ascend to heaven in order to prepare a place for our future home, as He promised in John 14:2–3.

For another, in John 16:7 Jesus said, “But I tell you the truth, it is to your advantage that I go away; for if I do not go away, the Helper shall not come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you.” This is the heart of the theological significance of the ascension. We join with the disciples in wishing that He would have stayed with us. Ignorantly, we might have wished that Jesus had remained with us visibly so that He Himself could do the work of spreading the gospel. But the Holy Spirit could not have carried on the work if Jesus had remained. Jesus said in John 14:12, “and greater works than these shall he do; because I go to the Father.” Unless Jesus returned to the Father, we would not be empowered to do these greater works. Our works are not greater in quality; our works are greater in quantity. Greater works can be accomplished because the Spirit indwells each one of us. We may not have originally agreed, but now we can see that it truly was to our advantage that Jesus return to His Father. The sending of the Holy Spirit to indwell us is an ascension ministry of Christ.

Think about it: if Jesus were still on earth in his risen existence, we would probably leave Him to it. We might stand on the edge making admiring noises but it would be hard to join in. Who could feel confident making disciples, baptizing or teaching Jesus’ commands if Jesus were here on earth? Who would listen to our proclamation of the good news if they could hear it from Jesus instead?

The early church never understood the ascension of Jesus as a departure ceremony for a beloved teacher traveling to a distant and unknown land. Rather, it was seen as a further step in his glorification, from which the church could only benefit.

The Implication of the Ascension

So we have considered the when, where, how, and why of the ascension of Jesus. Now comes the most important part: So what? What is the implication of the ascension?

Peter proclaimed in Acts 2:32-36,

“God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact. Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear. For David did not ascend to heaven, and yet he said, ‘The Lord said to my Lord: “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.”’ Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.”

His acceptance into heaven by God the Father verified the Father’s satisfaction in the life and death of His Son while He was upon the earth.
 This was the Father’s “seal of approval,” if you will, on the person and work of the Son. Jesus’ ascension means that He is now seated at the right hand of the Father (see Matt. 26:64; Acts 2:33–36; 5:31; Eph. 1:20–22; Heb. 10:12; 1 Peter 3:22; and Rev. 3:21; 22:1). The right hand is the place of distinction and power.
 

Peter states that God acknowledged Jesus as “both Lord and Christ.” Those are not the same. Jesus is Lord in that He is God the Son, the second Person of the Trinity. Jesus is Christ (or Messiah) in that He is the fulfillment of the promises of God. The Hebrew term “Messiah” and Greek word “Christ” both mean “Anointed One.”

In the Old Testament, certain people were anointed for special tasks. Anointing with oil symbolically consecrated them to some particular office. Specifically prophets, priests, and kings were anointed. Prophets spoke from God to people; priests represented people to God; and kings exercised God’s authority on earth. While some fulfilled two of these roles, no one ever fulfilled all three. Yet the Old Testament spoke of someone coming—the Anointed One—who would fulfill in Himself these three offices. Jesus was the Prophet, Priest, and King, in whom all that the Old Testament dimly foreshadowed was gloriously and plainly fulfilled. And to this office of Prophet, Priest, and King, He was anointed.
 Jesus is the Christ, or Messiah.

But did Jesus actually understand Himself to be “the Messiah” when He was on earth? Some skeptics claim that Jesus never assumed this title for Himself, but that His followers insisted that He was the Messiah after the fact. Yet we read in John 4:25-26, “The woman said, ‘I know that Messiah’ (called Christ) ‘is coming. When he comes, he will explain everything to us.’ Then Jesus declared, ‘I who speak to you am he.’” Seems pretty clear, doesn’t it? Then in Matthew 16:13-20, when Jesus asked His disciples who they thought He was, Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” In the following verses Jesus does not correct Peter, but praises him for his answer. Finally, in Matthew 26:63-64, when Jesus is on trial, the high priest said to Him, “I charge you under oath by the living God: Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.” Jesus replied, “Yes, it is as you say.” These are unmistakable instances that Jesus claimed to be the Messiah, the Anointed One.

As mentioned before, there were three major offices among the people of Israel in the Old Testament that were anointed: the prophet, the priest, and the king. These three offices foreshadowed Jesus’ work in different ways. He fulfills these three offices in the following ways: as prophet He reveals God to us and speaks God’s words to us, as priest He both offers a sacrifice to God on our behalf and is Himself the sacrifice that is offered, and as king He rules over the church and over the universe as well.
 Over the next three messages we will examine each of these roles the ascended Christ fulfills.

Jesus’ sitting at the right hand of God should not be interpreted as signifying rest or inactivity, though. It is a symbol of authority and active rule.
 Jesus is also seen as standing at God’s right hand in Acts 7:56 and as walking among the seven golden lampstands in heaven in Revelation 2:1. Just as a human king sits on his royal throne at his accession to the kingship, but then engages in many other activities throughout each day, so Christ sat at the right hand of God as a dramatic evidence of the completion of His redemptive work and His reception of authority over the universe, but He is certainly engaged in other activities in heaven as well.

One other implication of the ascension is brought out by A. B. Simpson,

Christ’s ascension was the exaltation of man to the right hand of God. It was as Man He entered heaven and sat upon His throne. It is as the Son of Man, with a human face and form, that He is sitting there today. It is in our behalf that He has gone up to God. He claims our place there, and keeps it till we come. What an honor to the once lost human race was the ascension of Christ! It was the entrance of a Man to the highest place in the heavenly world, with the firstfruits of this new race following in His train and taking a place with Him that angels could not claim…. Oh, let us rejoice and shout for joy as we see the Son of God ascend and write our names upon the seats of glory, as our great Forerunner! God has recognized man’s right to enter heaven, to enter it as a King, to enter its highest place of dignity and blessing through the ascension of the Son of Man.

Jesus Christ’s ascension has accomplished many benefits for believers. Yet its truths often go unnoticed, being overshadowed by His death and resurrection on our behalf. Few preach or write on the subject, so it is little wonder that the average believer thinks little about it. This neglect of the ascension, however, impinges on other doctrines of the Christian faith, doctrines which are crucial. Easter is incomplete, Pentecost is impeded, and the Second Coming is impossible without the ascension. A proper understanding of the ascension is necessary to maintain the truth of the gospel. Is Christianity simply the news that Christ died and then was alive again? Where is He now? Is He someplace in our heaven? Is He hovering in some space reserved for disembodied souls? If he is not on the right hand of God the Father, he does not reign, and we have no King. Theologically, the ascension of Jesus Christ is at the very heart of the New Testament.

It is important that each one of these forms of the work of Christ should be fully recognized. Otherwise we fail to obtain the right conception of Christ and of His relations to humankind.
 Not only has Jesus risen from the dead, but He is presently at the right hand of God the Father as our exalted Prophet, Priest, and King.

Amen!
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