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1In the first book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus did and taught from the 
beginning 2until the day when he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions 
through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen. 3After his suffering he 
presented himself alive to them by many convincing proofs, appearing to them over the 
course of forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God. 4While staying with them, 
he ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father. 
‘This’, he said, ‘is what you have heard from me; 5for John baptized with water, but you 
will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.’ 

6 So when they had come together, they asked him, ‘Lord, is this the time when you will 
restore the kingdom to Israel?’ 7He replied, ‘It is not for you to know the times or 
periods that the Father has set by his own authority. 8But you will receive power when 
the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all 
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’ 9When he had said this, as they were 
watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight. 10While he was going 
and they were gazing up towards heaven, suddenly two men in white robes stood by 
them. 11They said, ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up towards heaven? This 
Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you 
saw him go into heaven.’ 

 

 
So what did you do this past Thursday? I know that for many of you, all the days 

feel the same right now. But, this was only three days ago. Do you remember what 

happened? 

Thursdays are usually my day off, so I started my day by mowing the lawn. I, then, 

spent a few hours in the garage getting things organized and in shape. After that, I 

moved inside and helped prepare the house for company that was coming in town this 

weekend to celebrate Abby’s graduation. In the words of Will Farrell’s character in the 

childish movie, Old School, it was a “pretty nice little day.” 
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I don’t know what you did on Thursday, but I’d be willing to guess that very few of 

you observed Ascension Day. In fact, I suspect that many of you didn’t even realize 

that Thursday was Ascension Day. And even if you did know that Thursday was 

Ascension Day, chances are you didn’t do much to recognize it. 

That’s the reality of Ascension Day. You would have to look long and hard, high 

and low, to find an Ascension Day greeting card. Somehow, card merchants have 

missed the dramatic occasion as a source of increased sales. Even the opportunity to 

sell Ascension Day balloons or Ascension Day climbing gear seems to have passed 

retailers by. John Holbert, a former preaching professor at SMU’s Perkins School of 

Theology, suggests that “Ascension Day, especially for us Protestants, is a hard sell… 

We hardly know what to do with the thing, and hence we do very little at all.”i 

Ascension Day occurs each year on the fortieth day after Easter. This observance 

gets this date from our scripture lesson from Acts, which tells us that Jesus appeared to 

his disciples over a period of forty days (1:3). But this dating always poses a problem. 

Forty days after Easter Sunday is always a Thursday. If it were a Sunday, Ascension 

Day might be a larger part of our consciousness. But, because it’s a Thursday, it, at 

best, gets listed as an event on our calendars, right up there with Arbor Day, 

Grandparents Day, and National Escargot Day (which just happens to be today). 

It’s a bit of shame that we aren’t more aware of Ascension Day. After all, the late 

theologian David Bosch would suggests that it is one of the six big moments in the 

saving work of Jesus Christ. There’s: 

 
• Christmas – The Incarnation 
• Good Friday – The Atonement 
• Easter Sunday – The Resurrection 
• Ascension Day – The Exaltation 
• Pentecost Sunday – The Gift of the Spirit; and 
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• The Parousia (Second Coming of Christ) – The Consummation.ii 
 

However, most of us tend to stop Jesus’ teaching and influence at one of two 

points. For some, Jesus’ words on the cross – it is finished (John 19:28) – make us think 

that Jesus’ work and guidance was done right there – he was finished.  For others, the 

Jesus season ends with Easter Sunday. For these people, once we have celebrated the 

resurrection again, there isn’t another day of obligation until Advent rolls around again. 

Yet, we miss something by skipping over Ascension Day. And in a year marked by 

pandemic, the Ascension takes on particular importance. 

The book of Acts begins with a review and a preview of what is to come. 

 

In the first book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus did and taught from the beginning 

until the day when he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit 

to the apostles whom he had chosen. 

 

The first book referenced here in Acts 1:1 is the Gospel of Luke. Luke is the author 

of both. In the first book (the Gospel of Luke), he wrote about everything prior to the 

Ascension. In the second book (Acts), he wrote about what happened after that point. 

Ascension in the hinge between Luke and Acts.iii 

But the Ascension isn’t just the dividing point between two volumes of writing. It 

also marks the change in how Jesus’ ministry will continue. As the concluding event of 

his earthly ministry, the ascension of the risen Jesus inaugurates the ministry of his 

apostles, who will continue to do and teach what he has begun.iv And what we find in 

verses 3-11 of our scripture lesson are the Lord’s final instructions to his followers – 

instructions that function as his “last will and testament.” 

Luke tells us that after Jesus’ resurrection, his appearances to his disciples over the 

next 40 days were filled with teaching about the kingdom of God. And the starting 



4 

point for talking about this kingdom was the fact that Jesus was alive. Luke tells us that 

he proved the reality of his resurrection over and over…enough that the disciples were 

convinced it was true. And besides just demonstrating to them he was alive, Jesus 

poured into them additional instruction. School for the disciples – which literally 

means “students” – was back in session. Luke doesn’t tell us much about what Jesus 

taught during that forty-day seminar, but we know that it deepened their understanding 

of what Jesus has revealed during the three years of his teaching ministry – a picture of 

God’s kingdom. 

As this time of teaching drew to a close, three promises are given to his followers. 

The first promise was that they would receive the gift of the Holy Spirit in just a few 

days. Jesus told the disciples to remain in Jerusalem to receive this power of God. The 

second promise detailed what being baptized by the Holy Spirit was for. The disciples 

were to be Jesus’ witnesses in Jerusalem, in all of Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of 

the earth. What Jesus described were ever-expanding circles of influence. What would 

start in Jerusalem would ripple out to the surrounding region, and from there to the 

neighboring regions, and from there to the entire world. In the moments before he 

ascended, Jesus promised that the disciples would carry on Jesus’ work. They now had 

a new title. These disciples (“students”) were now apostles (literally “sent out ones” 

who have something important to give to another”). And they weren’t being sent out 

to do this under their own strength. This numerical and geographical expansion would 

function by the presence and power of God. 

We are really good at talking about these first two promises. We call them Luke’s 

version of the Great Commission. The Gospel of Matthew records Jesus telling his 

disciples that they were to go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 

name of the Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey all that Jesus 

had taught (Matthew 28:16-20). The succinct charge of Jesus to his followers in 
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Matthew makes us want the same from Luke. And the notion that the disciples were 

charged with being Jesus’ witnesses does function in this way. But if we stop there, we 

miss the powerful third promise – the promise that Jesus Christ would return. 

Just after Jesus told his followers that they would be his witnesses, Luke tells us that 

Jesus was taken up before their very eyes. These followers, none of whom were 

eyewitnesses to the resurrection, saw this clearly. Jesus was raised up right in front of 

them. Luke tells us that a cloud received him and hid him from their eyes. This was not 

a meteorological observation. It was symbolic. It was a reminder of the cloud as the 

presence and power of God – the cloud that traveled with the ancient Israelites 

through the wilderness (Exodus 13:21, 19:16). But, the followers of Jesus missed the 

symbolism. They just kept staring, watching for Jesus to reappear from the clouds. It 

was like they were frozen in place, unable to move or walk away from his “launch 

pad.” They keep straining their eyes to catch just one more last glimpse of Jesus. 

Finally two men in white shook them from their paralysis. “Men of Galilee, why do 

you stand here looking into the sky?” And then they deliver the third promise: “This 

same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way 

you saw him go to heaven.” What these heavenly messengers declared was that Christ 

would return. The power of that very promise became a cornerstone of the church’s 

liturgy. From the early days, the church has robustly acclaimed: “Christ has died. Christ 

is risen. Christ will come again.” 

Yes, most of us missed the fact that last Thursday was Ascension Day. But, let me 

also suggest that it would also be a mistake to limit the observance of Christ’s 

ascension to just one day – to just one Thursday 40 days after Easter. After all, the 

ascension tells us more than that – and is particularly instructive this year. 

In this era of coronavirus, many of us feel like those followers of Christ on the 

Mount of Olives. We feel frozen in place. We don’t know what to do or what to 
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expect. We are straining to see a sign that things are going back to normal. And, in this 

era of uncertainty and mounting death tolls, some have taken to speculating on Jesus’ 

return. Many are convinced that COVID-19 is a sign that Jesus will return very soon. 

Believe me, I had some conversations with several folks who have said just that. It’s in 

the face of this insecurity and presumption that we need the reminder of what Christ’s 

ascension tells us. Fortunately, for us, scripture gives us a few clues. 

The first thing the Ascension tells us is what Jesus is doing now. The New 

Testament book of Hebrews proclaims that we have a great high priest who has 

ascended into heaven. This high priest is able to empathize with our weaknesses 

because he has been temped in every way. The imagery of a high priest is intentional. 

When the ancient Israelites were wandering in the desert, it was the high priest alone 

who could enter into the holy of holies to make atonement, offering sacrifices for the 

sins of the people. In the same way, the author of Hebrews suggests that Jesus enables 

us to receive mercy and find grace (Hebrews 4:14-16). He is, as Paul then says it, 

interceding for us at the right hand of God (Romans 8:34). Jesus is there, in heaven, 

standing on our behalf before God. The assurance we have is that when we sin, we 

have an advocate with God (1 John 2:1). Right now, Jesus Christ is advocating on our 

behalf so that we can approach God’s throne of grace with confidence. 

The second thing the Ascension tells us what is happening on earth now. In the 

Gospel of John, just before they enter the Upper Room, Jesus tells his disciples about 

his upcoming death. He told the disciples and the gathered crowd that “when I am 

lifted up from the earth, I will draw all people to myself” (John 12:32). This description 

of Jesus’ uplifting has a positive effect. It highlights an offer of salvation available 

through Jesus. And, it proclaims that this will happen with or without us. With us or in 

spite of us, people will be (and are being) drawn to Christ by the Spirit. That’s the big 

picture of what is happening on earth right now. 
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But the third thing the Ascension tells us is that we have been asked to play a role in 

that grand picture of people being drawn to Christ. Like those early followers of 

Christ, we have been asked to be witnesses of Jesus Christ – to proclaim his 

resurrection and to share about the kingdom of God. And we won’t do this by our 

own power. We do this with the help of the Holy Spirit. Yet, what our scripture lesson 

this morning reminds us of is the fact that the Holy Spirit does not work in an 

intellectual vacuum.v The witness of the first disciples, guided and empowered by the 

Spirit, came after they were thoroughly briefed by Jesus to understand what they had 

seen and its theological significance. That’s what the 40 days after the resurrection 

were for. In the same way, it is critical that we spend time engaging with Christ’s 

teachings. For a day will come (actually, every day) when our experience and education 

will play a role in our witness. And what that means is that we are not asked to be 

calculators of Christ’s return, but witnesses to what Jesus Christ has done, is doing, 

and will one day return to complete. 

The Institute of Christian Worship at Calvin College summarizes all of this well in their 

definition of Ascension Day: 

 
 Ascension Day is the crowning event of the ministry of our Lord. On the fortieth day after 
Easter, Jesus went to the Mount of Olives with his disciples and ascended to heaven before their 
eyes (Acts 1:1-12). The ascension of Christ is filled with theological significance. Christ’s 
ascension means that in heaven there is one who, knowing firsthand the experience of suffering 
and temptation, prays for us and perfects our prayers. His ascension is a witness and guarantee 
of our own bodily resurrection, as well as an invitation for us to set our hearts and minds “on 
things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God” (Col. 3:1-2) to rule over all 
things in heaven and throughout the universe (Eph. 1:10, 20-23). Finally, the ascension of 
Jesus serves as the prelude to Pentecost, when the power of the risen Christ came upon all 
believers through the Holy Spirit.vi 

 
Luke would agree with this definition. Luke did not think of the ascension as an 

event but as a way of expressing God’s act for Jesus after his death. God not only 
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restored him to life and overcame death, he exalted him to be Lord of all. As Paul told 

the Philippians, this Christ, who humbled himself, was obedient to death – even death 

on a cross – was highly exalted - exalted to the highest place – and given the name that 

is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow and every 

tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord (Philippians 2:6-11). 

What the ascension of Jesus prompts us to do is to carry on the life of Christ. In a 

time when we feel we are rooted in a spot, we are to go. As Biblical scholar John Stott 

summarizes, the implied message that the two men in white gave to Jesus’ disciples and 

to us was: “You have seen Jesus go. You will see him come. But between that going 

and coming there must be another. The Spirit must come, and you must go – into the 

world for Christ.”vii And what Christ’s ascension tells us is that as we do, the one at the 

right hand of God has got us. 
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