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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

Luke begins the sequel to his Gospel on the life of Jesus not only repeating the account of Jesus’ ascension, but expanding on it.  Why?
The answer is important.  To underscore that Jesus’ earthly ministry ended not because he died, but because God exalted.  

Its conclusion was not a consequence of his dying, but a means of his being glorified.
Enemies of the Cross typically mock this account as pure myth from a pre-scientific world in which people believed heaven is “up there”.  As the residents of a spherical planet we know better.  

I must say, sadly, that friends of the Cross too often retreat saying this is only metaphorical language.  Jesus “was going up into the sky” may not really mean that.    

Yet Luke underscores Jesus’ ascension up really happened as an event in time.  Five times in three verses he stresses that the disciples saw it happen.  Here are references to the disciples’ eyes and sight, to their gazing, looking, and seeing.  

How are we to make sense of this?  To this very day, we enlightened earthlings continue to recognize achievement, power, authority, and influence in terms of height, literal height.
The CEO has his office on the top floor.  The most celebrated hero has the tallest monument.  The victorious army raises its flag at the highest point on the battlefield.  The most prestigious city has the tallest building.  At the Olympics the reward for a first place winner includes having his nation’s flag elevated above all others.

Jesus’ visual ascension into a cloud – a glorious luminescence manifesting God’s presence (e.g. Sinai, Solomon’s temple, Mount of Transfiguration) was for our benefit.  It accommodated our limited frame of reference.  This is not to deny it happened.  An essential aspect of all God’s revelations is that they accommodate our limitations so we can understand them.

We do seem to be hardwired with this assumption, that the higher you are, the broader your reach.  The more exalted you are, the greater your influence.  The higher you are lifted vertically, the more extensive your authority horizontally.
Matthew as you know did not conclude his Gospel with Jesus’ ascension near Jerusalem, but with our Lord’s words to his disciples in Galilee that conveyed the same message:

“All authority has been given to me in heaven and on earth.”  As a consequence of this, he commanded his disciples to “go and make disciples of all nations.”  Exalted over all, his salvation is for all.  The call to repent and believe in him is binding on every soul throughout the world.
So do not be surprised in Acts, that Luke links the vertical and horizontal here.  He places Jesus’ ascension just after prophesying:   “and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”
The exaltation of Jesus Christ goes hand in hand with our calling everyone to believe in him in him and receive forgiveness of sins.  Jesus’ exaltation if part of the Gospel.
Acts 2:33.  “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.”

Acts 5:31.  “God exalted him to his own right hand as Prince and savior that he might give repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel.  

(Acts 2:34) Psalm 110 is now fulfilled:  “The Lord said to my lord, “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies you footstool.” 

Granted Jesus’ exaltation is the ground for our declaring his name throughout world, why did Luke, as an apologist underscore this?  To meet Christianity’s first challenge. 
By this I mean the first challenge Christianity ever faced.  I also mean the first challenge Christianity faces today, that you and I face:  To engage a world where that is full of authorities, authorities hostile to the idea of sharing authority let alone submitting to a higher authority.  
Put another way, the first challenge is to proclaim God’s Savior, refusing and resisting all efforts to redefine him or the faith given to us as something less than they are to avoid antagonism, to diminish Christ’s authority and the claims he makes. 

Let me recount what the early church faced in the Roman world, because it so well illuminates our own situation.

When it came to spiritual authority in the Roman Empire, there was only one option:  the state and the religions it sanctioned.  
These enjoyed Caesar’s approval, were publicly recognized and supported.  The empire declared state holidays at the time of their feasts and subsidized the building of their great temple.
In return for the sanction of the state, Rome received the sanction of these religions.  Their gods were Roman gods thought to protect and prosper Rome.  As the empire conquered pagan peoples, they were forced to reclassify their gods as Roman gods (e.g. Jupiter, Neptune, Mercury) under another name, or to add Rome’s gods to the list of gods they worshipped.  Otherwise the adherents would be hunted down and destroyed.  The Druids are a case in point.
Beginning with Caesar Augustus, religions not only offered sacrifices for Rome, they burned incense to Caesar as divine.
There was no other spiritual authority.  These alone regulated pubic life.  Any claim or criticism to the contrary was deemed a criminal threat to the Empire.  

This is not to say there were no other forms of spirituality, for   there were hundreds, maybe thousands of what were called in Latin, superstitio.  These were personal types of spirituality that included private rituals focusing on lesser, non-Roman gods like Mithras, Osiris and Dionysius.  They had no authority, were given no public voice, had no public impact, and could claim neither to possess magic nor truth.  
Romans were free hold to these private practices for whatever personal benefit they thought they got, as long as they reserved their deepest allegiance for Caesar and showed it in required support for public religion and Rome’s gods.

(Judaism was the one exception.  Rome had granted adherents tolerance in exchange for which the Jews had promised to pray to God for Caesar.)

Do you see what a challenge Christianity faced?  It would never accept the role of superstition, a source of spiritual satisfaction to some but not of truth, whose deity possessed no authority, with neither message nor mission to the world.  Not when Jesus had risen and now ascended.
Neither would Christianity be accepted as a religion.  Christians would never swear supreme allegiance to Caesar let alone burn incense to him, or include Roman gods in their worship.  Caesar was a lost sinner like everyone else, who needed to repent and believe.  Rome was not the Kingdom of God.
It was inevitable that Christians would be accused of atheism, antagonism toward the gods upon whom Rome depended for security; and of sedition, private instruction that undermined the authority of Caesar.  Persecution and martyrdom were inevitable.
Especially in the Muslim world, this is exactly where many Christians find themselves today -- facing enormous pressure to accept essentially the status of superstition.  In Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Iran and elsewhere, as long as one’s Christian faith consists of private personal worship and practice, is given no voice, has no authority, refrains from influencing others, criticizing Islam or overtly rejecting Allah, believers might be officially tolerated.  
Christians who draw public attention to the Christ of Scripture risk death if not torture.

In the United States today, you are facing the same pressure from the secular establishment. As long as you treat faith in Christ as a private and personal matter, as long as you refrain from speaking as a Christian you will be tolerated.  

But testify of Lord Jesus Christ as risen and ascended, defend the gospel in your school papers and speeches, you may be accused of threatening the constitution.
Openly share Christ at work, and you may be denounced as a disturbing influence.  

Oppose abortion or homosexual marriage in public debate, and you will be chastised, because you are a Christian, and denounced as a threat to freedom.  It doesn’t matter if you have great secular arguments and support them with unimpeachable research.  

The message of secular authority to Christians today is, “Just be quiet and grateful that you are even tolerated.  You are nothing more than a superstition.”  I understand that this is galling to Christians because our faith and religion at one time was applauded for its influence on the knowledge, morality and life of our nation.  But times change, and we do not live in the past.
That is the challenge the church faces.  It must be met with conviction and courage, because to feint at this point is to be forever in retreat.  And that is why the ascension of Jesus is so important for you to take deeply to heart.

When the disciples saw Jesus rise, what did they do?  They kept staring upward where Jesus had gone.  Perhaps they were waiting to see what happened next.  Had it gone on much longer, I have no doubt they would have become nostalgic.
“Wow!  I’m going to miss him.”  “Me too.”  “He always was doing the unexpected, wasn’t he?”  “Yeah, he sure was.”  “Remember the time he waited to go to Bethany until after Lazarus died, and the look on Thomas’ face when he said, ‘Let’s go now.’?”  “Or what about the look on your face, Peter, when those nets started breaking with fish?”  “Those were the days.”  “Sure were.”  “Too bad they’re over.”

It took angels to shock them out of their reverie.  “Men of Galilee, why do you stand here looking at the sky?  This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.”
Personally, visibly, gloriously, Jesus is coming back.  And not only so but publicly rather than privately, accompanied by angels and resurrected saints rather than alone, worldwide rather than locally he will return.  And when he does, “Every knee will bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.”

Until then, there is one agenda that matters on earth.  It is not Caesar’s agenda, for he is a lesser authority, but Jesus’ agenda, for his is the greatest authority.  It is not an agenda that calls for Christians to become reclusive, nostalgic, or withdrawn.  It is not an agenda in which Christians are to compromises the truth in order to be tolerated as a superstition or to be elevated as a sponsor of the state.
It is the agenda in which you and I as disciples exalt Jesus is as God’s Son and Savior of all who turn to him for forgiveness and believe in him, until he returns.
PAGE  
1

