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Stowe Church Morning Prayer – Sunday, 4 May 2008
Series: Risen, Ascended and Glorified

Theme: The Ascension

Readings: Acts 1: 6-14, John 17: 1-11

Introduction

Thursday was a rather special day, things happened on Thursday which have changed the political map of England and Wales and London has a new mayor. All rather exciting – if that sort of thing excites you - but to most people Thursday was another day. It passed like any other day, threats of strikes, political yah-boos, otherwise people going about their business and getting on with their day-to-day lives. But on the church’s calendar it wasn’t quite another day because it was what we call Ascension Day. And yet it seemed just another day. In Sweden, they had a public holiday, but that’s more a throw back to earlier times and now more a day to have off in the national calendar.

And I wonder how it seemed to us as Christians. We make a great fuss of Christmas and of Easter and even of Whitsun - but Ascension Day? Where does that lie, consciously or unconsciously, in our order of importance? In general terms, the day marks the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry and his return to the Father. It doesn’t seem to have the wonder and sentimentality of Christmas or the drama of Good Friday or the marvellous triumph of Easter Day. So is that it? A day to mark, but the event itself having no real significance for us in our present daily lives as Christians? A kind of tidy wrapping up of Jesus’ earthly ministry.
There are numerous references to the Ascension by the apostles in the New Testament letters but only two accounts of what actually happened, both written by Luke. We had one read from the book of Acts (1:6-14) for the first lesson and I shall refer to that mostly this morning. It can be found on page 1092 of the church Bible.
The apostles had come through a roller-coaster series of traumatic experiences. They had witnessed:

· The appalling end to their hero’s life
· The shattering of their dreams – ill-founded – of a new political era

· The unlikely story by the women that Jesus, whom they had seen dead and buried, was alive again

· The risen Jesus in person, the same and yet not the same

And after all that, here they were gathered together in Jerusalem, forty days later, in obedience to Jesus who continued to be with them, proving to them that it was, indeed, himself and continuing to teach them about the kingdom of God (1:3). But that was by no means the end to it! They were told to wait in Jerusalem when God would empower them by his Holy Spirit and then to begin an evangelism which would start in Judea and Samaria and go on to the ends of the earth. And you and I are here this morning as living evidence that that is precisely what happened and continues to happen.
But the apostles were to witness yet another extraordinary event when, even as they watched, Jesus was “lifted up”, as Luke describes it, and a cloud took him out of their sight.

Did it happen literally?

I suppose at this point one can’t pass without making some reference to the credibility of Luke’s record. It would be tempting to spend time arguing for the authenticity of the account but there are more important things to consider this morning, not least about the significance of what the apostles witnessed and where it fitted into God’s wider purpose. Suffice it to say,
· The Gospel, the Good News, is God’s dealings with man. God is not bound by what we experience and our knowledge of the world. What we consider to be ‘normal’, and therefore credible, lies only in the world as we know it and it would certainly be arrogant to hold that there’s nothing beyond. 
· Although we should have a healthy scepticism about the paranormal, there are a lot of fanciful ideas in the world, the issue here is not ‘How could it happen?’ but ‘Did it happen?’ Indeed, the apostles were pretty sharp about ‘irreverent, silly myths’ (1 Timothy  4:7) and people who would ‘exploit you with false words.’ (2 Peter 2:3)
· There were a number of apostles still alive when Luke wrote this account of Jesus’ departure and all their references to the Ascension in their letters are consistent with Luke.
So, why is it important?

So, what does this extraordinary event have for us other than signifying the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry?

Well first, surely, it is evidence that there is an existence beyond what we know and understand. The common attitude is similar to Thomas’s, seeing is believing and if we don’t see, we won’t believe. There is a scepticism bordering on cynicism to reject anything which we cannot prove for ourselves. Everything must be under our rational control and anything outside our notion of credibility must be viewed with great suspicion. It’s a terrible form of arrogance. Shakespeare knew this when he spoke through Hamlet to Horatio “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” (Act 1 Scene 2)
Another world

What we need, of course, is revelation, not from ourselves but from that existence which is beyond our own and that is precisely what the Word of God, the Bible, gives us. The very first words we read in Genesis, the first book of the Bible, are “In the beginning, God …….” And immediately we‘re taken out of ourselves and our egocentric view of the world. And as we progress through the Bible we become aware that there is a world outside of what we know. 

· We read of a man called Abraham to whom ‘the Lord’ appears (Gen. 18:1)
· We read of a man called Isaiah who has an amazing vision of God (Is. 6)

· We read of heavenly beings announcing the birth of a unique child coming into the world
· We read that when this unique child became a man, he tells the people: ’I am not of this world’ (John 8:23). He admits to being a king but his kingdom “is not of this world” (John 18:36)
· Perhaps one of the most graphic evidences of a world beyond what we know is the account of what happened on what we call ‘The Mount of Transfiguration’ where the disciples Peter, John and James witness Elijah and Moses - two great prophets long since dead but there alive “in glorious apparel” - talking with Jesus. (Luke 9:28-36)

And as we read through the whole panorama of the Bible we begin to see that the event we call The Ascension is part of, an event in, an amazing plan, a purpose which the Creator of this world is unfolding. We see that God’s perfect creation was ruined by deception and disobedience which has created the mess we’re in now. But we learn, too, that God loves us so much that instead of abandoning us he sent his Son who came and lived among us. That he taught us God’s ways – which are so different to ours – and then did what was impossible for us to do, to pay the penalty for our sins – to die in our stead - on the Cross. And having done that and been raised triumphantly from the dead, having conquered death, he had completed all that he had come into our world to do and must return to his world, into the very presence of God the Father, in order that the next stage of God’s plan – of what we call salvation – could come into play.
Why was it necessary?

And what was the next stage or rather stages? Well, the first was the sending of God’s Holy Spirit which could not take place whilst Jesus, God manifest in the flesh of a man, remained upon earth and among humankind. Before his betrayal, Jesus explained to the disciples why he would have to leave them. Evidently, when he told them they were greatly saddened:
“Because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your heart. Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Helper [Holy Spirit] will not come to you. But if I go, I will send him to you. And when he comes, he will convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment.” (John 16: 6-8) 

Later, when the apostles are gathered in Jerusalem with the risen Lord Jesus he tells them “to wait for the promise of the Father, which he said, “you heard from me; for John baptised with water, but you will be baptised with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” These weak, powerless but faithful men would receive God’s power and authority to take the Good News of Jesus from Jerusalem to Judea, Samaria and ever outwards. Well, we know what occurred a little later when they were assembled together, “there came from heaven a sound like a mighty rushing wind, and it filled the entire house ….and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance.” (Acts 2: 2-4) But in God’s plan, this could only take place after Jesus had left our world and returned to God’s presence.
And now?

I’m so aware that all this may seem very remote from our here and now, day-to-day lives. But as Christian people it seems to me essential that we are aware of what is happening in the world which we cannot see, the spiritual realms, that God is at work and that for our great blessing. Jesus said that he had to return to the Father’s presence in order that the Holy Spirit should come, but he also said that he had work to do in Heaven. John records a wonderful promise by the Lord Jesus which appears in the fourteenth chapter of his gospel. The Lord had just told the disciples that he must go and they would not be able to follow him. They were troubled and he gave them a marvellous hope which is for us also. He said:
“In my Father’s house are many rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also.” (John 14: 2-3)

My dear friends, there is joy in life and there can be great sadness and there is also the prospect of death. What an overwhelming comfort to know that when our time comes our Lord Jesus has already prepared a place for us to be with him in Glory. The place where there will be no more tears and death will be no more. (Revelation 21: 4)
But there is more yet. The writer to the Hebrews tells us that the Lord Jesus Christ is in the presence of God the Father and prays for us. This surely is a great mystery that the eternal Son of God who is not bound by time or space should pray for us and is praying for us at this very minute. (Hebrews 7:25)  What a wonderful encouragement that should be for us.

The apostle John tells us that if we are guilty of sin, even as Christians, the Lord Jesus Christ is our advocate who pleads our case before the Lord on the grounds that he is the peace offering for our sins, already made at Calvary. (1 John 2: 1-2)
The Ascension – a command

All this is happening now in the heavenly realms and we must embrace this truth by faith. The writer to the Hebrew Christians begins his marvellous chapter on faith with words we need to take to heart ourselves:

“Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. For by it the people of old received their commendation. By faith we understand that the universe was created by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things that are visible.” (Hebrews 11: 1-3) And so it is for us to be aware of God’s far greater context of the life we know.
But as important as all this may be for us to know and to trust, something else happened at the time of the Ascension which directly affects us and the way we live our lives. It’s hardly surprising that the apostles should be almost stupefied by the sight of Jesus being lifted up before them and a cloud taking him out of their sight. But there were two other people present, Luke tells us, in white robes, clearly beings, angels from God and they seem almost to chide the apostles: “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into heaven? This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.” (1:11)

They seem to be saying, “Why do you stand here gawping? You have work to do. This isn’t the end of the gospel, it’s just the beginning of God’s work to tell people the good news of Jesus Christ.” The rest of the book of Acts – the acts of the apostles – is a record of how the apostles, empowered by God’s Holy Spirit, began that great work which still goes on to-day.
And as we remember the event when the Lord Jesus Christ left his earthly ministry – the event we call The Ascension – perhaps we, too, need to heed the angels’ implied words. Remembering the day, the event, is right and proper but now it’s our turn to witness the good news of the Lord Jesus Christ to a desperately needy world. When we look at this war-torn world, the Middle East, Iraq, Afghanistan, our own increasingly violent society, there is only one ultimate answer and that is God’s message of reconciliation through Jesus Christ, first with Himself and then, only then, with one another. When Brother Andrew made his way through the Middle East, Israel, Palestine, the Lebanon, he became more convinced than ever that only through the Lord Jesus Christ could the terrible hatred and desire for honour and revenge could be overcome and peace brought to that ravaged area.
Hope and warning

But the angels’ last words are both of hope and of warning. “This same Jesus ……… will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.” (1: 11) God will not always strive with mankind. “God” said the apostle Paul to the people of Athens, “has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed.” Jesus. And God “has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead.” (Acts 17:31) The Scriptures tell us that “every eye will see him” (Rev. 1:7) and for those who trust him, it will be a day of unimaginable joy. But for those who have rejected him, a terrible day of judgment. (Rev. 1: 7).
Well, may we take heed of the angels’ words and may we take huge encouragement from what the Ascension means to each one of us. That though we cannot see him at the right hand of God the Father, we know that he is there and we can live in the certain knowledge that he has prepared a place for us to be with him and with all who have gone before us in the faith, trusting him. And that even now, he is praying for us through all that we may be facing in our lives, that he cares for us. And that one day, one blessed day, we shall see him as he is. 
But let our final thoughts be with the Lord Jesus Christ, all that He is and all that he has done for us. In our reading from the seventeenth chapter of John’s gospel, John records the prayer of the Lord Jesus shortly before He is betrayed and undergoes the appalling death on the Cross. He begins with the petition, “Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you, …..” (John 17:1) What does He mean “glorify”? William Hendriksen is helpful when he says that “Jesus is glorified when the radiance of his attributes is displayed.” In other words, when we see and acknowledge who He is and all that He has done and give Him all the praise and adoration and worship which are rightfully His. When we acknowledge Him to be the Lord which the Father has confirmed by raising Him from the dead, returning Him to His own presence and given Him the highest honour to be seated at God’s right hand.
We cannot do better than to go to the apostle Paul’s words to the Christians at Philippi:
“…God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Philippians 2:9-11)

Risen, ascended and glorified. Thank God for such a Saviour and his love towards us

Amen
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