“Facts in Acts”  ( 18 part sermon series on Book of Acts )
05/10/09  Sermon # 1:   “He Ascended into Heaven!”  

( Text:  Acts 1:1-11 )

************************************************************************

     Today I’m starting an 18 part sermon series entitled:  “Facts in Acts!”  This sermon series will take us on a journey through the Book of Acts – or as I like to call it:  Luke Volume II.  You see, the same Luke who wrote the Gospel of Luke also wrote the book of Acts.   With that said, the title of today’s sermon is:  “He Ascended into Heaven!”

     A few minutes ago we spoke together the Apostles’ Creed.  The 2nd part of the Creed is about Jesus, our Lord and Savior.  At the end of the 2nd part of the Creed we say:  “He Ascended into Heaven.”  We’re going to learn about the meaning of Jesus’ ascension for us as we examine our reading from Acts chapter 1.  

     However, before we go through our text for today, I want to help you understand what the disciples were going through as they witnessed this event.  In fact, you may have the same thoughts and emotions as you consider the fact of Jesus’ ascension.  Let’s face it.  At first the fact of Jesus’ ascension seems to be a depressing reality.  Why is that?  Well, the ascension seems to be saying:  “Someone we love has left us!”  

     How many here have heard the Irish folk song Danny Boy?  That song is about the heartache of an Irish mother as she watches her son get on a ship to sail away to a new life in America.  Her heart breaks as she watches him get on that ship because she knows she will never see him again.  In fact, we experience an even worse heartache at funerals.  People we love have died.  We want to be able to see them, and touch them, and hear them, and speak to them – but we can’t.  Not anymore.

     So, imagine how the disciples must have felt when they saw Jesus ascend to heaven.  They loved him so much.  Their hearts broke as they watched him die on the cross.  Three days later their hearts exploded with joy when they saw Him alive.  When they saw the resurrected Jesus they thought:  “He is with us again.  We can hug him and walk with him and listen to His voice.  He’ll comfort us.  He’ll protect us from all evil.”   But now their hearts are breaking again as they watch Jesus ascend and leave them alone.

     Do you feel that way sometimes?  Do you feel alone?  People you love have moved away.  You don’t see them as often as you’d like and there’s an empty place in your heart.  Oh sure, you can’t speak with them on the phone.  But it’s not the same as being with them in person.  Worse yet, maybe someone you loved dearly has died.  Not only are you unable to see or touch that person.  You can’t hear that person’s voice, either.

     You know what, sometimes we wonder if God has left us.  We can’t see Him.  We can’t touch Him.  We pray to Him, but we can’t hear Him speak back to us.  When we go through times of pain, hardship and loss we begin to wonder if God has left us all alone.  On top of all that, there’s that line in the Creed:  “He ascended into heaven!”  The ascension seems to be the final nail in the coffin.  The ascension seems to say to us:  “Jesus has left us.  Why did He do that to us?”
     My friends, I know how you feel because I experience the same pain as you do.  But I’m here today to give you Good News.  You see, far from being a depressing event, the fact of Jesus’ ascension is meant to give us great comfort and certain hope.  With that said, let’s examine our reading from Acts chapter 1.  
     In the first verse Luke mentions this guy named Theophilus.  In fact, Luke also mentions Theophilus at the beginning of the Gospel of Luke.  “Theophilus” is a Greek name that means “One who loves God.”  Now, scholars debate whether “Theophilus” was an actual person or whether “Theophilus” stands for any Christian who is reading these two books written by Luke.  In either case, the Holy Spirit wants YOU to know the details about the person and work of Jesus – whose life and ministry are recorded in these two books written by Luke.

     Luke tells us that after Jesus suffered and died, he then appeared to his apostles and gave them many convincing proofs that He was alive.  In fact, Luke says that He appeared to them over a period of 40 days!  Did you hear that?  Jesus hung around with His disciples for 40 days after His resurrection!  My friends, this fact is very important for us to know because it helps explain what some think is a contradiction in Holy Scripture.
     For example, at the end of Luke chapter 24 we read these words:  “Jesus told them,…’I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.’  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.”

     Now, when you read the beginning of Luke chapter 24 it is clear that Jesus appeared to His disciples in Jerusalem on the same day that He rose from the dead.  So, when people read the words I just read for you from the end Luke’s Gospel it seems as though Luke is saying that Jesus’ spoke those words and ascended into heaven on the same day that He rose from the dead and appeared to His disciples.  If that’s true, then we do have a problem.

     You see, at the end of Matthew’s Gospel we’re told that the resurrected Jesus appeared to His disciples on a mountain in Galilee – a few miles north of Jerusalem.  Also, in John chapter 20 were told that the resurrected Jesus appeared to His disciples in Jerusalem on TWO different occasions and that there was a period of 1 week between those two appearances.  Then in John chapter 21 we’re told that Jesus’ appeared to His disciples again up in Galilee.
     Now, there are some who assume that this information contradicts what Luke says at the end of Luke chapter 24 because some wrongly conclude that Luke is there teaching that on the same day of His resurrection Jesus appeared to His disciples once in Jerusalem and then ascended to heaven on that same day. 

     But there is no contradiction, my friends.  This is a good example of where we must let Holy Scripture interpret itself.  You see, in Acts 1:3 Luke himself says that Jesus appeared to His disciples at various times over a period of 40 days.  Luke didn’t give us this information at the end of Luke chapter 24, but here in Acts chapter 1 we see that there was a period of 40 days between Jesus’ resurrection and his ascension.  
     My friends, there’s no contradiction whatsoever between what the 4 Gospels say about Jesus’ resurrection appearances to His disciples.  In fact, listen to what the Apostle Paul says about this in 1st Corinthians chapter 15:  “ … [Christ] appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve.  After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living … Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also,…”  There you have it!  Just as Luke says in Acts chapter 1, Jesus appeared to His disciples at various times over a period of 40 days after His resurrection.
     Now hear again Acts 1:4-5, “On one occasion, while [Jesus] was still eating with them, he gave them this command:  ‘Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about.  For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’”  So, what do these words of Jesus mean?

     Close to the end of Jesus’ 40 days on earth He tells His disciples to remain in Jerusalem so they can receive the gift His Father promised.  Then Jesus says that just as John the Baptist poured water on people, Jesus and the Father would pour out the Holy Spirit on the disciples.  Simply put, Jesus is speaking about a special and unique giving of the Holy Spirit that would occur on the Day of Pentecost – a Jewish festival that took place 50 days after the Passover.  You can read about that event in Acts chapter 2.
     Now, I’m not going to say much about Pentecost at this point because I’m going to preach on that subject next Sunday as we examine Acts chapter 2.  However, for now I will say that this special “pouring out” of the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost was for the purpose of giving Jesus’ disciples the gifts they needed to begin the mission of bringing the Good News about Jesus to people everywhere – starting with the Jews in Jerusalem.  As Jesus said at the end of Luke chapter 24:  “This is what is written:  The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.”

     Now we’re ready to hear Acts 1:6-8, “So when they met together, they asked [Jesus], ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’  He said to them:  ‘It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority.  But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’”

     Did you notice the question that the disciples asked Jesus?  “Are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”  What were they thinking?  First, they didn’t expect Jesus to ascend to heaven.  They saw Him leave them when He died on the cross and His body was put in a tomb.  Then Jesus came back to them when He rose from the dead, just as He said.  Now they assume that Jesus is back to stay.  You see, they think it is the End of the Age.  They expect Jesus to announce the Day of Judgment.  They expect Jesus to destroy evil forever and bring God’s people into the New Creation where they will live forever in God’s love. 

     But that’s not Jesus’ plan.  Instead, Jesus teaches them and US that the End of the Age will be at some undetermined time in the future.  Until that time comes, Jesus sends us out to be His witnesses – to preach repentance and the forgiveness of sins in Jesus’ Name so that more and more people can be saved from eternal damnation and have the hope of eternal life in God’s love

     My friends, we are here today because of Jesus’ plan.  Just think of it!  Here we are 2000 years later – living across the ocean on a different continent and speaking a different language, and we have been saved from sin and damnation because Jesus said to His disciples:  “…you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  

     You see, these “Facts in Acts” are not meaningless bits of historical information that have nothing to do with our lives today.  Far from it!  These “Facts in Acts” are your history of salvation.  These “Facts in Acts” are meant to teach us about the mission God has given us today.  The Holy Spirit moved Luke to write these words for you believers who love God.

     With that said, listen carefully to Acts 1:9-11, “After [Jesus] said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.  They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them.  ‘Men of Galilee,’ they said, ‘why do you stand here looking into 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.”
     Imagine how the disciples must have felt as they watched Jesus ascend out of their sight.  I bet their hearts sunk and they felt a huge empty space in the pit of their stomachs.  “He left us!” they were thinking.  Sometimes we feel the same way, don’t we?  We look up into the sky and we cry out:  “Jesus!  Where are you?  I feel so alone!  Why did you leave us?”  My friends, Jesus hasn’t left us.  In fact, Jesus’ ascension is meant to be Good News.  “But how can that be?” you ask.

     First, when the resurrected Jesus met with His disciples on the mountain in Galilee He gave us this promise:  “I will be with you always to the very end of the age.”  You see, Jesus didn’t leave us when He ascended into heaven.  In fact, Jesus’ ascension means that Jesus is closer to us than He ever was when He walked this earth.
     In Ephesians chapter 4 Paul writes:  “[Christ] … is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.”  Did you hear that?  Jesus’ ascension means that His Body is no longer confined to one space.  Jesus’ ascension means that He now fills the whole universe.  

     In the Creed we say that Jesus sits at the right hand of the Father.  This does NOT mean that Jesus’ body is hidden away in some distant part of the universe.  No!  To be “at the right hand of the Father” means that Jesus reigns over all creation along with His Father.  Just as the Father exists everywhere, the ascended Jesus exists everywhere.  

     We may not be able to see Jesus, touch him or hear him as the disciples did – but He is with us nevertheless, just as He promised.  That’s why Peter wrote the following words to some new believers who had never seen Jesus in person and yet they believed His Word.  Peter said to them:  “Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls.”

     The ascended Jesus came to you and adopted you as His own in the waters of Holy Baptism.  The ascended Jesus speaks to you and teaches you as you hear and read Holy Scripture.  That’s right!  The ascended Jesus speaks to us and teaches us as we read and hear these “Facts in Acts”!  The ascended Jesus also gives us His Body and Blood to eat and drink whenever we receive the Lord’s Supper.  Jesus has not left us alone!  He reigns over all creation for us.  He is with us always, just as He promised.

     One more thing we must remember.  In the Creed we say:  “He sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty, from thence He will come to judge the living and the dead.”  Remember what the angels said to the disciples?  Their words are for YOU, too.  They said:  “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.”
     One day Jesus will return in power and glory, and then we will be able to see Him with our eyes, touch Him, and hear His voice.  We don’t know when that day will be, but that day will come – just as Jesus’ promised.  Until that day, we live by faith in God’s Word – trusting that Jesus is with us even though we can’t see Him now.  But one day we will live by faith and by sight because we will see Jesus with our own eyes.

     Until that day, the ascension of Jesus is Good News!  Jesus’ ascension means that He fills the whole universe and He reigns over all creation for YOU.  You are not alone!  Jesus is with you always, just as He promised – and one day you will see Him face to face. 

     So then, don’t stand around looking up into the sky wondering why Jesus left us.  Instead, remember that Jesus died for you and conquered death for you.  Your sins are forgiven and you have the hope of the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.  

     Therefore, get on with the life God has given you – doing all that you do to His glory.  And as you go about your daily life, remember that Jesus is with you always and that you get to be His witnesses in this world where many people still need to hear the Good News of repentance and forgiveness of sins in Jesus’ Name.
Amen!

