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May 8, 2016 

Ascension Sunday 

Texts:  Acts 1:1-11  Ephesians 1:15-23  Luke 24:44-53 

 

Have you noticed that the readings over the past few weeks seem to be going back and 
forth in time? After Easter we spent some time looking at what Jesus was teaching His disciples 
before He died, then we went to a resurrection appearance, then back to the night before Jesus’ 
arrest, it seems like we’ve been all over the gospels. And even though our first reading has 
always been from the Acts of the Apostles in this season of Easter, we’re finally reading the 
beginning of this book even though this is the last week in Easter. So if you’ve found the last few 
weeks a little confusing to keep track of there’s a good chance you’re not alone.  

 

Today is Ascension Sunday. 2 of our readings describe Jesus’ ascension, while the epistle 
reading describes the faith community in Ephesus sometime after this event, maybe around 30 
years later. First I want to look at the Ascension and then at Paul’s letter to the Ephesians. 

 

This is the 7th week in Easter. Our reading from Acts says that from the time of His 
resurrection, Jesus “presented himself alive to them by many convincing proofs, appearing to 
them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God.” In Luke it says that Jesus told 
them how everything written about Him must be fulfilled, from the law of Moses, the prophets 
and the psalms. He tells them how as the Messiah He fulfilled all these prophecies so that there 
can be no doubt about His identity and who He is. And while Jesus is with His followers He 
orders them not to leave Jerusalem but to wait for the promise of the Father, so that they will be 
baptized with the Holy Spirit soon. We’ll talk more about that next week.  

 

But from the way that Jesus is talking His disciples know, at least some of them, that He 
isn’t going to be around them for much longer. And Jesus promises them that the Father will 
send the Holy Spirit so that they will be Jesus’ witnesses in Jerusalem and throughout all the 
earth. So that repentance and forgiveness of sins can be proclaimed to all nations. So even 
though Jesus was going away, He wasn’t going to leave His disciples alone or abandoned but 
promised them that the Father would provide for them. And as Jesus says this He is lifted up in a 
cloud, and ascends to heaven, lifting up His hands and blessing them.  
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It’s kind of a fascinating story, with a little bit of mystery, maybe peculiarity, and 
abruption? Ascension Sunday doesn’t seem to be a highpoint in the church year. It’s a bit like 
Transfiguration Sunday – there are important theological strands, but these Sundays almost seem 
disjointed from some of the other weeks, just sandwiched between other more important ones 
like Easter and Pentecost.  

I think one of the important points about the Ascension is that Jesus did what He came to 
do, and when His work was accomplished He returned to heaven. It wasn’t as if He started 
something and abandoned it. He didn’t begin a global movement and then just as it was getting 
going get cold feet and decide to head home. No, He did His work and left others to carry on in 
doing the will of God.  

 

Really when we think about it, if Jesus never ascended to heaven and stayed on earth 
instead, then the baton would never have been passed on, and the church would not have grown 
beyond wherever Jesus was. It was important for Jesus to leave so that the Holy Spirit could 
come and work through the lives of women and men in order for them to participate and do 
God’s will in the world.  

 

I’ll say more about this shortly, but first I want to look at our reading from Paul’s letter to 
the Ephesians. And I think it’s important for us, as boring as this might be for some of you, to get 
a sense of what Ephesus was like when Paul was writing to them.  

Ephesus was the most important city in western Asia Minor (in what is now Turkey, just 
across the sea and west of cities like Athens and Corinth). Its location made it an ideal place for 
intersecting trade routes, and Ephesus became a major multi-ethnic center of commerce, trade, 
and culture. In fact it was the 3rd largest city at the time, with about 250 000 people, smaller only 
than Rome and Alexandria.1 So with all these people came along different cultures and different 
religions and beliefs.  

 

So we keep this in the back of our minds as we read this letter. Paul is very impressed 
with the faith community in Ephesus…he has heard of their faith and does not stop giving thanks 
for them. And Paul is praying for this community that God would give them a spirit of wisdom 
and that the eyes of their heart might be enlightened. What this phrase means is that Paul is 
hoping that there would be an understanding or inner awareness of the hope to which they have 
been called, namely the assurance of eternal life.  

																																																													
1	Zondervan	NIV	Study	Bible	
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And Paul tries to elaborate how special this gift of eternal life is; he describes it as “the 
immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe, according to the working of his great 
power.” Immeasurable greatness of his power, much than all the money that is in Ephesus, more 
powerful than the trade routes, the economy, even the Roman Empire itself.  

 

“Far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is 
named, not only in this age but also in the age to come.” Above the emperor, above the other 
cults and religions in Ephesus, even above anything other being that others think exist – powers 
and dominions like angels and demons, whatever it might be. And this is not just some 
temporary power, like the rise and fall of nations throughout history, no the power at work in 
Christ is forever, not only this age but also in the age to come.  

There could be no doubt that the power of Christ was far greater and better than anything 
else the world had to offer, even all of the things that would have been available in a place like 
Ephesus.  

And it seems that the faith community there, the early Christians, took heed to what Paul 
wrote. They weren’t distracted by the things of the world. And in the rest of his letter to the 
believers in Ephesus, Paul sets out a few other things: 

First, as we looked at briefly, God has reconciled individuals to Himself as an act of 
grace; then second, God has reconciled these saved individuals to each other by breaking down 
the barriers through His own death. But even greater than all of this, God has united these 
individuals into one body – the church. This is a “mystery” not fully known until it was revealed 
to Paul. And this church is to be the way that God intends to display His wisdom. 

There is a logical, orderly flow to these things. God has reconciled believers to Himself, 
to each other, and they continue to do His will in the world after Christ has returned to heaven. 
After Christ’s ascension to heaven…the church, with the power and presence of the Holy Spirit, 
is to be Christ in the world.  

So I have a question for you – are we – this community – Christ in the world?  

Yes? No? Maybe? I haven’t heard back on how we can continue in Christ’s mission in the world 
today, but maybe we have an answer for today’s question – are we Christ in the world? In our 
community?  

 

I’m not trying to be too hard on you, or overly critical. I’ve highlighted some of our 
accomplishments in the recent past – the way we show love. But we need to be reminded of our 
higher calling, to be encouraged that, like the women and men in Ephesus, we can continue to be 
Christ in the world even though He has ascended. Are we, as His church, living up to His call?  


