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This evening, we have come together to celebrate the Ascension of Jesus Christ into Heaven. But how many 

of us actually know the story? Do we still hold in our minds, the image of Jesus going vertically upward into 

the clouds? There are several famous paintings that show exactly that. There is even one that shows just 

Jesus’ feet disappearing into a cloud as the Disciples look upwards. 

 Just as in the Nativity story, where Matthew and Luke had different and, in some cases, contradicting stories 

which nevertheless managed to morph into the composite version we know and love today, all four Gospel 

writers actually present a different take on the Ascension story. And not surprisingly, these also seem to 

have merged into the generic or popular version that everyone knows.  

And yet, it is only Luke who really records the Ascension story in detail, and even then, if we believe that he 

also wrote Acts, he gives us a second but completely different account. In his Gospel, Jesus appeared in the 

room where the disciples had gathered on the Sunday. They were listening in astonishment to the two 

disciples who had met Jesus on the road to Emmaus, when Jesus himself appeared in the room, showed 

them his wounds, ate some fish in their presence (being able to eat was a test of a whether someone was a 

Ghost or not), and then led them out as far as Bethany, some 3 miles outside of Jerusalem, before he 

’withdrew from them and was carried up to heaven’. In Acts, however, Luke describes Jesus as ‘appearing to 
them (disciples) over the course of forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God’ before ‘being lifted 
up and a cloud took him out of their sight’.  

We don’t get any of this with Matthew, no lifts or clouds. He finishes with Jesus still on a mountain in Galilee 

giving the disciples the ‘great commission’ and ends with those wonderful words “and remember, I am with 
you always, to the end of the age”.  Similarly, John presupposes the Ascension, finishing his account with 

Jesus wandering off along the beach with Peter saying: “follow me”. 

And Mark doesn’t mention the Ascension in his ‘short ending’ but in his ‘long ending’, (which incidentally, 

most people now believe was not written by Mark but was in fact a later addendum) he describes that ‘after 
he had spoken to them, (Jesus) was taken up into heaven and sat down at the right hand of God’. I’m not 
sure how he knew the last bit. 

Perhaps we all get too carried away with the imagery of the popular Ascension story. After all it does make a 

good ending to the story; finish with another miracle and give us some closure. But of course, it is not the 

end. In fact, one can put a strong argument forward that it is just the beginning. And that is what I want to 

look at tonight.  

To do this we need to backtrack and look at the final instructions that Jesus gave. And here we find two main 

themes. The first is regarding the fulfilment and understanding of scripture. We heard that ‘“everything 
written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled”. Then he opened their 

minds to understand the scriptures’. The mention of Moses, the prophets and the psalms are a clear 

reference to the TENACH, the Jewish or Hebrew Bible. Its name is an acronym made up from the initial 

letters of the Torah, Nevi'im and Ketuvim. The TENACH is made up of three volumes: 

• The Torah,: the first five books, the Five Books of Moses or the Pentateuch. These are the most important 

books, containing the Laws, including the Mitzvot, the rules as to how the Jewish people should live. 

• The Nevi'im, contains the books of the Prophets. So Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel etc. 



 

 

• The Ketuvim, contains other scriptures and writings including the Psalms. 

 The three groupings indicating the hierarchy of importance. 

 It should not be a surprise to us that Jesus would reference these scriptures. Jesus was a learned and devout 

Jew and as such, would naturally abide by the teachings of the Torah. However, he perceived the Prophets in 

different terms, of his fulfilling those prophecies, and this was the message he was giving his disciples. This is 

what is meant by opening ‘their minds to understand the scriptures’: to reinterpret the writings in terms of 

His life and mission. He was the prophesised Messiah. 

 The Ascension is an essential part of that fulfilment, and the beginning of the dissemination of the life and 

teachings of Christ, spreading witness to Him and his teaching throughout the world. 

We should never overlook the fact that the Old Testament is the foundation upon which the NT is built. 

The second theme and certainly the one which is more important and relevant to us today, is better known 

as Salvation Theology. Those of you who heard my last sermon will recall the emphasis I put on God being 

love, and Love meaning forgiveness. Jesus appeared in the room of disciples and his first words were “Peace 
be with you”; words of forgiveness and reconciliation. Rather than berating them for their lack of faith, he 

offers them the experience of forgiveness.  And now, his final instruction is to go out and spread the good 

news of forgiveness and of reconciliation with God.   Luke 24.47 “Repentance and the forgiveness of sins is 

to be proclaimed in his (Messiah) name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem”. (Oh yes, they didn’t get it 
easy. I suspect the last place they would have chosen to start would be Jerusalem, the town that had just 

crucified their Messiah. But Jesus never said it would be easy.) 

In Matthew, Jesus’ commissions the disciples to “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations”. In Mark’s 
long ending, Jesus says “Go into all the world and proclaim the good news to the whole creation”.  

‘Good news’; ‘disciples of all nations’ and ‘repentance and forgiveness of all sins’. It’s what is known as 

Salvation theology: the saving of human beings from sin and its consequences; the saving of us all from the 

darkness of death and separation from God through Christ’s death and resurrection and the removal of 

condemnation, guilt, and punishment for sins through our faith in Jesus’ atoning sacrifice. 

But if as we believe, the commission was not just to the disciples but to all of us. They were told The disciples 

were told to start in Jerusalem which was bad enough, but how are we today meant or even equipped to do 

any of this? But, as we heard this evening Jesus’ last words in Luke were “You are witnesses of these things”. 
So, do we have a choice? Well, it is interesting how things come together. 

 We have only recenml;kml;ktly finished the Lent Course in which we explored this role of evangelism in our 

lives. (And I can tell you) It wasn’t a popular notion and was uncomfortable for many of us. The word 

‘evangelism’ conjures up the wrong message in people’s minds; it comes with specific connotations and is 

often misrepresented. But although most of us were against the idea of trying to (go out and) ‘convert’ 
people to our way of thinking, we all agreed that we did have examples of where we personally, could 

‘witness’ to the power of God in our lives. Yes, we definitely preferred the word ‘witness’. (you know) 

Witnesses are people who have seen and experienced something. But then of course, they are also called on 

to tell what they have seen. In our case, we all agreed it was the importance of God and where He is working 

in our lives. (Well) During the course we watched a video discussion with Stephen Cottrell Archbishop of 

York. (In the course of it) He summed up what he saw as ‘witnessing’: 

1. Teaching: Not standing on a street corner and shouting the Gospel, but living our ‘Christianity’, 
through our words and example 



 

 

2. Serving our Community: getting involved to help others, whether family, friends, or neighbours, 

caring for others and demonstrating, Christianity in action 

3. Place of Nurture: Being inquisitive about our faith, don’t simply accept everything at face value. Read 

commentaries, join study groups and courses, keep questioning 

4. Challenge. Don’t set the bar too low. Don’t just accept what you hear, challenge ideas, challenge 

yourself and others, and develop deeper understanding. 

(I think we were all encouraged when) +Stephen told us that we all need to do our bit, but “Evangelism is 

what God does”.  And although we may never see the results of our actions, we will have still played an 

important part in the process. 

So, the Ascension is a landmark on two fronts.  

Jesus had fulfilled his mission, the Messianic prophesy of the Old Testament and now, was ready to return to 

His Father. He had given his final instructions and although he promised to be always alongside us, it was 

time to hand over the ownership; to us all!   

Of course, his last promise was to send the Holy Spirit to inspire, direct and support, not just the disciples, 

but also us, in what has now become our mission.  In our case however, we don’t have to wait 10 days until 

Pentecost to get started.  

Lord, may we respond by faith to what we hear, 

and use our mouths to share who you are. 

May we tell of your good deeds and love, 

and inspire faith in those around us. 

 

Amen 

 

 

Questions: 

Choose one of the following to discuss in your breakout groups 

1. What does the Ascension mean to you? 

2. Is the Old Testament of any relevance to our contemporary faith? 

3. Do we feel drawn to active ‘witnessing’ to Christ? 

 


