“Easter Isn’t Easy”
Ascension Sunday
John 14:25–28; Acts 1:1–14
Jesus has left. The Spirit hasn’t
arrived. What do you do?
As we strive to walk on Jesus’ path, to
embrace our Lord as the Way, too often, we
feel like we are walking alone or, at best, in
the company of a few equally struggling
friends. But the truth is that God walks with
us every step of the way, in the person of
the Holy Spirit. But before we race forward
to Pentecost, we’d best reflect on the disciples of Jesus and their life in the weeks leading up to Pentecost.
The evening before his crucifixion, Jesus promised his closest disciples that he was not leaving them alone (see the
passage above from the gospel of John), for God would send another person, a Comforter, Helper, and Advocate,
typically known as the Holy Spirit. But fifty days passed from the Festival of Unleavened Bread (Passover) to
Pentecost, from Jesus’ resurrection to the arrival of the Holy Spirit in Jerusalem. What happened in those six
weeks? How did the disciples make their way forward without the day-to-day presence of their Lord?
“…by many convincing proofs…” v. 3
First, Jesus appeared to his followers in various places at various times. Some are recounted in the gospels, some
are not. One of the earliest claims of the church was that the resurrected Jesus appeared to more than 500 of his
followers (see 1 Corinthians 15). The scholar Robert Wall:
Jesus’ curriculum in preparing his followers to continue his mission concerns “the many proofs” of his
resurrection and instruction about “the kingdom of God” (1:3). What must be noted first is that the Lord
consecrates a period of time to prepare his followers fully for their future ministry, symbolized by the
number “forty.” Their witness will be guided and empowered by the Spirit (1:8), but they are thoroughly
briefed by Jesus to understand accurately what they have seen and its theological significance. The Holy
Spirit does not work in an intellectual vacuum; nor is Christian witness effective if it merely testifies to the
experience of God’s salvation without being able to interpret meaning for all of life. Impoverishment of
theological understanding in the church diminishes the community’s influence on its surrounding culture.1
“…the kingdom of God…” v. 3
The kingdom of God is a matter of geography. It is the place where God is king. The Jews of Jesus’ day waited for
the coming of this kingdom. When God reigned, there would be no war, no hunger, no hatred, no sick, no crippled,
no blind . . . And the Jews had waited for a long time. In Mark’s gospel, Jesus’ very first words are a blazing
proclamation:

THE TIME IS FULFILLED; THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS AT HAND.
REPENT! AND BELIEVE IN THE GOOD NEWS!
Wow. Jesus brings the news that the wait is over, that God is doing great things, that God’s kingdom is at hand,
that the Day of the Lord has come . . . that all of this is breaking in upon Israel through the ministry of Jesus himself.
God’s glory had shone on them all and the world would never be the same.
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Of course, this seems an odd claim to make. Evil was then and is still a present reality. There is simply too much
pain and suffering in the world to suggest otherwise. So again, how could Jesus proclaim the coming of God’s
kingdom? How could Paul speak of Jesus’ victory on the cross (Colossians 2:15)? What do we mean when we speak
of God’s kingdom as present-but-coming or already/not yet?
How were Jesus’ disciples to make any sense of this during those fifty days when pain and suffering and death were
still part of the world, for Jesus’ resurrection which surely signaled the arrival of the kingdom? Richard Hays
answers such questions this way:
Why do the powers of wickedness continue to operate effectively in this world? Because the story is not
over. The climactic victory has been won on the Cross, but there is still much residual resistance. So we live
in a tension-filled interval where skirmishes are still under way.
Alright . . . but what does it mean for us? If as Professor Hays puts it, the skirmishes are still underway, then what is
our part in all this? Do we really have a role to play in the full realization of the kingdom of God? If so, what is it?
Where do we start in understanding this . . . how about at the beginning?
In the beginning, God created everything and pronounced it good. But because the humans made a very bad
choice, all of creation became distorted and damaged. I suppose that God could have waved some sort of magic
wand and fixed it all . . . but God loves us too much for that. God wants to be loved by us, and that love must be
freely given. God will not coerce us into loving him. After all, what sort of ‘love’ would that be?
Instead, God’s plan to transform, renew, and restore all of creation was and is to be worked out through us. Jesus
asked his disciples how they could possibly be the light to the world if they kept the light hidden from others. As
selfish, prideful, and weak as we humans tend to be, God, in his wisdom, sends us out to do his work.
Thus, it is no surprise that when the resurrected Jesus met with disciples for the last time before his return to the
father, he gave them their mission: to go out and be his witnesses to the whole world, every last bit of it.
Patience
But I am getting a bit ahead of myself, perhaps I’m impatient to get to Jesus’ ascension. For after Jesus’ teaches his
disciples about the kingdom he tells them to go to Jerusalem and wait. . . . Ugh, I hate to wait. But patience is one
of the heavenly virtues and the disciples would be expected to demonstrate it. Jesus said wait, so they would wait.
About a year ago, before this covid-19 global nightmare, we talked about patience and I brought you this passage
from Karen Swallow Prior:
N. T. Wright says that patience is required in order to attain the other virtues. “Patience is one of the places
where faith, hope, and love meet up,” he writes. Augustine describes patience as the virtue by which “we
tolerate evil things with an even mind.” The patient person, he continues, chooses to bear evil rather than
to commit further evil in response to it. Patience keeps us from yielding to evils that are “temporal and
brief” and from losing “those good things which are great and eternal.” Patience is a high virtue, that’s
certain. No wonder patience is traditionally understood to be a subvirtue of courage. Indeed, all the virtues,
Aquinas says, “are directed to the good of the soul.” He continues: “Now this seems to belong chiefly to
patience; for it is written (Luke 21:19): ‘In your patience you shall possess your souls.’ Therefore, patience is
the greatest of the virtues.”2
The mission
In a passage complementary to the “Great Commission” from Matthew, Jesus then tells the disciples to be his
witnesses to the whole world. That simple. That profound. The Creator of the Cosmos chooses to work through
these frail people to build for God’s kingdom. This is the mission of disciples still.
Further, God has sent his Holy Spirit to guide us and strengthen us, so that we will not insist upon turning inward to
our own needs, but will turn outward, serving the needs of others. When we help someone to find the “pearl of
great price” (Matt 13:46), we are building the for kingdom. When we do “for the least of these” (Matt 25:40), we
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are building for the kingdom. When we witness to the truth of Jesus and the gospel (Acts 1:8), we are building for
his kingdom. It is in such things that we are the light to the world.
The ascension of Jesus
And then Luke turns to the Ascension itself. The present-day Protestant church largely ignores the doctrine of the
Ascension, even though it is prominent in the Apostles’ Creed:

…HE ASCENDED INTO HEAVEN,
AND SITTETH AT THE RIGHT HAND OF GOD THE FATHER
ALMIGHTY;
“He ascended into heaven…” may seem a very simple, straightforward statement and, in a way, it is. But I think we
tend to miss its meaning. In the ancient cosmology, the gods are “up there” and the higher humans could get
above the ground, the closer they were to the gods.3 Thus, when Jesus leaves the disciples to return to God’s place,
he ascends skyward (see Acts 1). If Jesus was going to return to the Father, then the disciples would expect him to
head off into the clouds, just as it is recounted in the book of Acts.
Of course, we know more now about the structure of the cosmos God has created. If we head skyward, we end up
in outer space and, eventually, pass through other galaxies.4
Thus, this phrase in the creeds isn’t a claim about Jesus heading off to a particular spot in space-time. Instead, it is a
claim about Jesus’ vindication (being proved right) and exaltation (being elevated in rank and power). The
ascension language of the New Testament is exaltation language. Thus, the simple statement about Jesus’
ascending is of a single piece with the next statement: “…Sitteth at the right hand of God the Father Almighty.”
Who’s your boss? Your neighbors’ boss? How about the folks an ocean away? Who is ultimately in charge of this
planet we call earth? It is Jesus, regardless of whether everyone has heard of him or acknowledges that he is in
charge. You might say to yourself, “Ok, but it sure seems like the inmates are running the asylum!” And at times,
even most of the time, it sure does. How much must Jesus value our freedom, how essential it must be to the
cosmos that God created. We are given a lot of freedom, but it is still Jesus who is Lord, who sits at the right hand
of God in power and might and glory.
With this phrase about God’s right hand, the exaltation of Jesus is further amplified and wraps back upon the
earlier affirmation that Jesus is Lord. The phrase itself is simply a very Old Testament way of speaking of God’s
throne room, where one is given lordship and dominion by God, as in Psalm 110:1, “The Lord says to my lord, “Sit
at my right hand until I make your enemies your footstool.” Jesus quotes this verse to Caiaphas at his trial, along
with Daniel 7:13-14, another throne room image. It is a way of affirming that Jesus has taken his place as King of
Kings and Lord of Lords.
Thus, when we come to these phrases of the Creed, we need to hear them as Jesus’ glorification (lifting up for all to
see that he is Messiah, Lord, and, indeed, God himself):

It is a glorification arc and it compels us to acknowledge that Jesus is to be worshipped as God is worshipped, and
obeyed as God is obeyed.5
On to Jerusalem And, after all this, Jesus’ disciples made their way to Jerusalem to wait, to pray, and to replace
Judas with, in the end, a man named Matthias. Again, the inner circle was Twelve even as the entire company of
followers waited for the arrival of the Spirit. But that story is for next week!
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Let us set aside the curvature of space-time; it will just make our heads hurt! This is not a physics lesson. I also wonder what folks a
few hundred years from now will be saying about our understanding of the cosmos. I have this feeling that we don’t know as much
as we think we know.
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It is important to reiterate that the Apostles’ Creed comes from the early centuries of Christianity, when believers were still working
out even the basics of a Trinitarian understanding of God.
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