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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Our text, the Holy Gospel according to St Luke, “And he led 

them out as far as Bethany, and lifting up his hands he 

blessed them. While he blessed them, he parted from 

them and was carried up into heaven.  And 

they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great 

joy, and were continually in the temple blessing God.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 Each of the last two Sundays, the Lord has proclaimed 

anew to us Jesus’ Upper Room words to his disciples, the 

‘mental focus’ of which is Jesus’ meditation upon His imminent 

ascension. That truly is a remarkable fact to highlight again 

tonight… to think that, in the hour of his passion, he is not 

verbally meditating so much upon his crucifixion, nor upon his 

resurrection (which, we all see as the antidote to his 

crucifixion) as much as He is anticipating the exaltation of His 

ascension, which – in truth – is the great and everlasting 

antidote to the humble state of his willing servitude as the sin-

bearer for our salvation.  
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 But there comes a point in history where that servitude 

very truly ‘is finished.’ And, He Himself hints that that point is 

the Ascension, when He on Easter morning says to the 

overjoyed woman,  

“Do not cling to me, for I have not yet ascended to the 

Father, but go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am 

ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and 

your God.’” 

 

 Yes, in his ascension, he does not shed his relationship with His 

Church, nor does he shed his humanity; but, you might say, he 

sheds his humility: He once bore our sins in his body on the 

tree, but He no longer bears, nor will He ever again bear, our 

sins in his body. Yes, His risen body still today willingly and 

lovingly bears the marks of his passion, but they do so not in 

the shame of suffering, but in the glory of his victory and 

exaltation and in the love of forgiveness. Yes, He once walked 

the earth in the humility of a servant, but when He visibly 

returns on the clouds in the same way they saw him go, with 

the same incarnate flesh and blood, He will be hailed with the 

true honor and praise and worship and awe and fear that is due 

the Lord of glory, before whom every last knee will bow and 
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every last tongue confess that He is Lord, to the glory of God 

the Father.  

 As that is the image on which our Lord is fixated even in 

the Upper Room, as if breaking through the burdensome 

weight of and pulling him through the dramatic hours of the 

passion to come, then it ought also be the focus of our gaze to 

the horizon. And yet, if we are to meditate upon it aright, we 

must know why His attention goes there, why His mind is fixed 

there on the Ascension. For His concern is not his own well-

being, but His Church’s, His Bride’s. That’s what he speaks 

about in the Upper Room. That’s the content of his monologue 

of comfort to His disciples. That’s the heart of his High Priestly 

Prayer to the Father, the conclusion of which ushers in the very 

hour of his passion.  

 So, on the night of His crucifixion, our Lord’s focal point 

of his ascension is for us. Even as the share of His glory is for us, 

so also His concern over His visible separation from us is for us:  

 But what is concern and prayer in the upper room is, 

some 53 days later, certainty because this too is in the hands of 

the loving Father, even as Jesus said on the morning of his 

resurrection: ““… to my Father and your Father, to my God and 

your God.”  
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Yes, this, too, is in the plans of the loving Father… the Father 

who not only crowns the Son, but who also shares with the Son 

in love for the Church. 

 Thus, when we think on the Ascension of our Lord, we 

ought not think of a loosening of bonds between Christ and His 

Church, a somber/sad separation of distance between Christ 

and His Church; rather, we ought understand it as the image of 

the now-completed sacred solidifying, permanent bonding, 

glorious cementing of the relationship between Christ and His 

Church: “…to my Father and your Father, to my God and your 

God.”  

Here is the moment, the occasion in history, in which 

rescue from sin “takes a visual back seat” to everlasting glory, 

not only for Christ, but for His Church with whom He shares 

that everlasting glory. That’s not to say that the rescue from sin 

ceases to be important, or somehow isn’t the heart of the 

Gospel; rather it’s to say that the Ascension is a first-taste of 

the Church’s gospel-sealed future in the eternal kingdom, the 

first-taste of a life that no longer is threatened by sin, 

temptation, or anything having to do with the Fall.  

 And that’s a first-taste the Church needs and does well 

to hold on to and rejoice in, for – as the soon-to-be-ascended, 
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even soon-to-be-crucified Lord was concerned over us – our 

hearts faint quite quickly and our confidence is shaken quite 

quickly and our temptation to despair is renewed quite quickly 

during daily life in this fallen world.  

 In other words, perhaps the greatest danger to us is the 

sin of despair. For, in the sin of despair, we have given up on 

God’s timing, if not on his promises altogether. An opposite sin 

of indifference is despair’s twin in fallout and consequence, for 

it too preaches to us that God’s promises and timing are 

altogether nothing. And, this is the danger for the Christian, 

isn’t it, to think that the ascended Christ is irrelevant to daily 

life, and the promises of our share in glory with that ascended 

Lord are too fantastical to truly be on the horizon. For, before 

the horizon of glory is the tomorrow of earth, and we wring our 

hands over health diagnoses, financial stress, recession fears, 

societal tumult, sin’s guilt and temptation’s shame. And so, we 

take our eyes, minds, and hearts off the glorious horizon, and 

we say, “No, Christ may be ascended, but the Church never will 

be. Christ may be glorified, but the Church never will be. Christ 

may be firstfruits of the new creation, but secondfruits the 

Church never will be.” 
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 How much the devil loves to drive us to despair, for he 

knows the sin of despair is one of which we will not so quickly 

repent, for such repentance requires us not to despair but to 

hope in God’s promises! How can one repent of despair when 

that one despairs regarding the ascended Lord who has 

conquered sin and promises to forgive? How can one repent of 

indifference when that one is indifferent regarding the 

ascended Lord to which every knee will bow and every tongue 

confess? What a web the devil has woven for our faint and 

irresolute hearts, even to the point that the very Festival of the 

Ascension itself has been far too long understood and 

celebrated as a “farewell” story, a solemn and somber occasion 

near the end of Easter to remind us not to be too joyous about 

our resurrected Lord!  

 But, “take heart,” Jesus says, as His Upper-Room 

meditation is on the ascension, “Take heart; I have overcome 

the world.” Take heart and rejoice, because the Christ who was 

crucified was not raised again that He might escape this fallen 

world; rather He is risen again to ascend on high and claim all 

authority over this fallen world. This is truly the pinnacle of 

visible glory in the Easter season and even in the Church Year! 

For, the glory of the crucifixion is hidden by the humility of the 
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Christ. Even of Christ’s resurrection it is not said, but of His 

ascension, the Scriptures proclaim that He led captivity captive: 

“When he ascended on high he led a host of captives, and he 

gave gifts to men.” 

 Notice, that last phrase – “and he gave gifts to men.” 

We might immediately think of the Word and the Sacraments, 

and they are divine gifts indeed! Consider them rightly: the 

gifts that you receive from God are not only immediately 

attached to the mercy and sacrifice of the cross or to the new 

life of the resurrection; they are also immediately tied to the 

glory of the ascension. These are glorious gifts… gifts by which 

the Lord puts his enemy under his footstool and pokes the devil 

in the eye and reminds all who despair or despise the Lord of 

glory or consider him irrelevant in the things of this world – He 

reminds them all: “I have overcome the world”… indeed, he 

reminds them of this by bringing his gifts right into the world 

and, as the world rages against and ridicules them, Christ 

spreads a table for His Church in the presence of our enemies, 

and the cup runneth over. Glorious gifts indeed. Gifts that the 

Church rightly clothes in earth’s finest arrayment of silver, gold, 

polished brass, crafted wood… and yet, even these adornments 

pale in comparison to the glory of these gifts themselves, for 



  8 

                                                                   8 

they are given to us by the ascended Lord, He who now is 

enthroned in heavenly splendor, even as he veils that glory 

anew to come cheer His Church as she gathers at his throne of 

grace.  

 But in order for these gifts to be distributed, we ought 

recognize that that same passage of the Scriptures which says 

the ascended Lord gave gifts to men continues on by saying He 

gave apostles, evangelists, and so on. Isn’t that exactly the 

picture of Christ’s ascension? He does not ‘leave the Church’ to 

wander aimlessly, devising its own constitution and making up 

its own rules. Rather, the ascending Lord says to the apostles, 

“You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and Judea and Samaria 

and to the ends of the earth.” And not only did he give them 

that charge but, our gospel reading says, “He lifted up his 

hands and blessed them”… blessed them not with comfort in 

his absence, but blessed them with the power and authority of 

his presence… blessed them with a benefit that produced in 

them not despair at His leaving nor cynicism of the irrelevance 

of His gospel going forward, but produced in them joy and 

continual worship at the altar of God where Christ could be 

found… blessed them with gifts of His ascended authority they 

in their tasks would share with the whole Church, as the 
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blessing of Christ ripples through the generations toward the 

Church’s day of resurrection, the day of its ascension, the day 

of its eternal inheritance of glory.  

 And, as that blessing of the ascending Christ leaves us 

not alone, but bestows upon us divine gifts of His presence 

with and for His people, then He thereby keeps our eyes, 

minds, and hearts fixed firmly on the horizon, on the 

everlasting day, and therefore keeps us grounded in doctrine, 

truth, the promises of God. How does St Paul say it?  

“And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, 
the shepherds, and the teachers to equip the saints for the 
work of ministry, for the building up the body of Christ, 
until we all attain to[:] the unity of the faith and of the 
knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the 
measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ… so that 
we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the 
waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by 
human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. 
 

… in other words, He strengthens us against all those worldly 

things that tempt us to despair and to declare the ascended 

Christ’s authority irrelevant to daily life. 

 Rather, forgiven and strengthened by the glorious gifts 

the ascended Lord has given to us – that He gives again to us 

this very hour! – we may keep our eyes and minds and hearts 

on the glorious horizon (even staring through earth’s troubled 



  10 

                                                                   10 

today and tomorrow) knowing that our Lord has led captivity 

captive… and knowing that the same Lord who has gone on 

ahead – to the shouts of the angels and archangels and all the 

company of heaven, declaring him worthy of honor and glory 

and power and might – that same Christ will visibly come again 

just as he went, and he will bring His Church unto himself, that 

where He has gone and prepared a place for us - not just in 

‘heaven’ – but in the great paradise of the new creation, we 

may follow and go with him and join him where he is, where 

(Revelation says), 

He will dwell with them, and they will be his 

people, and God himself will be with them as their 

God. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, 

and death shall be no more, neither shall there be 

mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former 

things have passed away. 
 
It might sound too glorious to be true, so that rationalistic 

temptations of irrelevance and despair creep into daily life. But, 

let us never forget: the Church once lived by sight, and watched 

her Lord ascend in triumph, so that the angel says, “He will 

come again as you saw him go.” And the apostles and 

evangelists have recorded it for us, that under-shepherds and 

theological teachers of every generation may distribute the 
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gifts of glory from the Lord of glory to the Church of 

glory…more than that, carrying and distributing the Lord of 

glory Himself to the Church of glory… to the faithful who are 

heirs of it all and, with eyes, minds, and hearts fixed on the 

glorious horizon, the heirs may boldly and confidently confess 

before men, “He ascended into heaven and sits at the right 

hand of the Father. And He will come again with glory to judge 

both the living and the dead, [His] kingdom will have no end.” 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
May 26, 2022 


