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Christ’s Ascension Brings Everything Full Circle

1. Mission Completed

2. Mission Started

M. Night Shayalamon is a great screenwriter.  Sixth Sense, Signs, Unbreakable, The Villiage.  They end where they begin and there’s that moment of discovery toward the end when all of the pieces finally fit together and you see the whole movie in a completely different perspective.  When you go back and watch the movie, you wonder how you missed it all in the first place.  All the clues were there and you simply didn’t see them until that magical climatic moment of discovery.  

Luke would have been a great screenwriter.  There’s nothing like a movie that begins where it ends, a movie that—when the lights come up—you are amazed at how intricately all of the details were woven together to lead to that climatic moment when they all fall into place and your perspective changes.  We have before us today the end of Luke’s gospel.  Inspired by the Holy Spirit, Luke so beautifully brings everything full circle with the ascension of Jesus.

Our text picks up on Easter Sunday evening in the room where Jesus has interrupted the Emmaus disciples report by appearing to the Eleven himself.  The disciples think he’s a ghost so Jesus has them look at his hands and feet and eats a piece of fish to show them he’s real.  


   44He said to them, "This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.   45Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. 46He told them, "This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day,

While he was with them, Jesus had pointed time and time again to the fact that he was here on a mission—to fulfill all of the prophecies written about him in the Old Testament—or as the Jews referred to it—the Law, Prophets and Psalms.  He had begun his public ministry by telling his townspeople in the synagogue in Nazareth that the words of Isaiah about a good-news preacher anointed with the Holy Spirit were being fulfilled by Jesus on that very day.  He had told the disciples how John the Baptizer was a fulfillment of Malachi’s prophecy of one who would prepare the way for the LORD’s Anointed One, his Messiah, his Christ.  

But time and time again in Luke, people just didn’t understand.  Even the people who should have—who had it right in their faces—didn’t understand.  Mary and Joseph didn’t understand that Jesus had to be in his Father’s house when they searched for him in Jerusalem over twenty years before.  The disciples didn’t understand what Jesus was saying to them when he said, "We are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written by the prophets about the Son of Man will be fulfilled. He will be handed over to the Gentiles. They will mock him, insult him, spit on him, flog him and kill him. On the third day he will rise again."  How could he have laid it out any clearer for them?  Why did they think that something so obvious was so cryptic? 

How could they have not seen Christ so clearly in the words of Moses in Deuteronomy when he said: 15 The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own brothers. You must listen to him. 16 For this is what you asked of the LORD your God at Horeb on the day of the assembly when you said, "Let us not hear the voice of the LORD our God nor see this great fire anymore, 4 I will make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and will give them all these lands, and through your offspring [a] all nations on earth will be blessed…" 

How could they have not known that the religious leaders would be fierce enemies of Jesus and that kings like Herod and rulers like Pilate would not stand against Jesus after the psalmists wrote   22 The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone; and
2 The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the LORD and against his Anointed One.

How could they have not seen Christ’s suffering in such detail in the words of Isaiah the prophet:   7 He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth.  8 By oppression and judgment he was taken away.  And who can speak of his descendants? For he was cut off from the land of the living;    for the transgression of my people he was stricken.

Why were they surprised on this evening that Jesus stood bodily in front of them when they had his own confident words that he spoke through his own forefather, David:9 Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices; my body also will rest secure, 10 because you will not abandon me to the grave, nor will you let your Holy One see decay. 11 You have made known to me the path of life; you will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right hand.

How many times have you found yourself wondering “If Jewish people still read the Old Testament, how can they not see Jesus?”  Ah, but we forget, Jesus is the one responsible for “the reveal” that makes someone look back at everything that was written and say, “Ah, now I see it!”  
Jesus opened the disciple’s minds.  Without that they could not understand.  Without that, we could not understand.  The very fact that these things are all obvious to us tonight points to the fact that Jesus has opened your mind to understand how all of the clues, all of the descriptions, all of the signs fit together with Christ in the center.

And now that we have seen that beautiful fulfillment, we want to watch the movie again and again.  So very early, the Christian Church decided it would be a good thing to spend half of the year watching the movie again.  We start with Advent to anticipate the arrival of Jesus the Christ at Christmas.  After marveling at the events of the incarnation, we move on to Epiphany, to the way that Christ revealed himself to be both true God and true Man, the true Messiah from the visit of the Magi to his Father’s announcement at his Baptism and Transfiguration.  Then for forty days we want to reflect on that hard fact that the Lamb of God was a Lamb intended for slaughter.  During Lent we reflect on the sins that required his substitute blood.  And then there is Holy Week to follow that suffering servant to the cross and the grave.  And now Easter—joyous Easter where we are comforted and reassured that Jesus has risen indeed!  
Tonight we celebrate the Ascension.  We remember how Luke’s gospel ends how it begins. 49I 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. 50When he had led them out to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted up his hands and blessed them. 51While he was blessing them, he left them and was taken up into heaven. 52Then they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy. 53And they stayed continually at the temple, praising God.
Luke’s gospel began in the temple with Zachariah, John the Baptizer’s father, being told he and his wife would have a son in their old age who would point to the Savior.  It begins with Zechariah, his wife Elizabeth and her virgin cousin Mary praising God for putting into motion his plan of salvation.  It ends in the temple with the disciples joyfully praising God accomplishing his plan—for completing his mission.  It began with God placing his Son in the womb of a virgin so that he could be lifted up by human hands to live side by side with us as our brother.  It ends with humans placing God’s Son in a tomb so that he could be lifted out of that tomb as our Savior and lifted to live side by side with God as our victorious King.
Christ’s Ascension Brought Everything Full Circle.  Mission—Completed.  Ah, but it’s not over! Great screenwriters always leave room for a sequel!  Luke ends his gospel at the Ascension, but he left clues about what was to come—teasers about the mission that was going to be started.  Did you catch them in the words of our reading?  

Jesus said, "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. You are witnesses of these things. 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."
Pentecost promises were yet to be fulfilled: promises recorded by the prophet Joel about God’s Spirit being poured out on all people, promises recorded by Moses about all nations being blessed through the promised seed of Abraham, promises by Jesus himself that repentance and the forgiveness of sins in his name would be preached to all those nations through the disciples, his eyewitnesses.  
And so Luke begins his sequel—called the Acts of the Apostles, or simply “Acts” where he left off—with the Ascension.  It continues with the events of Pentecost.  It continues with the disciples announcing the fulfillment of Scripture starting in Jerusalem and going out in ripples into the world.  All of those Old Testament prophecies from the Law, the Prophets and the Psalms that I read in the beginning of the sermon were Old Testament fulfillments to which the disciples pointed the world too—from the people of Jerusalem to a man from Ethiopia.  
But the ripples are still going.  The mission is not yet over.  Jesus’ words of prophecy to his disciples are not yet complete.  We are part of that prophecy.  We are still serving as witnesses who tell the truth about what God has done through his Son.  We are still boldly announcing the words of God as his ambassadors to northern California.  We are still pointing people to their shortcomings so that they can completely despair about trying to be good enough to get into heaven.  We are still pointing those despairing people to their Savior who has replaced their shortcomings with his accomplishment.  

And isn’t the work fun?  Isn’t it amazing that God is allowing us to have a part in his grand story of eternal life?  When we’ve seen a great movie, we want to watch other people watch it, so we can see that moment of discovery on their faces and say, “See, didn’t I tell you this would blow you away?”  

We are witnesses of something far greater than a great movie.  We also want other people to watch the story unravel so that we can see that moment of discovery on their faces when the Holy Spirit opens their eyes to see the truth of the story—how it all fits together so beautifully!  

Enjoy the upcoming season of Pentecost.  For the next half-year we will marvel over everything that has been accomplished.  We will celebrate the fact that our eyes have been opened to the truth of God’s Word.  We will celebrate the fact that the promised Holy Spirit has come and has come to us as well.  

Look forward to the celebration of End Times.  We are still longing to see the very end of the movie—that has been written but hasn’t yet been filmed.  We look forward to reading the script about that day and we are thrilled by the plot.  Jesus will come again just as he went. And I guarantee you we will all be astounded at the full realization of the completion of all of those prophecies. I can’t wait.  See you there!  AMEN. 

