Ascension Sunday, May 17, 2026

AcTts 1:1-11. (EHV)
| wrote my first book, Theophilus, about everything Jesus began doing and
teaching until the day he was taken up, after he had given instructions through
the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen. After he had suffered, he
presented himself alive to the apostles with many convincing proofs. He
appeared to them over a period of forty days and told them things about the
kingdom of God. Once, when he was eating with them, he commanded them,
“Do not depart from Jerusalem, but wait for what the Father promised, which you
heard from me. For John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the
Holy Spirit not many days from now.” So when they were together with him, they
asked, “Lord, is this the time when you are going to restore the kingdom to
Israel?” He said to them, “It is not for you to know the times or seasons that the
Father has set by his own autheority. But you will receive power when the Holy
Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” After he said these things, he
was taken up while they were watching, and a cloud took him out of their sight.
They were looking intently into the sky as he went away. Suddenly, two men in
white clothes stood beside them. They said, “Men of Galilee, why are you
standing here looking up into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken up
from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into
heaven.”

What’s your favorite miracle of Jesus?

There are so many candidates, right? There is the very first miracle of Jesus, when he
changed water into wine, not so much alleviating human suffering as increasing human joy.
There are healing miracles, like when he touched the man with leprosy and told him to be clean,
or when he simply spoke and the centurion’s servant was healed from his paralysis and suffering,
and Jesus wasn’t even laying eyes on him. There are the miracles where Jesus confronted the
devil and his demons more directly, like when the demon-possessed man confronted him in the
synagogue, and when the two men possessed by a legion of demons confronted him on the far
shore of the Sea of Galilee, and none of them were any match for Jesus’s word. One time a
woman simply touched the edge of Jesus’s cloak and was healed from a flow of blood that had
plagued her for twelve years.

And then there are the resurrection miracles—1Jesus raising a twelve-year-old girl who
had been dead for perhaps an hour or two, Jesus raising the only son of a widow who had been
dead for perhaps a day after telling her not to cry, and Jesus raising Lazarus after he had been
buried for four days. Not to mention Jesus’s own resurrection.

And there are so many more—miraculous catches of fish, a miraculous tax payment,
miraculous feedings, and the list goes on and on. Which is your favorite?

Did any of you pick Jesus’s ascension? Maybe we don’t usually think of it as a miracle,
but it is, isn’t it? I mean, Jesus simply lifted himself off the ground and rose into the air without
any physical assistance! Not to mention the fact that he then passed from the earthly realm into
the heavenly realm at will.



This is the weekend we celebrate that event in Jesus’s life, which took place forty days
after his resurrection. Today we want to look closer at this final miracle of Jesus—the final
miracle he performed in the visible flesh on earth—and to consider what it means for us.

We don’t have a whole ton of stories about Jesus from the forty days between his
resurrection and his ascension. We have his resurrection appearances on Easter Sunday, on the
Sunday after Easter, the miraculous catch of fish he gave some of his disciples on the Sea of
Galilee one morning sometime after that and the conversation he had with Peter after breakfast,
and the commission that he gave his disciples on a hill in Galilee, and that’s about it. But Luke
tells us here that during those forty days, he did two things. First, presented himself alive to the
apostles with many convincing proofs. One of the qualifications of an apostle was that he had to
be an eyewitness of the resurrection, so Jesus made sure that they were eyewitnesses many times
over. The apostle Paul tells us he not only appeared to them, but once even appeared to more
than 500 men at the same time, not including women and children who might have also been
present. Jesus wanted especially his apostles to know for a fact: He had been dead, but now he
was alive.

Second, he told them things about the kingdom of God. That is, he prepared them to be
his witnesses, not just to tell people that he was risen from the dead, but what his resurrection
meant—namely, that God was calling everyone everywhere to repent and be baptized and have
their sins wiped out, and that through faith in him we have the same power over sin that he has.
He taught them what we find in the letters of the apostles, where they write about sin and grace,
law and gospel, faith and the fruits of faith, and how we can and should glorify God and serve
our neighbors in our various God-given vocations.

Luke then tells us about two interactions between Jesus and his apostles in particular. In
the first, they are having a meal together, apparently in or near Jerusalem shortly before his
ascension, and Jesus does all the talking. He tells his apostles not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait
for the Holy Spirit whom he had promised to send them. As those who believed in him, they
already had the Holy Spirit, but Jesus would pour him out in fuller measure. These instructions
by Jesus prepare Luke’s readers for the events of Pentecost, which he goes on to describe in Acts
2.

In the second interaction, the apostles are gathered together with Jesus again, this time on
the Mount of Olives just east of Jerusalem. They can tell from what he has taught them that
something important is about to happen. So they ask him, “Lord, is this the time when you are
going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”

Now, we usually understand this as a question proceeding from weakness, immaturity,
and lack of knowledge. They are still thinking of the Messiah as a physical king with a physical
kingdom, we think. And certainly there was some lingering misunderstanding, since when Peter
was filled with the Holy Spirit and preached on Pentecost, he said nothing about the kingdom
being restored to Israel.

But the Scriptures do speak of the Church as the true Israel, and do speak of believers as
reigning with Christ in eternity (2 Tim. 2:12). They also portray heaven not just as a spiritual
realm up there beyond the sky, but also as Heavens and Earth 2.0, so to speak, the current
heavens and earth completely renovated and perfected (Rom. 8:20-22; 2 Pet. 3:13), where Jesus
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reigns as king in glory forever and ever. So while the disciples may not have phrased their
question in the best way or with complete understanding, it seems that they were basically
asking, “Is this when you’re going to usher in your eternal kingdom of glory?”

But Jesus tells them not to focus on the timing of the end, but to wait for what he has
promised them, and then to put the promised Holy Spirit to use by being his witnesses, not just in
what they think of as the land of Israel, but also throughout the whole world, as long as they live.

And after he tells them that, he performs his final miracle in the visible flesh on earth. It’s
like something out of a Marvel or DC Comics movie, except it’s not flashy, and it’s real life. He
rises up into the air as they are watching, until he reaches the level of the clouds, at which point
one cloud hides him from their view. But the apostles keep staring intently into the sky, partly
out of fascination at what they have seen and hoping to see more, and perhaps partly expecting
Jesus to peek out from behind the cloud for one last look at them. But no, once Jesus is hidden
from view, he passes from the earthly realm into the spiritual realm, receives a triumphant
welcome into heaven, and takes his seat at the right hand of God the Father.

Here’s the thing, though. Jesus never performed a single one of his miracles for himself.
Sometimes the superheroes in the comics use their superhuman powers like we would use them
if we had them, namely to make life easier or more enjoyable for themselves. Jesus never did
that, not once. His miracles always benefitted others. Which means that his ascension was also
for our benefit. He wasn’t just showing off or having fun. So how did his ascension benefit us?
What does it mean for us?

First, Luke doesn’t just say that he rose up into the air. He says that he was taken up, he
was lifted up. That is, another force from above was acting on him, drawing him up. That other
force was, of course, God the Father. The fact that he was not just welcoming his Son back into
heaven, but bringing him back into heaven means that Jesus had truly accomplished everything
that he needed to accomplish for our salvation. Nothing was left undone or unsaid that needed to
be done or said. One of the questions we would be left to wonder if Jesus were still visibly
walking the earth is, “Okay, he said it’s finished, but then why is he still here?” We don’t need to
wonder that.

Second, notice how Luke began this book of Acts: “I wrote my first book, Theophilus,
about everything Jesus began doing and teaching until the day he was taken up.” Luke is talking
about the book we know as the Gospel of Luke. But Luke is saying, “That was only the
beginning. Jesus is still doing and teaching. He’s just doing it from God’s right hand in heaven.”
Another question we would be left to wonder if Jesus were still visibly walking the earth is,
“Does Jesus have time for me? Does he know me? Does he care about me? Can he help me?”
After all, if you wanted to go see him and talk to him and get his help, can you imagine what the
wait time would be like? And if you made it to the front of the line, that’s it—you’ve had your
chance. If you want another chance, get back in line. But now he sits at God’s right hand, a
position far above all rule and authority, power and dominion. All authority in heaven and on
earth has been given to him. He is still active, still ruling, still helping and healing, still preaching
and teaching, still pouring out his Holy Spirit through Word and sacrament, but it’s not just
focused in one place, on just one person or group of people. He’s ruling for all his believers, all
the time.



When you’re listening to, reading, or meditating on his word, he’s right there, for you.
When you receive his body and blood in the Lord’s Supper, he’s right there, for you. When
you’re praying to him according to his will, he’s right there, listening to you, and he has already
begun to answer your prayer in the way that is best not just for you, but for his Church as a
whole. When you get together in his name to call a pastor to come and serve you, guess who
calling him through you? And no matter who your earthly pastor is, Jesus remains your Good
Shepherd who makes sure that you continue to be spiritually fed and served with Word and
sacrament. And in the meantime, nothing happening in the United States or in Iran or in China or
anywhere else in the universe can happen without his say-so. It is all firmly in his control. He is
still doing, still teaching, but now from the most powerful position possible.

Finally, we have the meaning that the angels themselves gave to the apostles. As they
were staring up into the sky, suddenly they realized they had company. Two men in white
suddenly appeared beside them and said, “Men of Galilee, why are you standing here looking up
into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come back in
the same way you have seen him go into heaven.” Jesus is preparing a place for us, and when the
time is right, when we reach the time and the season that his Father has set by his own authority,
Jesus will return on the clouds with all the angels and will raise everyone, both dead and alive,
and he will take all believers to be with him and to reign with him forever in glory.

But that means that we have work to do in the meantime. The fact that Jesus was going to
return was not a reason for the apostles to keep staring into the sky. It was a reason for them to
stop, and to be about doing the things God had given them to do and Jesus had taught them to do.
It is a reason to be the best possible husband or wife, the best possible father or mother, the best
possible son or daughter, the best possible student, the best possible banker, restaurant worker,
doctor, nurse, rancher, hunting guide, gardener, housewife, the best possible bedridden invalid, or
whatever else God has called you to be, to his glory. It has been said that Christian shoemakers
don’t stitch crosses on their shoes; they simply try to make the highest quality shoes, to the glory
of God.

But as Christians intentionally carry out all of those vocations to the glory of God, they
are also praying and looking for opportunities to witness to those around them. They are ready to
give an answer when anyone asks them to give a reason for the hope that is in them. They bring
up their children in the training and instruction of the Lord, praying with them, saying or singing
hymns with them, reciting Bible passages and the Catechism with them. And of course they look
for opportunities to gather together with other Christians united in faith with them to worship
their living and ascended Lord, to listen to his word, to receive his forgiveness.

This is how they ready themselves for Jesus’s return. They don’t spend all their time
looking up, except with their hearts. Instead, they look around and they get to work serving God
by serving others.

So yes, Jesus’s ascension is a pretty fantastic miracle. It’s a miracle that continues to
impact us every single day of our lives. Thank you for ascending to heaven, Lord Jesus! Come
quickly, and in the meantime, continue to do and to teach, and also to do so to us and through us.
Amen.



