The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Ascension
Texts: Acts 1:1-11; Luke 24:50-53; Ephesians 1:20-23

‘The ascended prophet, priest and king’ 

Perhaps you have sometimes sung a hymn in church called ‘How sweet the name of Jesus sounds’ by John Newton. In that hymn there’s a line that goes like this: ‘Jesus, my prophet, priest and king’. 
Christians have often found this to be a helpful way of thinking about the work that Jesus Christ comes to do. When we consider three types of people that God worked through in the Old Testament—the prophets who speak words from the Lord, the priests who mediate between the Lord and the people, and the Kings who rule Israel together with the Lord—we see that they all come together in Jesus Christ.
What we see in the Ascension of Jesus is that his work as prophet, priest and king does not end. On the contrary, his work continues. In fact, as Jesus is exalted to God’s right hand, fills all things and sends his Holy Spirit, the work of Jesus is released into the world with a new explosive power.   

So let’s look at Jesus’ work as prophet, priest and king in his ascension, and why it matters for us today. The passage from Acts gives us the glimpse of the prophetic work of Jesus, the passage from the Gospel of Luke gives the glimpse of the priestly work of Jesus, and the Ephesians passage, the work of the Ascended Jesus as our King. 

First let’s look at how Jesus continues his prophetic work through his Ascension. 
Throughout his ministry one of the things that drew people to Jesus was his teaching. 'He taught as one with authority.’ 'No one ever spoke like this man', they said. And at various times people actually said, ‘He is a prophet’. 

They were right. 
Jesus is a lot more than this, but he’s not less than this. That's all well and good in his visible earthly ministry, but surely it finishes with his ascension to heaven, doesn’t it? 

On the contrary! Let’s look at the first verse of our Acts reading, Acts 1. It says, “In my first book, O Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and teach'. 
The first book he's talking about is the Gospel according to Luke, where he recorded the actual words and sayings of Jesus. But then he says, ‘That was what Jesus began to teach.’ 

What's the implication? ‘Here's my second book, the book of Acts, where Jesus will continue to do and to teach.’ 

This is a bit strange at first glance, because the very next thing Jesus does is disappear! And if we read the book of Acts, what it's about? It's about the coming of the Holy Spirit, and the preaching and teaching of the Apostles. So the overall teaching is that in his ascension, Jesus continues preaching and teaching, but now by the power of the Holy Spirit through his apostolic witnesses. 

Do you remember his promise about the Holy Spirit? ‘He will teach you all things…He will guide you into all truth…He will take what it mine and declare it to you…’  
And then in the rest of the New Testament you find other little things, like St Paul saying to the church at Ephesus, that ‘Jesus Christ came and preached peace to you…’ Now Jesus never went to Ephesus! St Paul went to Ephesus. 

But as the apostles go out and preach the message of repentance and forgiveness of sins in Jesus’ name, ultimately it’s the ascended Jesus continuing his prophetic work in the church. And this is very important for us today.  

Many times we hear people who have lost a loved one say, ‘I just wish I could hear his voice again, and have a conversation with him.’ We long for those we love to speak to us. The Ascension says Jesus is still speaking and teaching and preaching through his Spirit-filled word, that is, the Scriptures, and through the words of those he sends.
Pastors preach the word of God and only the Word of God, and especially the gospel of Jesus Christ, repentance and forgiveness of sins in his name. As that Word is proclaimed we have the assurance that Jesus himself, exalted at the Father’s right hand, continues his prophetic work among us. The prophetic work of Jesus continues with his ascension. 

Next, let's think about how Jesus continues his priestly work in his ascension. It’s in the book of Hebrews where this is most clearly taught in the New Testament, where Jesus is explicitly called our High Priest and this is traced out in depth and all the wonderful implications of this are spelled out. And the centre of this priestly work is really at the heart and centre of all Jesus’ work, which is to offer up his life as the once-for-all sacrifice for sin. He is ‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’. So he is at the same time priest and sacrifice. 

He died the death you should have died for your sins, in order to reconcile you to your Heavenly Father. 

But then we could think: “Surely in his resurrection and ascension, this priestly work is finished.” Again, we find this is not the case. Let’s look at the Ascension in the Gospel according to Luke right at the end. 
Jesus is with his disciples, he holds up his hands in blessing, and the Bible says, 'While he was blessing them, he withdrew from them, and was carried up into heaven'. So what sort of picture is this? 

It's a picture of Jesus as priest. This is what the priest did in the Old Testament; he lifted up his hands to bless the people. 

Now because Jesus is taken into heaven as he is blessing his disciples, the point seems to be that he continues blessing them from heaven, he continues his work as our High Priest at the Father's right hand, interceding for us, and pouring out heavenly blessings on us. 

It’s not that he needs to offer himself as a sacrifice over and over again like the priests of old,; his sacrifice is once and for all. But in his ascension and sitting at God’s right hand, Christ, in his flesh and blood humanity, with the wounds of salvation in his hands and feet, opens up the way for our humanity to come into the Father’s glorious presence. He mediates and intercedes for us in an ongoing way, so that his ongoing intercession for us is for the salvation he accomplished to be applied to us. 

This ongoing priestly work is also a great comfort and joy for us in our Christian life. That’s because our sin problem is an ongoing one, isn’t it? We are a new creation in Christ, but we are in a battle with the old sinful nature in us. 

And it is not the case that having died for our sins Christ has clocked-off, as if he’s done his bit and now it’s up to us to deal with the ongoing battle with sin from now on. 

No! As the ascended and exalted Saviour, he always lives to intercede for you, he continually pleads his shed blood for your sins, he prays for you that you would not be led into temptation, that you would be protected from the evil one. He does this now, for you. So Jesus’ priestly work continues in his Ascension. 

Finally, we come to Jesus’ ongoing work as our king. Whether or not Jesus is a King, or the King is a big issue in his earthly ministry. The title ‘Christ’ or ‘Messiah’ means ‘anointed one,’ and in the Jewish context basically means ‘King.’ So the question: “Are you Christ?” means, “Are you the King?” Jesus the Christ in modern English might be ‘King Jesus’. 

So in one sense, Jesus was always the true King. But it’s in his ascension his active reign as King shifts into top gear. Here we turn to the Ephesians reading: 
‘God raised him from the dead, 

And seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, 

Far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, 

And above every name that is named, 
He’s put all things under his feet…’  

In his Ascension Jesus, the one who took on our flesh and blood, Jesus, the one who suffered and died for you before rising again, is enthroned as King, of the church, of the world, of the cosmos. 

The focus of the ascension of Jesus is not so much about him going up, but about him ascending the throne. It’s his coronation ceremony as King, as which he now actively reigns. 

And here’s one reason why this is important and brings us comfort and joy—because when we look at the world, the church, our own lives, it doesn’t always looks and feel like Jesus is ruling over all things, does it? 

This is something we receive in faith. We look around at things in this world. It looks as if, at best, fallible human beings are in charge, and often aren’t doing a great job, or at worst maybe the forces of evil are having their way in this world. In the church, with all our problems, we wonder who is in charge. 
Our own lives sometimes feel like they are out of control and that no one is in charge. But the ascension speaks a different word to us. It shows us that Jesus is on the throne, he is King, he lives and reigns. He has defeated the powers of evil, and what we experience in this life are simply their last-ditch efforts as they are being crushed at his feet. 

And notice he especially rules for, and through, his church. He ‘has made him head over all things for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all’. 
The reign of Jesus as King in his ascension seems to me to go together with St Paul’s words in Romans 8, that he ‘works all things together for good for those who love him’; that the King of this universe has your interests, and those of his church in mind as he actively reigns. So Jesus’ work as our King continues in his Ascension. 

‘Jesus, my shepherd, guardian, friend, my prophet, priest and king...’  
May we listen to Jesus as he continues to teach his church by the power of his Spirit through the messengers he sends. May we trust in him as he continually intercedes for us at the Father’s right hand. May we find comfort and joy in his kingly rule over this world, as he reigns, together with the Father and the Holy Spirit, one God now and forever, Amen. 

