Sermon Ascension Sunday
May 21, 2017

Sermon Texts:
Luke 24: 44-53

Acts 1: 1-11

Ephesians 1: 16-23

Sermon Title:
“Fasten Your Seatbelts!”

Sermon Topic:
Ascension Day

Sermon Purpose:  To introduce a level of thought and power that is more exciting and challenging than ever imagined.

………………..

Sermon Prayer: O God, Whose love reigns supreme in the world: interpret Your message to us this hour, that we may know Your will and be able to love You with our whole heart, mind, and strength; through Christ, Who intercedes on our behalf and Who bestows upon us His marvelous grace. Amen.

Today’s a very powerful day.  The greeting card people haven’t discovered it – as yet, and it isn’t the sort of day you can turn into a family celebration or have it as a civil holiday so you can take the day off work.  It’s not like Christmas, or Easter, or Martin Luther King Day, or Presidents’ Day.  But, it’s a big day! Today is Ascension Sunday.  
Of course, every time we read a passage from the scriptures it’s full of power.  That’s why dictators and leaders of totalitarian states, historically and currently, don’t want the Bible to be freely available.  They know how powerful its message can be.  

In Ephesians, Paul begins his case with a prayer that God will give those who hear his letter “a spirit of wisdom and revelation.”  Paul is dealing with the kind of material that you don’t grasp as easily as you do the stuff on the sports page.  It has layers of meaning, and Paul is anxious that we wrap our heads around those life-startling layers.  He’s talking about the hope to which God has called us, and “the immeasurable greatness of [God’s] power for us who believe.”  

Now we all know something about power, because we live in an age that has unleashed power in ways our ancestors couldn’t even imagine.  Ours is now a world of atomic and hydrogen energy, of power that can quite literally destroy the whole world!  We have wind and solar power! And, we’ve gotten hold of a power and technology so invasive that you can simply speak, and your thoughts are typed out on a screen by.  And, if you’ve made the proper connections, your thoughts can be read moments later in every part of the world!  Astonishing!  You and I know something about power, so if Paul expects to impress us, he had better have something really big!  And he does!  Listen to this: “God put this power to work in Christ when he 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, not only in this age, but also in the age to come.”  What Paul suggests is that God has made available to you and to me the very power that raised Christ from the dead; and more than that, the power that seated Christ at the right hand of God “in the heavenly places.”

No End to Easter
Now this is where we get into Ascension Sunday.  Ascension Day was nearly six weeks after Easter, when Jesus last met with his disciples. Then he suddenly disappeared from before their eyes, going up into heaven while they watched.  Ascension Day was a kind of exclamation point to Easter.  If Jesus had been raised from the dead on Easter and had simply lived several more years and then died again, Easter wouldn’t really mean that much.  Of course, it would be quite a phenomenon, but without any real continuing significance.  It would only be a miracle story to be laid alongside many other remarkable occurrences in nature.  The miracle would have given way to speculation that he was merely in some kind of a trance that made him appear to be dead, or that the person standing in front of them was really a “look alike” who was trying to take over where Jesus left off; that it was all an elaborate hoax to scare people away from the practices of the temples.  

But that’s not the way Easter ended, because Easter didn’t end.  Easter simply took on more power and expressed itself in Ascension Day.  When our Lord ascended into heaven, it meant there was no end to Easter.  A power had been set loose in our universe –into mankind’s experience – that would continue for all time; into eternity.  The power that raised Jesus from the dead was not simply a wonderful case of resuscitation.  It wasn’t even something like when Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead.  This was an event that let loose a power that has set Jesus “above all rule and authority and power and dominion.”  
This is mystical language, but we have a sense of what it means, because we use the same kind of language in other ways.  We talk about “the power of the press,” and “the power of human personality,” and the “power of thought,” or the “power of positive thinking.”  In a sense, all of those expressions are rather mystical, but we know they are real, nevertheless.  And Paul is talking about something like that, though much more profound and much father-reaching.  Paul is saying that the power of Easter that’s consummated in Ascension Day is more powerful than all these strange, and wonderful, and hard-to-describe powers that are so active in our world.

A Matter of Life and Death
Now, I know that you’re saying to yourselves that the people to whom Paul wrote lived nearly 20 centuries ago, and that obviously they weren’t as smart as we are; after all, they never played with Playstation 2 or X-Box games, or drove cars in rush-hour traffic.  Granted.  But as a matter of fact, it’s quite possible that they were more sophisticated philosophically than most of us.  The educated people of their day possessed what we would now call a classical education, high on philosophy, mathematics, and basic science.  And because the person on the street didn’t have the distraction of soap operas, sitcoms and the National Football League, they talked more about things like the meaning of life, the powers that influence our decisions, and the significance of the unseen.

Furthermore, the Christians to whom Paul wrote were 20 centuries closer to Christ and the Resurrection event than we are.  They could still talk with people who had seen Christ in the flesh or who had seen the resurrected Christ.

What’s more, they were people for whom Christian belief was a life and death matter.  Being a Christian was not so simple; it wasn’t like walking into a lovely building on a sunlit morning, to chat with people during the Fellowship Time, to openly attend Sunday School and worship.  At that time there was no such thing as mere cultural Christianity.  To be a Christian meant believing in something worth fighting for, worth suffering for, and perhaps even dying for.  The odds were that if you became a Christian, you might die for it.  So this was no idle choice.  It was a really, really big, life-and-death deal!
It’s not that the people to whom Paul wrote were smarter than we are.  But they weren’t simpletons, either.  They were used to dealing with ideas. They were closer than we are to the events they were talking about. And their decisions about those events were likely to be more dramatic in their influence than is the case with us.

And to these people, Paul wrote an astonishing thing.  He said that the power that raised Christ from the dead, and that then seated him at the right hand of God in the heavenly places – that power, Paul said, is now available to you!

A great church historian said that the early church survived because the first Christians, against all odds, out-thought, out-loved, out-lived, and out-died the opposition.  They had a power that we have hardly tapped into.

I have to admit that I haven’t fully attained the reality of that power, but I believe it is worth going after.  I hope you do, too!
Let us come together in prayer:

Lord, you have sent to us the message and the messengers to guide our beliefs.  Your Holy Spirit has demonstrated your power and has given us hope.  Now, in your love, we pray that you enable our hearts and our minds to dwell on these Truths so our lives may be re-committed to you and to your kingdom.  Amen.
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