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Taken Up and Coming Back 

Acts 1:1-11 

 

 On the Christian calendar, this past Thursday, May 30, was Ascension Day. That’s the day 

that marks how forty days after he rose from the dead, Jesus ascended into heaven and sat down 

in glory at the Father’s right hand. So that’s what we’re focusing on this morning. 

 For whatever reason or reasons, through the years we Baptist Christians have not put much 

emphasis on the ascension of Jesus. I’m not sure that I ever even heard a sermon on the 

ascension of Christ as I was growing up. As a young minister, I did hear one older minister talk 

about a sermon he had preached on the ascension. And as far as my own preaching and teaching, 

up until the past seven years or so, I’ve usually dealt with the ascension as part of the larger 

Easter story rather than specifically focusing on it and its theological significance. 

My pastor friend Dr. Chris Alford has described his experience as the ascension being treated 

“as a kind of peculiar footnote to the life and ministry of Christ” rather than “a critical part of the 

salvation story and enormously important to our understanding and practice of the faith.” 

 

Two ancient Christian confessions of faith (the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed) 

expressed “the rule of faith” or “the rule of truth”—the central essential affirmations about who 

Jesus is and what he has done. In a time when the ancient church was being bombarded with 

various errors and heresies about who Jesus is, these statements crystallized and clarified what 

the Church Fathers of the second and third centuries had formulated in the face of Gnostic heresy 

as the legitimate framework for interpreting the Scriptures in light of Jesus Christ’s identity and 

work. They served as the lens through which the Scriptures must be interpreted and by which 

beliefs and behavior must be formed and judged. And both of these confessions include the 

affirmation that after Jesus suffered and died, he rose from the dead and ascended to the Father 

where he sits at the Father’s right hand, from where he will return in glory to judge the living and 

the dead. 

It’s clear that the Scriptures teach us that Jesus ascended into heaven after his resurrection. 

And these early confessions affirm its significance by including it in what they express as being 

essential to the Christian faith. 

So what happened, and why is it significant? 

 

 What happened? 

 Luke really gives us more details about Jesus’ ascension in his two-volume account (Luke-

Acts) than the other Gospel writers do.  

He tells us about it in Luke 24 at the end of his account of the Gospel. We heard that 
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description read earlier in our service today. There Luke identifies the place from which Jesus 

ascended as being in the vicinity of Bethany (Luke 24:50). 

  While Jo Ann and I were in the Holy Land five years ago, we visited this area. In biblical 

times, Bethany was a small village on the eastern slope of the Mount of Olives, less than two 

miles from Jerusalem. It was on the road that came from Jericho, and Jesus often stopped there. 

There’s a small eight-sided church on the Mount of Olives that commemorates Jesus’ ascension, 

which we visited. In fact, it’s built over a rock that’s exposed in the center of the floor that has an 

impression like a footprint. The legend is that Jesus was standing on this rock when he ascended. 

While that would be extremely difficult to prove, it was from this area that Jesus ascended. 

 Here in Acts, Luke begins by telling how over a period of forty days following his 

resurrection, Jesus appeared multiple times to his followers and spoke to them about the 

kingdom of God. On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he commanded his disciples to 

stay in Jerusalem waiting for the gift from the Father that he had promised—the baptism of the 

Holy Spirit that John the Baptist had declared the Messiah would bring (1:4-5). 

 It’s interesting that at this point the disciples somehow still thought Jesus was about restoring 

Israel as an earthly dominion. “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” 

(1:6). After all, he had once said something to them about their sitting on twelve thrones judging 

the twelve tribes of Israel . . . 

 Jesus’ reply was basically that this was none of their business. They were concerned about 

receiving power. They would receive power when the Holy Spirit came on them, and then they 

would be his witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:7-8)! 

 And then, Luke tells us, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their 

sight (1:9). It was just that sudden! 

 They kept looking up intently into the sky as he was going (1:10). But suddenly two men dressed 

in white (angels, of course) stood beside them and told them:  
 

“Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into the sky? This same 
Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the 

same way you  have seen him go into heaven” (1:10-11). 

 

 And so he had ascended. But the angels said he would return. He has been taken up, but he is 

coming back! 

 

Why is it significant? 

 But why is Jesus’ ascension significant? 

In his little book Concise Theology, J. I. Packer points out that: 

 
The Ascension was from one standpoint the restoration of the 

glory that the Son had before the Incarnation, from another the 

glorifying of human nature in a way that had never happened before, 

and from a third the start of a reign that had not previously been 

exercised in this form. 1 

 

 Think about that for a minute. In his Gospel account and in Acts, Luke went to great lengths 

to make it clear that the Jesus who ascended into heaven to sit at the Father’s right hand is the 

same Jesus who became incarnate when he was born of the Virgin Mary. He is the same Jesus 

who lived and ministered in a specific time and place. He is the same Jesus who suffered and 
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died and rose again. He is the same Messiah spoken of by the prophets of the Old Testament. 

And he is the same Lord who will return to judge the living and the dead. He was born truly and 

fully God and truly and fully human. He lived, ministered, suffered, died and rose again as the 

God-Man. And when he ascended, he did so as the divine-human Lord Jesus Christ and Son of 

God, so that even at the Father’s right hand he is truly God, truly Man. 

 

So what does it mean for us? 

 So what does the ascension of Jesus mean for us as followers of Jesus today? 

 To declare that Jesus ascended into heaven to sit at the Father’s right hand is to affirm at least 

three things. 

 

 First, it means that Jesus reigns. As early Christians looked to what the Old Testament said 

about Jesus, one of the passages they looked to was Psalm 110:1— 

 
  The LORD says to my lord: 

“Sit at my right hand, 
until I make your enemies 
a footstool for your feet.” 

 

From the Father’s right hand, Jesus reigns. This is, of course, the position of highest honor. But 

that’s not all it signifies. J. I. Packer says that the image here is that of the Grand Vizier in the 

ancient Persian royal court sitting on a throne at the right hand of the king. In this position he 

occupied “the position of executive ruler on the monarch’s behalf.”2 The Lord Jesus reigns with 

all authority in heaven and on earth that’s been given to him (Matthew 28:18). And because he 

reigns, he is Lord, Lord over all his creation, Lord over the lives of those who trust him and 

submit their lives to him, and indeed Lord over all humanity—whether we bow to him or not. To 

him we owe our absolute allegiance, loyalty, and obedience! 

 

Jesus’ ascension also means that he intercedes for us. Let that sink in. Paul in Romans 8:34 

and the writer of Hebrews in 7:25 and 9:24 declare that in heaven at the Father’s right hand, 

Jesus intercedes for us—he prays for us and intervenes in our circumstances! In 1 John 2:1, John 

tells us that if we as followers of Jesus commit sin, we have an advocate with the Father—Jesus 

Christ, the Righteous One. He pleads our case on the basis of his righteousness and what he has 

done on our behalf! 

 

Finally, Jesus’ ascension means that he will return in glory to raise the dead, judge the world 

in righteousness, and redeem the creation in new heavens and a new earth. The angels told his 

disciples that “This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same 

way you have seen him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11). Just as certainly and as suddenly as he 

departed, he will return. And when he returns, just as we have denied ourselves and taken up our 

cross daily and followed him (Luke 9:23), he will raise us just as he was raised, and we’ll be 

caught up to meet him in the air as he returns in power and glory (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18).  

 

Jesus reigns, he intercedes, and he will return. He was taken up, and he is coming back! 

The sanctuary of the last church I served as pastor has beautiful stained glass windows that 

tell the story of Jesus. Sitting in the congregation and looking to the right, the window closest to 

the organ portrays the angel Gabriel’s announcement to Mary that she would bear the Messiah. 
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The next one depicts the Nativity. Moving toward the back, then forward on the piano side, the 

windows portray several of Jesus’ encounters and miracles, his prayer in Gethsemane, his 

crucifixion and death, and the empty tomb.  

And then there’s the last one at the front on the left side, the Ascension window. But when 

you look at it closely, you have to wonder—is he being taken up or is he coming back?  

 In the great tradition of Christian art and iconography, it’s hard to tell—because it’s both! 

 

 MEG 
                                                 

1 J. I. Packer, Concise Theology: A Guide to Historic Christian Beliefs (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 1993), 

127-128. 
2 Packer, 128. 


