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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 The last time we were together we found ourselves on the evening of 

the first Easter Sunday.  We were in an upper room with the disciples when 

the risen Lord suddenly appeared.  He spoke peace to his disciples, 

confirming that the atoning sacrifice he had made to reconcile God to man 

had been approved and accepted by his heavenly Father.  He calmed their 

troubled hearts by calling on them to touch him and see that he was real and 

not some sort of ghostly apparition.  And he opened the Scriptures to them, 

explaining that the Old Testament in all its pages spoke both of him--of 

whom he was and what he would do--and of the scope of his ministry, that it 

would be one that would bless people of every nation, tribe and tongue.  

"Repentance and forgiveness of sins," the Lord said, "will be preached in his 

name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem." 

 From that time to our lesson today forty days have come and gone.  

During that time, the Lord has not been idle.  First, he appeared to many.  By 

the first Sunday he had appeared to the women at the tomb, to Mary 

Magdalene, to the disciples of Emmaus, to Peter and to the Ten (ten because 

Thomas was not with them at the time and Judas, of course, was dead).  

Over the course of the next weeks he appeared to the eleven disciples 



including Thomas.  He appeared to seven of the disciples when they were 

fishing in Galilee.  The Apostle Paul tells us that he met up to 500 people at 

the same time.  This too was presumably in Galilee.  And today he is with 

his disciples on the slopes of Mount Olivet. 

 In these appearances of Jesus a couple of things were taking place.  

First, Jesus was proving that he, the risen Lord, was the same Jesus who was 

crucified, dead and buried.  He bore in his body the marks of the nails and 

the spear which had pierced him on Good Friday.  This was no impostor.  

This was no hallucination.  He died.  He was buried because he was dead.  

He arose.  Beloved, the resurrection is a physical reality.  It is not wishful 

thinking.  It is not psychology.  It is not mass hallucination.  It is not an 

abstract idea.  It is a real, historical event.  And Jesus used these 

opportunities when he met with his disciples and others to remove all doubts 

about it.  He appeared with a body of flesh and bone.  His disciples touched 

him.  They ate with him.  In all of these appearances Jesus was giving his 

disciples what Luke would call in the opening verses of the Acts of the 

Apostles "many convincing proofs that he was alive."   

  

 But his appearances were about far more than simply proving the 

reality of the resurrection.  The Lord used these times in a wonderful way to 



teach his disciples.  He used his time with them over these forty days to open 

up the Scriptures to them.  He taught them the meaning of the Bible, 

showing them where he was to be found in all of the pages of the Old 

Testament and giving them the authoritative apostolic witness to his life and 

resurrection that would, in just a few short years, be written down under the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit and received by the church as a whole as the 

New Testament.   

  

He also used this time to give the disciples their commission.  He did 

it in two ways.  First, cast your minds to the scene in the closing chapter of 

the Gospel of John.  Some of the disciples are fishing by the shores of the 

Sea of Galilee.  Jesus arrives and has breakfast with them.  After they had 

eaten, Jesus three times asks Peter if he loves him.  Do you love me?   Do 

you love me?  Do you love me?  Three times Peter says yes.  And three 

times Jesus commands Peter to feed his sheep.  The three denials of Peter are 

washed away and he is reinstated to the ministry of the Lord.  Jesus forgave 

the weaknesses of his disciples.  He let them know his grace had overcome 

their timidity and fears.  He restored the weak in faith so that they might 

become fearless disciples in his name. 



But second, in commissioning them the Lord confirmed to them that 

the blessing of his grace was too great a thing to be confined to ethnic Israel; 

it was meant for the whole world.  And so Jesus commissioned his followers 

to go into all the world, making "disciples of all nations and baptizing them 

in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit."  Over the 

course of the next two or three years, God willing, we will be exploring that 

work as we examine Luke’s second great book, the Acts of the Apostles.   

And third, Jesus used this time to give his disciples the promise of the 

Holy Spirit.   The Lord taught that he would go away so that he might send 

the Holy Spirit to them, to give them power for the task for which they had 

been chosen.  Yes, he would leave them, but not as orphans.  He would not 

leave them comfortless, but only so he could be closer to them than ever 

before, through his Spirit which he would send to live in their hearts. 

 Well, in our lesson today the time of the Lord's appearing and 

instruction have passed.  The time for him to depart and to return to his 

heavenly home has come.  Let's look at our lesson.  It begins with these 

words: 

 When he had led them out to the vicinity of  
Bethany, he lifted up his hands and blessed them.   



Jesus led his disciples to the vicinity of Bethany.  He took them to the 

eastern slopes of the Mount of Olives.  We know this from Luke's more 

detailed account given in the Acts.  These slopes overlooked the village of 

Bethany.  Bethany was the place of Jesus' greatest earthly rest, for in that 

village was to be found the home of Mary, Martha and their brother Lazarus, 

the dear friends of the Lord.  These slopes also overlooked Calvary, the place 

of Jesus' greatest agony of body and soul.  It was the place where his 

ministry of suffering and love, of grace and justice met.   

 When Jesus led them to this place, he lifted up his hands and blessed 

them.  J. C. Ryle makes the point that in so doing Jesus was reminding his 

disciples of all that he had brought with him into the world and all that he 

would do for them after his departure.  He came to the world to bless, not to 

curse.  He came in love, not in anger.  He came as a friend, not as a 

condemning judge.  He came as Saviour to the lost, as the great Physician to 

the sin-sick and weary.  "Fury is not in me," says the Lord in Isaiah.  Oh, 

there will come a day of his wrath.  There will come a day in which his 

anger will break forth and the wicked will be consumed.  But that day is not 

yet this day.  This day remains yet a day of grace.  Our Lord was gracious in 

his coming.  He was gracious as he lived and worked among weak and 

foolish disciples.  He was gracious in seasons of distress and grief.  He was 



gracious on the cross.  He was gracious in his resurrection.  And now we 

find him gracious in his ascension, lifting his hands to bless his people and 

going home to fulfill his pledge to send the Holy Spirit.   

  

 He lifted up his hands to bless.  Now in this blessing Jesus was not 

merely wishing his disciples well.  He was granting them a fuller measure of 

peace and joy.   Let me explain that by first pointing out another place in 

Scripture where hands are lifted up to bless.  If you go to the eighth and 

ninth chapters of the Book of Leviticus you will find the ordination of 

Aaron, the brother of Moses, and the beginning of his priestly ministry.  

Aaron was the first high priest of Israel.  His ordination ceremony lasted 

seven days.  On the eighth day he made the sacrifices that were required.  

The Bible says, 

 Then Aaron lifted his hands toward the people and blessed 
them.  And having sacrificed the sin offering, the burnt offering and 
the fellowship offering, he stepped down. 

After having made the sacrifices, Aaron lifted up his hands and blessed the 

people.  Then he stepped down.  Look at what is happening here.  The 

sacrifices Aaron carried out pointed to the justice of God.  Blood had to be 

shed because it was the promised consequence of sin.  But once shed, once 

the price had been paid, the way was open for the blessing of God to 



descend.  So Aaron lifted his hands to pronounce God's benediction upon all 

to whom the sacrifice had been applied. 

 Now think about the ministry of the Lord Jesus.  He too holds the 

office of priest, but he is the Great High Priest and different from Aaron in 

this respect: As a priest Aaron sacrificed animals over and over again upon 

the altar of God, for the blood of bulls and goats could not atone for sin; they 

could only point to the One who would.  As the Great High Priest, Jesus, a 

priest and sacrifice both, offered himself once and for all as the atonement 

that actually could and did pay the price of man's sins.  You see, the hands 

that were lifted up to bless had been pierced.  We see in those nail prints the 

Law fulfilled, the penalty paid, the holiness and righteous of God maintained 

and his mercy, full and free, poured out on them that believe.   

 Beloved, God's mercy is never granted at the expense of justice.  He 

does not ignore or overlook sin.  God's promises that the wages of sin is 

death and that the soul that sins shall die are just as sure and unchangeable as 

are his promises to bless and keep his own.  For God's mercy to descend, his 

justice must be upheld.  That is what we see in the hands of Christ.  The 

demands of justice have been met fully in those hands which were stretched 

out on a cross.  The call of mercy and love has been fully answered in those 



same hands which are now lifted up to bless.  Beloved, think of the strength 

and encouragement those disciples must have felt in the work that lay ahead 

for them.  They would be met with trials and hardships.  They would be 

opposed and vilified.  But they had the Lord's blessing.  His hands had been 

lifted up to bless them.  Those hands would hold them close to his breast.  

No one would be able to snatch them away.  Their place with him in eternity 

was secure.   

 Let's look at the lesson again: 

 While he was blessing them, he left them and was taken up into 
heaven.   

  
While Jesus was blessing his disciples, he was taken up and enveloped by a 

cloud as he went to heaven.  The cloud, which Luke mentions in Acts, is no 

mere ordinary cloud; it is not a weather phenomenon; it is the cloud of God's 

Shekinah glory, the cloud that indicates God's presence and pleasure.  This 

same cloud stood between Pharaoh's armies and the Israelites as Moses led 

his people through the Red Sea.  It led the Israelites throughout the 

wilderness, providing them the protection of light by night and shade by day.   

It hovered over the wilderness Tabernacle, the place where God dwelt.  It 

descended upon Solomon's temple when that glorious building was set apart 

for the worship of God.  It left the temple in the time of Ezekiel, for the 



people of Israel had turned their hearts far from the Lord.  This cloud was 

present at the Lord's birth in the glory that shone.  It was present at the 

transfiguration, when the divine nature of Jesus shone through his earthly 

frame.  Now we find it at the ascension as Jesus is lifted up to return to his 

heavenly home.   

What is happening here?  The divine Father is placing his stamp of 

approval on all that Jesus has done, he is confirming the blessing that Jesus 

is bestowing on his people as he rises in the air and he is publishing his 

endorsement of all that the ascended Lord will do once he gains the throne 

and sits at his right hand in the seat of power and authority.  For that, you see 

is what the ascension is really about.  It is not simply about Jesus rising from 

the earth to return to heaven; it is about Jesus rising to return to heaven so 

that he might sit on the throne of power at the right hand of God the Father.  

The ascension is the Lord's coronation as the King of kings, the Lord of 

lords, the Ruler of all creation.  It says this in the Letter to the Hebrews: 

 The Son is the radiance of God's being, sustaining all things by 
his powerful word.  After he had provided purification for sins, he sat 
down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.   

And then a few verses later on it continues, 

 But about the Son [God] says, 
 "Your throne, O God, will last for ever and ever, and 
righteousness will be the scepter of your kingdom.  You have 



loved righteousness and hated wickedness; therefore God, your 
God, as set you above your companions by anointing you with 
the oil of joy." 

And you know the verses from Philippians 2.  There Paul speaks of the 

Lord's humiliation.  He did not consider equality with God something to be 

grasped, so he gave up his heavenly glory to come to us, taking upon himself 

our flesh and going to a shameful death on the cross.  As a result, Paul 

writes, 

 God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name 
that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should 
bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

Jesus rose to rule.   

 But that is not all.  Ponder these truths.  When Jesus was lifted up, we 

were lifted up with him; when he was exalted, we were exalted with him.  

This is what it says in Ephesians: "But because of his great love for us, God, 

who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in 

transgressions--it is by grace  you have been saved.  And God raised us up 

with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, in 

order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his 

grace…"  When Christ ascended, all those who were united to Christ 

through faith ascended with him.  Now we do not ascend physically until the 



day of resurrection, but because of what Christ has done, because all his 

promises are so sure that they might as well already have happened, all 

believers rest firm in the knowledge that their place in the heavenlies is 

being prepared and that one day, not only in spirit but in body as well they 

will sit down at the wedding banquet of the Lamb in the place he has 

prepared.   

 When he was lifted up, we were lifted up with him.  That should not 

surprise us.  When he died, we died with him.  When he rose, we rose with 

him.  We ascended with him.  But there is more.  From his place at the right 

hand of God the risen Lord makes intercession for his people.  He takes their 

prayers and petitions, perfects them according to his perfect knowledge, 

goodness and wisdom, and brings them before his heavenly Father.  The 

Bible tells us that Jesus lives to intercede for his people.  Think about that 

for a moment.  He knows who we are.  He knows what is best for us.  He 

knows his Father's will in our regards.  He presents it all before the Father as 

our Lord, our advocate and our friend. 

 Is there comfort for you there?  Is there blessing?  Is there hope and 

joy?   

The Lord reigns, let the earth be glad; 



Let the distant shores rejoice. 
Clouds and thick darkness surround him; 

Righteousness and justice are the  
Foundation of his throne…. 

Light is shed upon the righteous 
And joy on the upright in heart. 

Rejoice in the Lord, you who are righteous, 
And praise his holy name. 

In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 

  


