
Comments Ascension of the Lord May 18, 2023

These comments present one interpretation of today’s readings; other interpreta-
tions may be possible. Comments are best read with the readings.
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Acts 1:1-11 NRSV

Luke begins his second book by summarizing “the first” (the gospel). “Theo-
philus”, to whom the gospel is written, may be a person (whose name means lover
of God) or any reader who loves God. Jesus had chosen “the apostles” (v. 2) from
a larger group of followers; in Luke 24 he instructs them. The “many convincing
proofs” (v. 3) of his resurrection include his appearances on the road to Emmaus
and in Jerusalem. “Forty days” may be just a considerable period of time, or it
may, with “not many days from now” (v. 5), point to the coming of the Holy
Spirit at Pentecost. The word translated “staying” (v. 4) can also mean eating; in
Luke 24, Jesus eats with the disciples. John the Baptiser predicted that the Mes-
siah would baptise “with the Holy Spirit” (v. 5).

An angel has told Mary that “the Lord God will give to him [Jesus] the throne of
his ancestor David” so it is not surprising that those present expect political Israel
to be restored (v. 6). But Jesus’ answer shows the restoration to be of a different
nature (v. 7). When it will be (“the times”) and by what steps (“periods”) he does
not say. From the Day of Pentecost on, the apostles will be his representatives,
spreading the good news universally (v. 8). Luke describes the ascension physi-
cally (like Elijah’s) but includes a divine element, the “two men in white robes”,
(v. 10), God’s messengers. Some of the disciples were from “Galilee” (v. 11). The
time of the Church will end with Jesus returning as he departed.

Psalm 93 NRSV

This psalm is a hymn extolling God as king; it deals with the kingly rule of the
God of Israel and was probably composed for use in connection with a festival.
Mention of Mosaic law (“decrees”) in v. 5 suggests the Festival of Booths, a time
when the Law was read to the people. V. 3 speaks of waters raising up and “roar-
ing”. To the ancients, waters were chaotic, very difficult for the gods to control.
The gods did battle with them; when the gods had won, creation followed. We
find echoes of this in Genesis 1. Here God wins definitively, establishing world
order, which “shall never be moved” (v. 1), i.e. changed or defeated. God rules
over all of creation, even the forces of chaos. V. 5a recognizes that the Law (“de-
crees”) are firm and offer dependable guidance (“very sure”). In v. 5b, “your
house” is the Temple but the meaning of this half verse in the Hebrew is not clear.
It may be saying that the Temple is indeed a holy place, God being who he is and
what he has achieved.

Ephesians 1:15-23 NRSV

Paul has written of the Father’s wisdom and insight in making known to us his
will, his plan for completion of the restoration of the faithful to oneness with him,

as told by Jesus (vv. 8, 9). God’s plan embraces both Jews and Gentiles, bringing
them together in one Christian community. That this is happening he sees as evi-
dence of God’s ability to break down diverse barriers, and to bring the world to
unity in Christ.

And so, in vv. 15-16, he is delighted to hear of the successful missionary activity
by people he does not know at first hand. Their “faith” (commitment to Christ) and
fraternal love (love of “all the saints”, Christians both Jewish and Gentile) go hand
in hand: faith involves appreciating God’s great love for humanity demonstrated in
the Father’s giving of the Son. That “your” (v. 15) refers to new Christians is indi-
cated by “as you come to know him” in v. 17: Paul prays that these (relatively)
new converts may receive “a spirit of wisdom and revelation” as each progres-
sively come to understand God more and more. It is not just digested knowledge
(“wisdom”) that they will receive, but also “revelation”, what God will show of
himself and his ways, his manifest character, his greatness, “glory”, and the fruit of
interaction of knowledge with experience. The objective (v. 18) is that, illuminated
by innermost conviction (“with the eyes of your heart”), they may attain a maturer
knowledge of God in three ways: (1) in spiritual growth (“hope”) being those
whom God has called; (2) the “glorious inheritance” Gentile Christians now share
with their Jewish brethren; and (3) experience of the tremendous power of God as
he works in their lives. Paul’s experience speaks here: God showed him mercy
when he was a persecutor of Christians. Then v. 20: this power that they now ex-
perience is what the Father used in raising Christ and having him share in the di-
vine glory. Christ has also conquered all alien spiritual powers (“far above all rule
...”, v. 21) and pagan gods (“every name that is named”). God has made “all
things” (v. 22) subject to humanity; the Father has given Christ to the church as
ruler over all things spiritual. The church is one in Christ and thus is able to share
in Christ’s exaltation, Christ being the complete embodiment of God, who is in the
process of filling (making good) all things. It is through the church that God per-
vades the world with his goodness.

Luke 24:44-53 NRSV

After his resurrection, Jesus has appeared to two followers on the road to Emmaus,
to Peter, and to those gathered in Jerusalem. When they have thought that they
were seeing a ghost, he has invited them to touch his wounds and eats in their pres-
ence. Jesus has told his disciples how he is the one to whom the whole of the Old
Testament points; he now does so for the last time. (The third part of the Scrip-
tures, the Writings, begins with “the psalms”.) He gives them understanding as to
how this is so, interpreting verses from Hosea, Isaiah, Psalms and other books. He
charges the disciples (and other followers) with preaching the good news to all
people, “beginning from Jerusalem” (v. 47). They are “witnesses” (v. 48); they
have seen Scripture fulfilled. The Holy Spirit will be with them, as God promised
through the prophet Joel (v. 49). Jesus leads them out (v. 50), as Moses led the
people of Israel out of captivity. Here the ascension occurs in a worship setting.
Luke ends as it began: “in the temple” (v. 53). Jesus’ ministry on earth has ended;
the era of the Church and its mission on his behalf is about to begin.


