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The Ascension of Our Lord ~ April 30, 2008

Beautiful Scars

The text for today is Luke 24:50-51: “Then [Jesus] led them out as far as Bethany, and lifting up His hands He blessed them.  While He blessed them, He parted from them and was carried up into heaven.”  Here ends the text.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Forgive me for this; it’s wrong.  But whenever I see a person with a disfiguring scar or a missing body part, my eyes are initially drawn to that disfigurement.  This first glance isn’t intentional; in fact, there’s a twinge of guilt inside me when I realize what I’m doing.  But before I can think about not looking, I look.  I don’t mean to be rude; frankly, I’m ashamed of this.  But even as a child, I remember having this involuntary, unwanted curiosity.  Maybe others struggle the same way.  Perhaps you do too.

As a pastor, I’ve found that the worst scars can be invisible.  Even though no one can see them, they still run deep into the heart and soul of a person.  Everyone has these scars, and I mean everyone.  Even the prettiest girl, the most handsome boy, the most self-confident people have scars that hurt or anger, shame or condemn—emotional scars.  As a pastor, these are very often what I’m required to stare at, figuratively, sometimes more intently than I want to.

Now, to change the subject a little bit: you’ve seen portraits of Jesus—portraits, of course, from the artist’s imagination of what he or she felt Jesus should look like.  These portraits usually show a handsome man, the perspective originating from below eye level to give the impression of a tall stature, an appearance of authority.  Jesus’ face and hair are painted smooth and soft-toned—there’s a gentle back lighting to lend peace and serenity to the portrait. 

And when, in my mind, I picture the ascension, this is the Jesus I see.  He’s standing on a high place, the picture of confident authority and divine glory, and He’s lifting up His hands in blessing, much like the statue that is on our altar.  

What would you suppose my eyes would have stared at when Jesus lifted up His hands?  I would have locked onto and perhaps been mesmerized by those gaping holes, those nail-pierced wounds in Jesus’ hands.  Humanly speaking, those scarred hands marred an otherwise perfect picture.  But Jesus didn’t try to hide them.  In fact, He raised those hands for all to see and used those scarred hands to bestow His blessing. 

Most of you are aware that we have chapel for the children of Trinity Learning Center every Monday at 9:30 a.m.  Though it can be challenging to get everyone’s attention for ten minutes at a time, it’s a wonderful opportunity to share the Good News of Jesus Christ with them.  I’m often amazed at the depth of their understanding, and they know how to get to the heart of each Bible story—just look for Jesus.  To be honest, I was kind of disappointed this week, because Patrick was missing.  He’s really good at looking for Jesus.  

Every week, regardless of the Bible story for the week, we have this exchange:

“Pastor.”

“Yes, Patrick.”

“Why does Jesus have those holes in His hands?” he asks, pointing to the statue on the altar.

Knowing he already knows the answer, I respond: “Why does Jesus have those holes in His hands, Patrick?”

“That’s where they nailed Him to the cross.”

“Why did they nail Jesus to the cross?” I’ll ask him.

“So that we would be forgiven for our sins.”


Out of the mouths of babes!  No wonder Jesus said, “The kingdom of God belongs to such as these” (Luke 18:17).  I dare say this three-year-old boy understands the most important doctrine of the Christian faith better than many adults.  He fully believes that Jesus died on the cross for the forgiveness of his sins—he focuses on those nail-pierced hands. 

Too often, good and pious Christians revel in the glory of Jesus Christ, proclaiming Him King of kings, avenger of evil—but they rarely mention the scars.  They shy away from looking at or talking about the nail-pierced hands.

The other day, I was listening to a radio evangelist give his testimony as to how Jesus rescued him from a destructive life and how Jesus has the power to help others who are hurting like he was.  But not once did he mention the cross or Jesus’ suffering and death.  

Are Christians perhaps ashamed of the cross, of suffering?  Are they ashamed of the scars?  Yet Jesus, at the glorious ascension, did not hesitate to raise pierced hands before His people.  He raised those scarred hands because His greatest glory is found in another event.  Why were those hands pierced?  Why did He suffer and die?  His obedient suffering and death is the power by which we are freed from our sins and delivered from the evils of this world.

When we are really angry with someone, we might think in vengeance, “They’ll get theirs.  There is a day of reckoning.”  We can be so concerned about our vindication that we forget to ask, “Will I get mine?  Will I get what I deserve?”

But, Jesus’ nail-scarred hands reveal a sacrifice that cancels our shame.

It took scarred hands to save us.  All mankind shares a common shame, a scar that disfigures our hearts and our bodies.  That common scar, that shame, is sin.  Every emotional scar—the guilt we bear, the hurt done to us—every illness that weakens our bodies, every accident that disfigures or dismembers, even every genetic defect, is a result of sin, the world’s sin, our sin.  

Our healing for every such circumstance is found only in the cross of our salvation.  The cross—our crucified Lord—is where we find God directing His attention specifically to our scarred lives, focusing intently on delivering us from death and eternal disfigurement.

I’ve been talking about observing other people’s disfigurement.  But I must realize that Jesus died in my place.  It was for my sin-scarred life that holes were punched in my Savior’s hands.  I need not get what I deserve, because Jesus already took what I deserve.  He already took what you deserve.

And you know that person with whom you have the hardest time?  Do you have that pain-in-the-neck person pictured in your mind?  Jesus’ scarred hands are for him or her too.  St. Peter writes, “[Jesus] Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree… By His wounds you have been healed” (1 Peter 2:24).  Again, “Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous” (1 Peter 3:18).  Healing is accomplished by Jesus’ death.  Protection and deliverance are accomplished by Jesus’ death.  Reconciliation is accomplished in Jesus’ death.  Our glory is found in Jesus’ nail-marked hands.

The very fact that Jesus lifted those hands tells us that the risen Lord has made an effective sacrifice.  From the cross, Jesus loudly proclaimed, “It is finished.”  His mission was completed—He died.  God raised His Son from the dead—not because there was something missing, but because the sacrifice accomplished what it set out to do.  The condemnation of anyone’s sin has been overcome.  With those scarred hands, Jesus says, “I am the One who died for you; I have completed your salvation.”

Jesus said, “Everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled, . . . that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations” (Luke 24:44, 46–47).  

On the basis of His sacrifice and glorious resurrection, the forgiveness of sins can now be announced to all in the name of Jesus Christ.  And as we daily confess our sins, we can be sure that those beautifully scarred-for-us hands are raised in blessing over us.

Permit me another story from our daycare.  One of the children saw a picture.  It had of a bunch of bearded men dressed in robes.  She pointed to one of the men and said, “That’s Jesus.” 

I said, “No, that one isn’t Jesus; this one is.” 

She asked, “How can you tell?” 

I replied, “In every picture of our risen Lord, He needs to have pierced hands.  The one with pierced hands is Jesus.”

That’s how we decide what is ultimately important: the one with the pierced hands is our Savior.  Often we put aside prayer time, Bible study time, and worship time because we think there are other things more urgent to be done.  Often we miss or maybe even intentionally avoid opportunities to serve our neighbor in need.  What we end up doing is setting aside Christ.  But do those urgent things have pierced hands?  Does your job make an eternal sacrifice for you?  Do your leisure activities offer forgiveness and salvation?  Only one pair of hands is pierced for you, and those hands in turn bless all that we do.

Pray that God would keep Christ’s scarred, sacramental hands raised before your eyes.  Don’t be ashamed of them.  In His hands are the marks of life.  In His hands is blessing.  In His hands is love.  By the work of His nail-pierced hands, you are forgiven of all of your sin in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 
