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The Ascension of Our Lord ~ May 17, 2007

That He Might Fill All Things


The text for this evening is Ephesians 4:10: “He who descended is the very one who ascended far above all the heavens, that He might fill all things.”  Here ends the text.

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


In one of the most well-known of his Reformation writings, The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, Martin Luther wrote:

Beware of making any distinction in baptism by ascribing the outward part to man and the inward part to God.  Ascribe both to God alone, and look upon the person administering it as simply the vicarious instrument of God, by which the Lord sitting in heaven thrusts you under the water with His own hands, and promises you forgiveness of your sins, speaking to you upon earth with a human voice by the mouth of His minister. (LW 36:62-63).

Luther said Jesus baptized you.  Jesus thrusts you under the water with His own hands.  He said Jesus is speaking on earth today with a human voice, the mouth of your pastor.  If this were true, wouldn’t that be something?  Jesus this tangible, touchable, and touching?  Jesus truly present?

But Jesus ascended back into heaven.  Up into heaven, at least beyond what your eyes can see.  That’s what we just heard in our reading from Acts 1:1-11.  Ascension is the day that huge, heavenly procession leads Jesus to the Ancient of Days, to His Father in heaven.  It’s coronation day!  Every knee already starts bowing in heaven, on earth, and even under the earth.  Jesus is Lord.  In heaven, an exciting, majestic celebration of the Feast of Victory is underway forever.  With the ascension, Jesus is seated upon His mighty throne in heaven.  

So how can Luther say that Jesus is still on earth, baptizing you, speaking you, speaking to people in a voice that human ears can hear?

Because St. Paul says Jesus, “who descended [came down from heaven] is the one who also ascended [not simply to heaven but] far above all the heavens, that He might fill all things” (Ephesians 4:10).  

The ascension did not take Jesus away from the earth.  Luther got it exactly and profoundly right.  Others didn’t.  

Jesus ascends to fill all things, everywhere, as He is, as a man.  The ascension allowed Jesus to fill the earth with His human body—not as a super giant monstrosity, but with His very body.  In particular, He ascends to fill this place, this liturgy, and these things—bread and wine.  

The ascension did not take Jesus farther away from you; it brought Jesus closer to you.  Yes, Jesus disappeared at the ascension.  “A cloud took Him out of their sight” (Acts 1:9), it says—and clouds will be there when you see Him return.  These things are true; but even ascended and sitting at the Father’s right hand, Jesus is still human.  He didn’t lose His being “made man,” His being like you.  His flesh and blood are not traded in as useless or gone from Him, ever—we never hear that is Scripture!  

We do hear: “This is My body.  This is My blood.”  We do hear, “You are not orphans” (John 14:18) and “I am with you always” (Matthew 28:20).  

To be sure, this is a great mystery.  And just as is true with other great mysteries of God, our Lord’s teaching that Jesus now “fills all things” has been met with doubt and opposition.  “How is it possible,” some ask, “that Jesus, since His ascension, can be with us not only spiritually but also physically?”  

It’s just not logical!  It certainly is not reasonable.  The risen Christ is now in heaven.  Human bodies cannot be more than one place at a time, so Christ’s body cannot be here on earth with us.  “The finite cannot hold the infinite,” they say.  “Jesus only promises to be with us spiritually.”

Doubting God’s clear Word is not unusual.  After Jesus spoke of other great mysteries of God, the disciples responded: “This is a difficult statement; who can listen to it?” (John 6:60).  Many of the truths of Scripture are difficult to accept; some are hard to understand.  They don’t fit the common sense of our Old Adam.  But whether or not God’s great mysteries are logical or reasonable is unimportant.  Our Lord doesn’t call you to understand everything He says or teaches; He calls you to trust His holy Word, He calls you to believe in His Son as your Savior.  

The important thing is that God has spoken this great teaching to His church and to you for your blessing and benefit: Jesus “ascended far above all the heavens so that He might fill all things” (Ephesians 4:10).  

Nevertheless, there are a couple of analogies or comparisons that can help us understand this great mystery off how Jesus can be with us, even though we can’t see Him.  Just remember, like all analogies, they will break down if pressed too hard to explain everything.  Here’s one of them:

Early in the morning, one can see fog in low-lying areas.  Several hours later, when the sun heats up the atmosphere, the fog disappears.  In fact, however, the moisture that is the essence of the fog does not disappear.  The moisture is still present, but in a different and invisible form.  This is the same with Jesus.  When He ascended, He did not depart for some far-off location.  Instead, He has remained with us just as He promised.

Here’s another analogy that might help:

Hospital nurseries make use of one-way glass, which is used to see through from one direction but not the other.  This glass allows nurses to watch over newborn babies without being seen.  While parents and others are not bothered by the presence of the nurse, she is just on the other side of the one-way glass and stays very close to insure the safety of the little babies.  In the same way, our Lord Jesus is close to us even though we cannot see Him.

You might be wondering: “Why is Jesus’ presence so important to us?  Why worry about where Jesus is right now, so long as He someday returns for us?

This mystery is connected directly to Christ’s bodily presence in Holy Communion.  Those who believe Jesus traveled to a far-off location at His ascension also believe that, in Holy Communion, Jesus is not bodily present but only “divinely present” or “spiritually present.”  Therefore, they believe, when you receive the bread and wine in the Holy Supper, you are not actually receiving Jesus’ body and blood.  It is only symbolic, a way to remember Him.  You are only communing with Jesus in your mind.

This would be like saying that when you receive medicine from the doctor, this medicine does not actually have the power to work on and in you, to cleanse you and to heal you, but that the medicine is only something for you to think about.  

The fact is, if you believe Jesus is only spiritually present, but not actually bodily present in, with, and under the bread and the wine, then your unbelief in His Word will prevent His blessing of cleansing and healing from working within you (1 Corinthians 11:27-29).  In fact, those who eat and drink without recognizing the body and blood of the Lord are sinning against the body and blood of the Lord and bring temporal judgment upon themselves.

So you see, it makes a day-and-night difference as to how you read and understand this teaching, that Jesus “ascended far above all the heavens, so that He might fill all things” (Ephesians 4:10).  It’s a matter of spiritual health, perhaps even physical health.

To be sure, this is not an easy thing to believe.  Human logic and reason cannot comprehend such a mystery.  It can only be accepted through faith, which is the gift and work of God. 

That’s why Jesus created and gave us more gifts.  He gave the Office of the Ministry: apostles, evangelists, pastors, and teachers (Ephesians 4:11).  Just think, without preaching and Sacraments, Jesus would still fill all this creation and universe (we know that He does—it says He does!), but He would fill it invisibly, silently.  Jesus would still be here, but He would not be here for our benefit, like the way that water is everywhere, in the air we breathe, in the clouds above, underground, but we can’t drink this moisture that is all around us until it manifests itself in a place, in a way that we can receive it.  

Water is everywhere—it’s in the air; it’s even in you, but you go to the sink or water fountain to drink it.  You go to the bath tub or shower to wash dirt off in it.  You have to go to the place where it is available in a form that you can use.  

Jesus’ preaching and Sacraments are like a faucet—it’s where Jesus shows Himself in mercy, and it gushes out.  It’s where you can see Him, hear Him, touch Him with your own hands.  In Word and Sacraments, you can hear and touch and taste God Himself, the Mighty One sitting on the throne in the heavens.

That’s the purpose of Christ’s Office of the Ministry—that He gives human hands to baptize us, a mouth to speak in every place, now, on the earth, at the same time, and that He would still take bread in His hands, bless it, and give it to you to forgive you.  In the same way, He uses common ordinary things like water, bread and wine, Jesus uses a common, ordinary man to bring you the forgiveness of your sins.  It is His work with a man in His office.    Jesus preaches.  Jesus baptizes.  Jesus communes you.  

That’s the miracle and wonder of the ascension and the purpose of His sacramental ministry for us.  The Divine Service, this Divine Service—all this is Jesus and heaven on a Wednesday night in May 2007, and each Lord’s Day, for your benefit.  Christ really is among [us] as one who serves” you (Luke 22:27)—the fullness of the Godhead, dwelling bodily (cf. Colossians 2:9).

So Luther is exactly right to say that the Lord, sitting in the heavens and at the right hand of God (which is everywhere!), thrust even you under the water with His own hands and promises you forgiveness of your sins, speaking to you upon earth with a human voice by the mouth of His minister.

That’s how absolution is explained in the Small Catechism: “We receive absolution… from the pastor as from God Himself, not doubting, but firmly believing that by it our sins are forgiven before God in heaven.”  That’s why the pastor will ask someone during private confession, “Do you believe that my forgiveness is God’s forgiveness?”  For Jesus does not lie; it is His body; it is His blood on the altar; it is His Word of absolution.  In these means, we find Christ Himself, ascended to be present here for you.  

Here at Trinity Lutheran Church, here in this very place, Christ is graciously present for your forgiveness.  The finite is still very capable of holding the infinite, wherever or whenever God wishes to limit Himself.  What God desires most is to be with you forever, wherever you are now, whatever is happening now.  And most of all, so that you will be where He is forever.  

The ascension brings Jesus’ human, risen, saving body, even to us.  This is why the ascension, forty days after the resurrection, is so important and marvelous!  Even while Christ sits at the right hand of God, He comes here to be with you.  So you may believe and never doubt—you are forgiven of all of your sins 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. 

