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If it’s happened once, it’s happened a dozen times. I get out of bed 
early, while it’s still dark, navigating by feel towards the 
bedroom door, trying to be as quiet as possible so as not to wake 

Naomi—and then it happens. I stub my toe, or step on something 
hard, and I stifle a yelp. It hurts, but it’s also frustrating; if I could 
only see what’s happening, I could avoid the pain in front of me. 

John 20 opens with Mary Magdalene, walking in the dark, through a 
deserted Garden, on her way to the tomb where Jesus had been laid. 
But seeing the path—and avoiding a stubbed toe—was the least of 
her concerns. What she couldn’t see—what she didn’t understand—
was how anyone could have wanted Jesus dead? And how could God 
allow such a thing?  

Mary’s name, “Mary Magdalene,” contains a geographical detail; she 
came from the Galilean Village of Magdala. The Gospel of Luke 
highlights Mary as one who experienced Jesus’ healing ministry; He 
freed her from oppressive demonic spirits. Mary and a number of 
other women became disciples of Jesus, using their own financial 
resources to fund Jesus’ ministry.   1

Jesus was crucified on a Friday and Mary Magdalene was there. She 
watched Jesus breathe His last and she saw the spear pierce His side. 
It’s unlikely that she was present when Jesus’ body was removed 
from the cross and given to Joseph and Nicodemus. These men 
placed Jesus’ body in a nearby garden tomb, wrapping His body with 
spices and strips of linen, in accordance with burial customs. One 

scholar suggests that “Mary’s return to the tomb…indicates that 
Jesus's burial on Friday was done in some haste or that the women 
did not know about the preparations completed by Joseph and 
Nicodemus”.  2

When Mary arrived, she saw that the entrance to the tomb had been 
removed; when she peered in, she saw that Jesus's body was absent. 
Clouded by grief as she was, her first thought was of thievery—
Someone has stolen Jesus’ body! She raced to find the disciples and 
share her discovery.  

When Peter and John heard the news they took off for the tomb, 
running; their arrival confirmed Mary’s word—the tomb was empty, 
at least, almost empty. When Peter entered the tomb, he “saw the 
strips of linen lying there, as well as the cloth that had been wrapped 
around Jesus’ head. The cloth was still lying in its place, separate 
from the linen.” 

It was later in the morning by then, it was light out, allowing Peter 
and John to see what Mary hadn’t seen in the dark. Grave clothes had 
been left where Jesus’ body once lay. His body was gone, but it 
hadn’t been stolen; no one would have unwrapped His body before 
taking it.  

John and Peter stood there for a moment, wondering what it might 
mean, and then it all came together in John’s mind. This could only 
mean one thing: Jesus was alive. And we’re told, “He saw and  
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believed.” It wasn’t a blind faith. It was a faith based on evidence, or 
if you prefer, the lack of evidence lying in front of them.  

John’s eyes told him what must be true—Jesus must be alive—but 
John’s sight was more advanced than his understanding. Peter and 
John simply didn’t have the categories to make sense of what they 
were seeing. John 20:8-9 says, “He saw and believed. [But] They still 
did not understand from Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the 
dead.”  

Multiple times Jesus had foretold this moment; He would be arrested, 
condemned, and killed, but on the third day He would be raised.  3

John saw, believed, but still walked away with questions: Where is 
Jesus? What happens next? What are we supposed to do? 

Peter and John left the tomb, but Mary remained behind. Her sorrow 
was so raw that she stood outside the tomb crying, but when she bent 
down to look inside once more, she saw two angels.“Why are you 
crying?”, they asked. Were they really so dense? She was crying 
because Jesus was dead and His body was missing.  

The angels weren’t asking the cause of Mary’s tears, they were 
asking about the appropriateness of her tears. They knew something 
that Mary did not, Jesus was alive.  

Mary had mistaken their question and so she responded saying, 
"They have taken my Lord away and I don't know where they have 

put him." The angels didn’t respond verbally to Mary, but perhaps 
they gestured with their hand, for Mary turned around and she saw 
Jesus standing there. John mentions that while Mary saw Jesus, she 
did not recognize him, at least, not at first. We're not told why Mary 
didn't recognize Jesus; she had seen Him many times before. It was 
the same Jesus, but something about Him was clearly different. 

But when Jesus spoke her name, Mary, she instantly recognized Him
—it was the Lord! And what follows might be the most interesting 
aspect of our text.  

Vs. 17-18: Jesus said, “Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet 
ascended to the Father. Go instead to my brothers and tell them, ‘I 
am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your 
God.’”  

Why did Jesus say this? And, what did he mean? 

When Mary saw Jesus she must have thrown her arms around Him; it 
was an act of both love and relief. Could it be that Jesus was simply 
telling her that He needed some personal space? It’s unlikely. In the 
passage that follows, Jesus will invite the disciples to touch the nail 
scars in his hands and where the spear pierced His side. No, Jesus’ 
words are filled with rich, theological, meaning. 

The resurrection had changed everything. The most immediate 
change was that Jesus’ ministry would not continue as it had before; 

 John 2:18-22; Matthew 12:39-40; 16:21; 27:62-64.3
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Jesus was not simply returning to His old life.  Resurrection would 4

be followed by Ascension. The disciples would continue to follow 
Him, but in a markedly different way; everyone would need to adjust 
to a new reality. 

The title of my sermon is “Raised, Ascended, and Ruling,” and in the 
time remaining I want to explore these realities with you, paying 
particular attention to the importance of the Ascension to our ongoing 
experience of Christ. But let’s begin with resurrection. 

1. Resurrection: As Paula explained on Good Friday, through the  
death of Jesus, our sin has been atoned for, forgiveness has been won
—mercy has been poured out. And with Jesus’ resurrection, death has 
been defeated. In John 11:25, Jesus described Himself saying, “I am 
the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, 
even though they die”. The resurrection is evidence that what Jesus 
said was more than just talk. For the Christian, death is not 
something to be feared as “ultimate”. If death couldn’t hold Jesus, it 
will not hold us because we belong to Him. 

The Apostle Peter writes, “In his great mercy he has given us new 
birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from 
the dead and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil, or 
fade” (1 Pet 1:3-4). Almost everything we have, can be taken from 
us. Relationships, status, possessions, and dignity—they can perish, 
spoil, or fade.  But God promises a reward that, “no force on Earth 
can touch.”  The resurrection of Jesus makes this promise secure. 5

But let’s think a little deeper. John 1:14 tells us that God the Son took 
on our flesh and blood—without ceasing to be God. Jesus was born 
of Mary and had a human body just like ours. He grew, He ate, He 
knew physical fatigue and pain—like us, He needed to sleep.  

Now of course there is mystery involved—we cannot explain how 
Jesus was fully God and fully human—but the point I’m trying to 
make is that His God-ness didn’t take away from His human-ness; 
His body was just like ours.  

The fact that Jesus was raised from the dead ushers us into a new 
realm of mystery: exactly what kind of body did Jesus have, post 
resurrection? In one sense, His resurrected body was just like ours. 
His body was material (He was flesh and bones), Mary was able to 
embrace Him, and His body bore the marks of the nails and spear. 

Resurrection hadn’t changed everything—Jesus was still Jesus, but 
different. Much of the thinking about life after death isn’t very 
biblical—many people think of heaven as being a non-material place 
for disembodied creatures. The resurrection of Jesus should put a 
stop to such faulty thinking. 

Jesus didn’t appear as a disembodied spirit—He was raised to a new 
embodied life. When Jesus returns—and He will return—those who 
have died in Christ, will experience resurrection, they will be given a 
new body that is no longer subject to decay or death.  

 Leon Morris, The New International Commentary on the New Testament: The Gospel According To John, 742.4
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Sometimes people ask,“will we be able to recognize loved ones in 
the life to come?” The only answer I can give is that Mary recognized 
Jesus—He was the same, but somehow different. What is true of 
Jesus will one day be true of us—we will be the same, recognizable, 
but different. 

Let’s move on to talk about the Ascension: (a) where is Jesus now, 
and, (b) what is He doing? 

2. Ascension:  

(a) Where is Jesus? The simple answer is to say, “Heaven,” or,  
“Jesus is now in the place where God dwells.” Jesus told Mary that 
He was going to His Father. But if we were to ask, “where is this 
place?” we are ushered into mystery. 

If were to secure a spot on the next Space Shuttle launch, upon 
breaking free from Earth’s atmosphere, we would not find heaven. 
Yes, Jesus ascended, but “no,” heaven is not necessarily “up”. Jesus 
ascended upwards and intuitively, metaphorically, we understand this 
as the movement of transcendence. Gerritt Dawson writes, “Heaven 
is higher than we, not lower. It is beyond us, not beneath us.”   6

Scientists now believe that our universe is multi-dimensional; there is 
more to the universe than the dimensions we can see. Heaven, the 
place where God dwells, is not far off and removed—it is one of 
these unseen dimensions, it is very close.  

Where is Jesus? He has ascended, and when used of Jesus, the word 
“ascension” implies “enthronement.” The Bible tells us that Jesus is 
seated on the throne, at the Father’s right hand.  “The Father’s right 7

hand,” is a less of a physical description and more of a spiritual 
reality—it is the place associated with power and authority. The fact 
that Jesus is seated is symbolic of active rule; He is seated because 
there is no one to threaten His rule. Jesus is now reigning over the 
world He created, the world He will one day recreate and restore.  

Revelation 21 tells us that one day heaven and earth will be united. 
When Jesus ascended, He left behind the conditions of this broken 
world; the same will be true for us one day—no more crying, pain, or 
death. 

Where is Jesus? He is with the Father, and yet, He remains with us. 
Jesus hints at the reality to Mary, but further explanation was 
required. Jesus would continue to be with His disciples, but in an 
entirely new way. Acts 2:32-33 tells us that after Jesus was exalted to 
the right hand of the Father, the Holy Spirit was poured out upon 
men and women.  

The Ascension, and the sending of the Spirit, makes it possible for 
God to be with, around, and in Christians all over the world. Jesus’ 
ministry was geographically bound; He could only be in one place at 
a time, but in the new age of the Spirit, this is no longer the case. The 
Holy Spirit unites us to Jesus, and so, right now, Christians in 

 Gerrit Scott Dawson, Jesus Ascended: The Meaning Of Christ’s Continuing Incarnation, 40.6
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Bangladesh, in South Korea, and Argentina can experience the power 
and presence of Jesus at the same time as we do. 

All of this answers the “where” question but how about the “what” 
question? Now that Jesus has ascended… 

(b) What is He doing? I’ve already mentioned that the overarching 
work of Jesus is that of Ruler; He is sovereignly enacting the plan 
and purpose of God. But there are three aspects of His present work 
that bear mentioning. 

First, Jesus is preparing a place for those who love Him; this is  
what He promised in John 14:2-3. “There is more than enough room 
in my Father’s house. If this were not so, would I have told you that I 
am going to prepare a place for you? When everything is ready, I will 
come and get you, so that you will always be with me where I am.”  

Second, Jesus continues to have a prophetic role. Whereas Jesus 
walked with those first disciples, and they heard His human voice, 
Jesus continues to speak prophetically to us by His Word (Scripture) 
and by the Holy Spirit.  

And third, Jesus continues in His priestly work. Generally speaking, 
a priest’s role was to represent God to the people, and the people to 
God. What separates Jesus’ priestly work from other priests is that 
His ministry is without beginning, without end, and without sin. 

Many people have a vague sense that as Jesus ascended—from earth 
to heaven, somewhere around 30,000 feet, He shed His body, 
slipping back into a purely spiritual, non-material, existence. The 
witness of the Scriptures is that Jesus remains embodied.  And it is 8

this fact that qualifies Jesus to continue in His high priestly role: He 
continues to represent us because He remains fully human and fully 
God. 

One part of Jesus’ priestly role is finished; atonement was made, 
once for all, when Jesus offered Himself on the cross. But another 
part of His priestly role remains—even now, Jesus is at the right hand 
of the Father, interceding for us.  9

In life, in death, and in ascended glory, Jesus remains our High Priest 
and Brother—He is bone of our bone, flesh of our flesh. Because 
Jesus is fully human, He can faithfully represent us before God. Jesus 
can empathize with our weaknesses, and intercede for us in 
accordance with God’s purpose and plan. 

Conclusion: As I draw my sermon to a close, I want to return to the 
words Jesus spoke to Mary. “Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet 
ascended to the Father. Go instead to my brothers and tell them, ‘I 
am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your 
God.’” 

With these final words, Jesus spoke of a shared reality: my Father 
and your Father, my God and your God.  

 In both Philippians 3:20-21 and 1 Timothy 2:5, the Apostle Paul speaks in the present tense; Jesus remains embodied in the present.8

 Hebrews 5:7; 7:25.9
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illus: I want you to imagine that you’re in High School—perhaps 
Grade 10—and one of your friends has a pool in their back yard, or a 
basketball court, or a dance studio in their house…you get the idea, 
they have something incredible that appeals to you…and your 
friend’s parents make it available anytime you drop by. Grade 10, 11, 
and 12 pass by; you and your friend both graduate—your friend is off 
to University in Ontario, while you’re staying home to attend UBC. 

But before your friend leaves for Ontario, they pull you aside and 
say, “Listen, I’m heading away for University but I know how much 
you’ve enjoyed the pool/basketball court/dance studio. I want you to 
think of it as your pool/basketball court/dance studio…I’ve cleared 
everything with my parents—what’s mine is now yours. 

With Jesus’ ascension, some things would change, but other things 
would not. His disciples would still have access to the Father through 
Him. The fact that our relationship to the Father is contingent upon 
Jesus’ relationship to the Father is incredible news! Our relationship 
to the Father is so secure because Jesus’ relationship to the Father is 
unwavering and unshakeable.  

In John 16 Jesus said, “In a little while you will see me no more…
Because I am going to the Father…Now is your time of grief, but I 
will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away 
your joy. In that day you will no longer ask me anything. Very truly I 
tell you, my Father will give you whatever you ask in my name…I 
am not saying that I will ask the Father on your behalf. No, the 
Father himself loves you because you have loved me and have 

believed that I came from God.”  In brief, what Jesus was saying is 10

“My Father is your Father.” 

In becoming human, God the Son became what we are, that we might 
receive what is His. Jesus took our place that we might have His 
place. 

• He took on mortality, that we might be clothed with 
immortality (1 Cor. 15:48-54); 

• He became poor, that we might become rich (2 Cor. 8:9); 
• Jesus was rejected and we are accepted; 
• He was bruised, and we are healed (Is. 53:5); 
• He became sin, so that in Him we might become the 

righteousness of God (2 Cor. 5:21). 

Right now, Jesus our Brother and High Priest is enthroned in Heaven. 
At this very moment, Jesus is interceding for us. As we come to Him 
today, do you really think He will turn us away? He will not. 

We come as we are, a mixture of beauty and brokenness, knowing 
that God is for us, not against us. Because He shares in our humanity, 
He understands our struggle and weakness. We come to Him with 
our disobedience, our pride, and our selfishness; He is our High 
Priest—He has made atonement for our sin. We come with our 
worship, our gratitude, and joy because in Him we find new life and 
generous love. 

Worship 

Benediction

 John 16:16-17, 22-23, 26-27.10
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