
Introduction

Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a study of the 
Ascension that our Lord Jesus accomplished among us, it seemed 
good to me also, having read closely studies on the topic for some 
time past, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent friend 
of God, that you may have certainty concerning the things you have 
been taught regarding the Ascension.

Maybe, though, you have not been taught much about the 
Ascension at all. Maybe the most you’ve ever heard about it has been 
in the recitation of the Creeds, “He ascended into heaven, and is seat-
ed at the right hand of the Father.”

As with most Christian festivals, the exact origin of the commem-
oration of the Ascension on a separate day of the church year is lost. 
We do know that, by the end of the fourth century, churches from 
Asia Minor to Italy observed it liturgically on the fortieth day after 
Easter, following the timeline in Acts 1:3, and by the fifth century it 
was celebrated on that day pretty much everywhere.

Maybe you, too, have worshiped on Ascension Day, which is al-
ways on a Thursday since it falls forty days after Easter Sunday. Or, 
maybe your church observes the occasion on the Seventh Sunday of 
Easter instead.

Chances are, though, the Ascension has been anything but central 
to your faith. That Jesus is risen from the dead, we proclaim and sing 
with gusto. That Jesus ascended into heaven, now beyond sight and 
contact, somehow seems less joyful, and quite possibly embarrassing. 
We express little exultation in his Exaltation.

The saving works of Jesus Christ are all one, though. You can’t ex-
tract, delete, or ignore one piece of the story without undermining all 
the others. As the Cappadocian church father Gregory of Nazianzus 
proclaimed in his Second Oration on Easter, “If he should ascend up 
into Heaven, ascend with him… Answer to those who are in doubt 
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because he bears up with him his body and the tokens of his Passion, 
which he had not when he came down… Set forth the beauty of the 
array of the Body that suffered, adorned by the Passion, and made 
splendid by the Godhead, than which nothing can be more lovely or 
more beautiful.”1

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, for his part, held a special fondness for this 
festival. “Today is Ascension Day, and that means that it is a day of 
great joy for all who can believe that Christ rules the world and our 
lives,” he wrote in a letter to his parents. That might sound like rote 
piety or hopeful delusion, until you consider that he wrote it during 
June of 1944 while in Tegel Prison, a place from which he would never 
leave—except to be transported to his execution.2 Bonhoeffer knew 
full well every argument against Christ’s Lordship and believed it all 
the same.

Given such theological heavyweights’ testimony, it’s high time 
we returned to the glory, goodness, and grace of the Ascension.

A few notes about what follows.
Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are from The 

Holy Bible, English Standard Version.
To map out the intricate interconnections across the Scriptures, 

I’ve tracked words through both Testaments. Greek words from di-
rect quotations are denoted in English transliteration in the exact 
form they take in the text, including diacritical marks. Greek words 
referred to outside of direct quotations appear in their dictionary 
form.

Hebrew words are denoted in simplified English transliteration, 
without diacritical marks (which are considerably more extensive 
than in Greek if you want to be strictly accurate). Moreover, Hebrew 
words appear in their basic dictionary form, rather than their ex-
act appearance in the Old Testament, because there is so much more 
variation as they are conjugated, declined, prefixed, or suffixed that 
they will be less obviously the same words to English-language read-
ers unfamiliar with Hebrew.

You will see in these pages Greek words from the Old Testament, 
too. That is not as self-contradictory as it sounds. Greek was already 



Forty Facets of the Ascension  3

the universal language across the Mediterranean centuries be-
fore Jesus’ time. Jews in Galilee and Judea as well as in the diaspora 
knew Greek and used it extensively. Starting around the third cen-
tury before Christ, they made translations of their originally Hebrew 
Scriptures into Greek, for their own use as well as for the edification 
of interested Gentiles.

The New Testament authors were well acquainted with these 
translations and often used them, though sometimes they made their 
own translations or used local variations. The standard ancient Greek 
version of the Old Testament is called, in English, the Septuagint, 
which derives from Latin for “seventy,” referring to the seventy 
(actually seventy-two) Jewish elders believed to have translated the 
Torah identically all at the same time. For this reason it is sometimes 
abbreviated as LXX, which are the Roman numerals for seventy. I’ll 
refer to it both ways.

Since the Greek-speaking and -writing authors of the New 
Testament knew the LXX, they would often intentionally select its 
choice of Greek words when they wanted to echo and allude to the 
same Old Testament passages. That gives us strong clues toward 
their theological intentions. For this reason, I draw on the Septuagint 
regularly throughout this book. When I quote Greek words from the 
Septuagint, they appear in the exact form they take in the text, dia-
critical marks and all.

Certain events in Jesus’ life are designated with a capital letter to 
distinguish them from what could, in principle, be experienced by 
someone else: thus the Baptism, Transfiguration, Passion, Crucifixion, 
Resurrection, Ascension, Exaltation, and Parousia of our Lord. Many 
people have gotten baptized, but Baptism with a capital B refers to 
Jesus’ alone. I also follow the convention of small caps for “Lord” or 
“Lord God” when it indicates the unpronounced holy name of God 
hiding in the background, but only in direct biblical quotations from 
Old Testament Hebrew.



§1 How beautiful are the feet

Sixteenth-century woodcuts have something of a comic strip qual-
ity about them. You can detect their kinship, despite the passage of 
nearly half a millennium, with the likes of Krazy Kat or Gasoline Alley. 
Their power to move is no less for that, whether in tender depictions 
of the Virgin and Child or satirical distortions of seven-headed en-
emies. Woodcuts are an evocative medium, well-suited to illustrate, 
for example, Luther and his colleagues’ 1534 German Bible.

But then there’s Albrecht Dürer’s Ascension.
In this woodcut, bearded men in flowing robes and one woman 

with a head covering, presumably Mary, cluster around a pointy 
boulder that hardly qualifies as a mountain. Their hands and faces 
are upturned in prayer. A ruffle of clouds, almost indistinguishable 
from the ruffle of a royal robe, drops down from the left corner of the 
frame and rolls up again to the right. Dead center, at the very top, you 
see the hem of a garment. The edge of a cloak. And a pair of bare feet, 
complete with elongated toes and pierced ankles.

Dürer was, of course, only following tradition. There are plenty 
of images—from Byzantine icons to miniatures in medieval Books of 
Hours to elaborate Renaissance paintings—in which the ascending 
Lord floats over his upward-gazing disciples. In these, Jesus’ feet are 
the last point of access. Some artists took the logical leap and showed 
only his feet. Even better than the complete Jesus floating overhead, 
his feet alone demonstrate how he is ascending to heaven and thus 
disappearing from before our very eyes.

The foot-last glimpse of God incarnate is a little silly and a little 
undignified.

But it is one thing for certain: it is bodily. The ascended Lord is 
not other than the risen Lord, who is not other than the crucified 
Lord—note the holes in the vanishing feet—who is in turn not other 
than the incarnate Lord.

The feet, those silly protuberances for sandals and socks and 



Forty Facets of the Ascension  5

stubbed toes, are an unschooled and ordinary witness to the whole 
work of salvation in Jesus Christ.

How beautiful are the feet!

For us today, though, in the age of the Hubble telescope and the 
International Space Station, the dangling feet of the Ascension leave 
us tongue-tied. We can’t but look at the ascending Jesus as a kind of 
fleshly rocket ship, blasting off from terra firma, achieving escape 
velocity, and ultimately ending up in outer space where even a ris-
en, ascended body cannot be expected to dwell. And where to from 
there? Are we still so primitive as to think that heaven is up?

Two things need defending here, one immediately, one later. 
The first is the intelligence of ancient peoples. They may not have 
known about the stratosphere or the ozone layer. They may have had 
a three-tiered cosmology. But they knew as well as we do that bodies 
don’t go up and stay up in the sky. Just as they knew that virgins don’t 
conceive and dead men do not resume bodily life. Ancient people no 
less than moderns were alert to con-men and charlatans, and the cat-
egory of false miracle was just as robust for them as it is for us.

The second thing that needs defending is up itself. We’ll get there 
in due course. For now I ask you only not to write it off quite so 
quickly.

The real truth is that we have far stranger problems to ponder 
than a hot air balloon Jesus. If that is our principal problem with the 
Ascension, we have failed to notice a whole lot of things that ought to 
unsettle us a whole lot more.

Let’s start here: while today we may find the Ascension, of all the 
christological claims, the hardest to defend and explain, the New 
Testament finds it the easiest. Compared to the Crucifixion, so dubi-
ous a qualification for the Messiah that Mark pioneered the genre 
of Gospel to exonerate it, and the Resurrection, for which we have 
everything from Thomas’s poking finger to Paul’s eloquent defense 
in I Corinthians 15, the Ascension merits but passing apologetics.

Only one New Testament author even bothers to narrate it, name-
ly Luke3; which he does not once, but twice; and yet, he does so not to 
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establish a record of irrefutable details, as the extended Passion nar-
ratives and Resurrection appearances do, but in a brief three verses 
apiece, once at the end of his Gospel and again at the beginning of 
Acts. And this single author of both versions is utterly unperturbed 
by the discrepancies between them.

Then consider this: while Luke alone narrates the Ascension, the 
other New Testament authors assume, infer, imply, and allude to it 
all over the place. It is as though the Ascension was once encapsu-
lated in a crystal high above the earth, which was then shattered and 
scattered, its shards landing here, there, and everywhere, glinting 
out of whatever Scripture texts they embedded themselves in.

In this fractured state, the Ascension sometimes clusters around 
the Resurrection, sometimes around the Exaltation to the right hand 
of the Father, and sometimes it remains suspended in an in-between 
state. And sometimes it gets recruited to serve as a metaphor of 
something both including itself and beyond itself.

Over the course of this book, we will gather up the scattered 
shards of the Ascension as we find them strewn across the New 
Testament. But fair warning before we begin: we do not, can not, and 
(in this life, anyway) will not know what the Ascension is, any more 
than we know what the Resurrection is.

We can perceive the Ascension’s light and shadow, its echoes and 
traces, its hints and clues. But what it is remains hidden within the 
cloud that veiled Jesus from the disciples’ sight. Even the fact of its 
narration in Luke and Acts is a sleight-of-hand, fooling us into think-
ing we’ve seen something we haven’t, earning us the same rebuke as 
the gawking disciples: Why do you stand there staring into heaven? 
What do you expect to see?

The Ascension is no more exposed to our gaze than the 
Resurrection. Or, indeed, much of Jesus’ ministry. We never see how 
he heals the Syrophoenician woman’s daughter or the centurion’s 
servant at a distance. When Jesus summons Lazarus from the tomb, 
we don’t hear a command to arise but only the verbless Hither! Out!—
leaving us to wonder when, exactly, the dead man was restored to 
life.
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Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believed. But you 
have to believe in those beautiful feet if you want to see them at all.

Our point of departure will be the twinned narratives of the 
Ascension. Alone of the apostolic writers, Luke breached the reserve 
around the departure of Jesus; only he described and depicted it. The 
obvious question is: why?

Luke has earned his reputation as a historian with good reason. 
At the outset of his Gospel he gently rebukes his fellow Evangelists. 
Though they have “undertaken to compile a narrative of the things 
that have been accomplished among us” and relied on “those who 
from the beginning were eyewitnesses,” they have not quite suc-
ceeded in presenting “an orderly account,” as Luke himself intends 
to do (1:1–3).

The same rigorous standard carries over into Acts. Those who 
care to investigate these things have fact-checked both volumes 
against contemporary sources and found Luke to be eminently reli-
able. On the rare occasion he falters, it’s over a minor matter.

None of this tells us whether Jesus really rose from the dead or as-
cended into heaven, of course. You can’t fact-check a claim like that.

What it does tell us is that Luke valued accuracy, veracity, and 
eyewitness testimony. Ancient historians understood their craft 
to include molding, shaping, heightening, and expanding on their 
sources—most of all in speeches attributed to historic figures—but 
they couldn’t just make stuff up. That was a breach of trust.

So if Luke the historian recorded the Ascension of Jesus, and twice 
at that, he believed it had happened, and on the authority of good 
witnesses.

This in turn alerts us to a pair of further observations.
First, despite his concern for accuracy and eyewitnesses, Luke per-

mitted the discrepancies between his two accounts of the Ascension 
to stand.

And second, as puzzling, unverifiable, and discrepant as his two 
narratives of it are, the fact of the Ascension is central to the entire 
story Luke is trying to tell. Literally central: the Ascension is the cen-
ter point of Luke-Acts, the pivot or hinge on which the whole his-
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tory turns, analogous to the function of the Transfiguration in Mark’s 
Gospel.4

Given the importance of the Resurrection as the happy ending to 
the story of Jesus, and the importance of the sending of the Spirit on 
Pentecost to everything that will follow in the Acts of the Apostles, 
it’s all the more striking that Luke neither ends nor begins his two 
books with these events, but with the Ascension instead, both times. 
He is suggesting, narratively, that neither Jesus’ story nor the apos-
tles’ can be properly told or understood, alone or in tandem, without 
the Ascension.

Let’s figure out why.



§2 In his blessing them he parted from 
them

The Ascension account in Luke’s Gospel begins in medias res, so we 
need to back up a bit to see what precedes it.

Jesus has been with his disciples, demonstrating that he has hands 
and feet, unlike a spirit. He is so perfectly and wholly bodily that he 
can chew, swallow, and (presumably) digest a piece of broiled fish.

Once they have recovered from their shock, Jesus reteaches the 
lesson already taught to Cleopas and his companion on the road to 
Emmaus, how “everything written about me in the Law of Moses and 
the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled” (24:44), and “that the 
Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead” (24:46).

But now a new element comes in, an eleventh-hour instruction. 
“Repentance for the forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his 
name to all nations [éthnē], beginning from Jerusalem” (24:47).5

Little has prepared the disciples for this new task. What has been 
said of the nations in Luke’s Gospel so far has not been complimen-
tary. They chase after things that the heavenly Father alone can pro-
vide (12:30). The Son of Man is to be delivered over to them (18:32). 
Nation will rise again nation, nations will be in distress and perplex-
ity, the nations will trample Jerusalem and her temple underfoot 
“until the times of the nations are fulfilled” (21:10, 24, 25).

Frankly, nothing sounds worse than the times of the nations! But 
Jesus will send his disciples out to those very nations to proclaim, 
of all things, the forgiveness of sins. This must have sounded like an 
extremely dubious undertaking.

At the time the disciples couldn’t have known better, but the 
reader should, having overheard the song of Simeon when he held 
the infant Jesus in his arms. “My eyes have seen your salvation that 
you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation 
to the nations [ethnôn̄], and for glory to your people Israel” (2:30–32).
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The disciples will not proclaim this word of forgiveness to the bru-
tal nations unless divine power drives them. So Jesus concludes his 
anticipatory charge, “Behold, I am sending the promise of my Father 
upon you. But stay in the city until you are clothed with power from 
on high” (24:49). The promise is certain. Its content remains vague.

Now we are ready for the final scene.
“And he led them out unto Bethany, and lifting his hands he 

blessed them. And it happened, in his blessing them, he parted from 
them and was being borne up into heaven. And they, worshiping him, 
returned to Jerusalem with great joy and they were being regularly in 
the temple blessing God.”6

The first step is to lead the disciples to Bethany, a village less 
than an hour’s walk from Jerusalem, on the southeastern slope of the 
Mount of Olives. Luke has mentioned it only once before, as Jesus’ last 
stop before his triumphal entry into Jerusalem. “When he drew near 
to Bethphage and Bethany, at the mount that is called Olivet, he sent 
two of the disciples” (19:29) with instructions to procure him a colt. 
The symmetry is plain. Bethany is the last stop before Jerusalem and 
also the last stop after Jerusalem.

There are no more instructions now. Jesus’ parting gift is bless-
ing, eulogeîn, as in English “eulogy,” meaning not posthumous honors 
but, literally, “good-speaking.” A lot of blessing of this sort has oc-
curred in Luke’s Gospel already. Elizabeth blessed Mary, Zechariah 
blessed God, Simeon blessed not only God but Mary and Joseph too, 
the crowds outside Jerusalem blessed the king who came in the name 
of the Lord.

As for Jesus, however, up to this point he has blessed only food, 
and twice: first the loaves and fishes at the feeding of the five thou-
sand, later the bread at the table in Emmaus. (In Luke’s version of 
the Last Supper, Jesus was “giving thanks,” eucharistēsas, rather than 
“eulogizing.”) But until now, Jesus has not blessed any people.

That changes in the moments before—and indeed, during!—the 
Ascension. First, Jesus lifts up his hands. This, by itself, is an ambigu-
ous gesture. In the Old Testament it often signifies rebellion and vio-
lence, as in “he lifted up his hand against the king” (I Kings 11:27). 
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Rather more pleasantly, it is a gesture of worship and deference. “So 
I will bless you as long as I live; in your name I will lift up my hands” 
(Psalm 63:4). “Let us lift up our hearts and hands to God in heaven” 
(Lamentations 3:41).

But the significance of Jesus’ gesture is neither of these. Here he 
assumes a priestly role, on the model of the Levites. “Then Aaron 
lifted up his hands toward the people and blessed them” (Leviticus 
9:22). Aaron’s priestly task of blessing is so important that we have 
a blessing named after him, the Aaronic blessing. “The Lord bless 
you and keep you; the Lord make his face to shine upon you and be 
gracious to you; the Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give 
you peace” (Numbers 6:24–26). In the Septuagint, it’s the same verb 
eulogeîn as Luke uses at the Ascension.

Aaron asks for blessing, but Jesus makes blessing happen the 
same way God makes blessing happen, a whisper of a suggestion that 
they are one and the same. In the midst of his act of blessing, Jesus 
parts from them and is borne up to heaven. He is both an active agent 
(“parts”) and a passive recipient (“borne up”) of his own Ascension, 
another sign of his merged-yet-distinct identity with the Lord God 
of Israel.

The disciples get it this time around, at the last possible moment. 
They do to Jesus what one may not do to any other than God: they 
worship (proskunḗsantes) him.

The only other time this particular form of worship has been 
mentioned in Luke’s Gospel is during Jesus’ contest with the devil 
in the wilderness. Devil: “If you, then, will worship [proskunḗsēsͅ] me, 
it will all be yours.” Jesus: “You shall worship [proskunḗseis] the Lord 
your God, and him only shall you serve” (4:7–8).

Luke leaves you in no doubt. If the disciples are worshiping Jesus, 
it is because he is the Lord their God, and him only do they serve.

And likewise him only do they obey. They return to a city that 
has not exactly been the most hospitable of hosts to them or their 
Lord. Yet they are filled with joy, passing their days and hours in the 
temple, bringing the story full circle.

As the history of Jesus began in the temple, so it ends there. At 
this point in time, there is no disjunction between the worship of 
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Jesus and worship in the temple. While doing both, the disciples con-
tinually bless (eulogoûntes) God, mirroring and returning the blessing 
that Jesus has bestowed upon them.

The last word in the book is God.



§3 Them looking on, he was lifted up

As with the Gospel version of the Ascension, so also with the Acts ver-
sion, we’ll need to back up a bit first.

Luke opens his volume about the apostles by recapping Jesus’ 
life and works “until the day, his having commanded the apos-
tles whom he had called out through the Holy Spirit, he was taken 
up [anelḗmphthē]” (1:2). In other words, Luke indulges in a bit of a 
spoiler. The reader is told that there will be an Ascension before the 
Ascension actually takes place.

Then again, what other biography continues the story after the 
protagonist dies? By definition, and by the Resurrection, the genre 
has been exploded. Some new genre must be invented to advance the 
story—which is why, perhaps, all scholarly efforts to pin Acts down to 
a pre-existing Hebraic or Greco-Roman genre have failed.

 In this same opening sentence, Luke indulges in another spoiler, 
alerting us that the Holy Spirit has already been active in the lives of 
the disciples. Little do they (or we) know what awaits them not many 
days hence!

It’s clear, though, that before any of them are ready for the out-
pouring of the Spirit, they must be very certain about the status of 
Jesus. He is “alive” and offers “proofs” of that fact (1:3), both in bodi-
ly appearance and by continuing to discourse about the kingdom of 
God, just as he did before the Crucifixion.

Jesus further instructs them “not to depart from Jerusalem, but 
to wait for the promise of the Father” (Acts 1:4), almost identical to 
his final instructions in the Gospel, “I am sending the promise of my 
Father upon you. But stay in the city until you are clothed with power 
from on high” (Luke 24:49). This time around, though, the content of 
the promise is spoken plainly. “You will be baptized with the Holy 
Spirit not many days from now” (Acts 1:5).

This set of conversations recurs repeatedly “during forty days.” 
But we are given to understand that there is a final conversation 
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“when they had come together” (1:6). Now at last the disciples get a 
word in edgewise.

As usual, they do not commend themselves by their choice of top-
ic. “Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” You can 
imagine Jesus slapping his forehead in aggravation. What in anything 
I have said leads you to believe…? Maybe they fixated on the word 
“kingdom” and never got any further than that.

We should be grateful to the disciples for asking the dumb ques-
tions that all of Jesus’ disciples will go on asking for all of history, if 
only because they drew forth from Jesus the answers that we need 
to go on hearing. “It is not for you to know times or seasons that the 
Father has fixed by his own authority” (1:7). That’s it. End of discus-
sion. Stop speculating about the divine timeline.

That rebuke would be enough in itself. There’s a better reason to 
give up scrying in the dispensationalist eyeglass, though. In however 
much time is left—which is not your business to know—you have a 
job to do. And in order to do that job, “you will receive power when 
the Holy Spirit has come upon you.” This is the third time the Holy 
Spirit has been named by name, and we’re only at the eighth verse of 
the first chapter! Most assuredly the Holy Spirit does not remain in 
hiding until the day of Pentecost.

At any rate, Jesus continues, once the Holy Spirit has come upon 
you, you’ll be so busy you won’t have a spare moment to ruminate on 
the times or seasons. “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in 
all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (1:8). This time it’s 
not a spoiler but foreshadowing, or even a thesis statement for the 
entire book that follows, as the plot travels from Jerusalem, through 
Judea, on to Samaria, and (almost but not quite) to the end of the 
(known) earth.

Now we are ready to see the Acts version of the Ascension.
“And having said all these things, them looking on, he was lift-

ed up and a cloud scooped him up before their eyes. And there they 
were, staring into heaven as he is going, and behold: two men had 
stood beside them in white clothing, who said, O men, Galileans, why 
have you stood looking into heaven? This Jesus, taken up from you 
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into heaven, thus will he come in the way you saw him go into heav-
en. Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mountain called Olivet, 
which is near Jerusalem, being a Sabbath away” (1:9–12).

Let’s sort through the differences from the Gospel.
Although Jesus is again both active (“going,” twice over) and pas-

sive (“lifted up,” “scooped up,” “taken up”) in his Ascension, this time 
around he does not depart with the gesture or words of blessing. You 
could infer that his final words involved blessing, but Acts doesn’t 
say so plainly. The shift of focus is subtle. At the end of the Gospel, 
the disciples were the recipients of the blessing. Now in Acts they are 
active observers who watch and take note.

There is also a subtle shift in location. Bethany was located on 
the Mount of Olives, also called Mount Olivet,7 a ridge running along 
the eastern side of Jerusalem used for thousands of years as a burial 
ground. Bethany alludes only to Jesus’ triumphal entry into and, you 
might say, triumphal exit out of Jerusalem. “The Mount of Olives” 
alludes to all that, too (Luke 19:29, 19:37, 21:37, 22:39), but unlike 
Bethany, it also evokes the eschatological.

The obvious connection here is to Zechariah’s prophecy of the 
Day of the Lord, which no one in their right mind desires. The rel-
evant section of the long roll call of horrors reads, “Then the Lord 
will go out and fight against those nations as when he fights on a day 
of battle. On that day his feet shall stand on the Mount of Olives that 
lies before Jerusalem on the east, and the Mount of Olives shall be 
split in two from east to west by a very wide valley, so that one half 
of the Mount shall move northward, and the other half southward” 
(Zechariah 14:3–4).8

The reason to invoke Zechariah’s anticipation of the Day of the 
Lord, by placing the Ascension on the Mount of Olives, doesn’t be-
come clear until after Jesus is gone. The two men in white clothing 
inform the disciples that Jesus will return from heaven the way they 
saw him go. The second coming or Parousia of Jesus and the Day of 
the Lord have merged into one. Luke leaves it open whether it will be 
bad as Zechariah expects.

There is another and quieter resonance at work here, too. As re-
counted in II Samuel 15, during King David’s long war with his son 
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Absalom, there came a time when so many of his own people had 
turned against him that he had to flee Jerusalem along with his small 
entourage of loyalists. It had gotten so bad that they even contem-
plated taking the ark of the covenant with them. Zadok the priest 
argued that they’d do better to leave the ark in the temple and the 
outcome to God. If and when it is the Lord’s good pleasure, they will 
all be restored to Jerusalem.

The priests returned with the ark to Jerusalem, but David did not. 
Instead, the exiled king “went up the ascent of the Mount of Olives” 
(II  Samuel 15:30). In the Septuagint’s rendering, his upward move-
ment is stated three times in rapid succession. “David ascended in the 
ascent of Olives, ascending and weeping” (my translation).

Luke means us to infer that Jesus, son of David, is for the present 
exiled from his own city. That doesn’t mean God has nothing more 
to do with it. After all, the ark returned to Jerusalem, and the Spirit 
of God will be poured out within the walls of Jerusalem. But the king 
himself must ascend for now, triply ascend, before the time comes 
for his return. The main difference from David is that Jesus had al-
ready done his weeping over the city (Luke 19:41).

What Zechariah’s prophecy calls up loudly, and David’s exile soft-
ly, is the promised return of the Lord after a long time away. Here in 
Acts 1, the Parousia takes on a prominence that, though mentioned 
at times in Luke’s Gospel, plays no appreciable role in its version of 
the Ascension.

It’s not only the Mount of Olives that makes the Parousia point 
here, either. Even more important is the cloud, which would have 
called to mind another prophecy, this time from Daniel. “Behold, 
with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man, and he 
came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him” (7:13). 
This connection was evidently not at all self-evident, though, be-
cause the Acts Ascension adds two men in white clothing to establish 
the correct interpretation of events, that Jesus will return the same 
way he went.

The two men also name-check Galilee, a clue that these are prob-
ably the same two men who spoke to the women at the empty tomb. 
“Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee…” (Luke 
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24:6). “O men, Galileans, why have you stood looking into heaven?” 
(Acts 1:11).

The fact that Jesus spends nearly all of his ministry in Galilee, and 
in the company of Galilean disciples, is underlined again and again in 
the Synoptics. Luke, for his part, adds the unique detail that Herod 
Antipas, tetrarch of Galilee, was in Jerusalem during Jesus’ trial. 
Pilate happily passed the prisoner over to Herod’s jurisdiction—only 
to have Jesus boomerang back again. As a result, “Herod and Pilate 
became friends with each other that very day” (Luke 23:12).

Besides restating the obvious fact of the disciples’ homeland, 
Luke’s emphasis on Galilee in the Ascension narrative is another qui-
et condemnation of Jerusalem in Judea, which “did not know the time 
of your visitation” (19:44). Galileans ought to do better than Judeans.

Just like in Luke’s Gospel, the Ascension in Acts ends with the dis-
ciples returning to Jerusalem, which is only “a Sabbath away” (1:12). 
This restates the fact that the Ascension took place not far from 
Jerusalem, a distance you could traverse on a Sabbath without violat-
ing the command to rest.

In this case, however, it measures distance rather than piety, since 
there is no reason to think the Ascension took place on a Saturday. 
If we take the “forty days” (1:3) after the Resurrection at face value, 
then it definitely did not.

But should we take the forty days at face value?


