
Lesson 1 Handout - The Ascension and its implications for the 
Church. 

Christ’s ascension was a puzzle for the Church. With Jesus being both  
the Christ who came and the Christ who is to come, Christianity 
becomes once more—after a brief interval of “realization” during which 
it could be said that “the kingdom of God has come [ἔφθασεν]” (Luke 
11:20) and that it is present “in the midst of you” (ἐντὸς ὑμῶν) (Luke 
17:21)—a religion of waiting: “In the Resurrection they saw the end, but 
not the beginning, and in the Ascension they saw the beginning, but not 
the end.”1 This perspective necessitated, already in the New Testament 
and then in the early centuries of the church, distinguishing among the 
messianic promises of the prophets (→8:30–31) between those that had 
come true in the historical birth, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus and 
those that would come true only at his “second” (Ibid. Pelikan) 

By now, the period between the beginnings of the messianic hope in the 
people of Israel and the (first) coming of Christ, when his followers felt 
able to say that the time of waiting had ended, has shrunk to one-half or 
even one-third of the period since that first coming. Therefore the 
Christian church has been waiting for the Messiah much longer than 
Israel had been waiting for the Messiah when it was told, “Today this 
scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). The history of 
the church suggests that Christians are not very good at such waiting, as 
they have oscillated between an occasional fervor and excitement that 
has people standing on tiptoe, eagerly (and repeatedly) asking, “Lord, is 
it at this time that you will bring about the restoration, and when will the 
kingdom of Israel be?” (Acts 1:6), and their more customary lethargic 
apathy. They have had to be constantly reminded to be vigilant, always 
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on their toes, “that the end of the world comes suddenly,” as St. Cyprian 
put it on the basis of this passage from Acts. The relation between 1st 
Thessalonians (4:15–5:4) and 2nd Thessalonians (2:1–12), and between 
the interpretations of each, documents this constant back and forth. 

Christians and our Jewish brethren. We should be reminded that though 
the usual understanding of our differences in the coming of the Messiah 
may be accurate up to a point, it is not adequate to simply contrast 
Jewish and Christian belief as the difference between expectation that 
the Messiah is coming and realization that he has. Both religions 
celebrate the memory and the present reality of “the Lord God of Israel, 
for he has visited and redeemed his people” (Luke 1:68) in the Exodus 
and in the incarnation; and both of them still await the coming of the 
Messiah. (Ibid. Pelikan p. 43)  

Food for thought. 

 


