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Lord's Day 18  

The Ascension of Jesus. 

Rev.  Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.46.  How dost thou understand these words, "he ascended into heaven"?  
A.  That Christ, in sight of his disciples, was taken up from earth into heaven; and that he 

continues there for our interest, until he comes again to judge the quick and the dead. 

Q.47.  Is not Christ then with us even to the end of the world, as he hath promised? 
A.  Christ is very man and very God: with respect to his human nature, he is no more on 

earth; but with respect to his Godhead, majesty, grace and spirit, he is at no time absent 
from us. 

Q.48.  But if his human nature is not present, wherever his Godhead is, are not then these 
two natures in Christ separated from one another? 

A.  Not at all, for since the Godhead is illimitable and omnipresent, it must necessarily 
follow that the same is beyond the limits of the human nature he assumed, and yet is 
nevertheless in this human nature, and remains personally united to it. 

Q.49.  Of what advantage to us is Christ's ascension into heaven?. 
A.  First, that he is our advocate in the presence of his Father in heaven; secondly, that we 

have our flesh in heaven as a sure pledge that he, as the head, will also take up to 
himself, us, his members; thirdly, that he sends us his Spirit as an earnest, by whose 
power we "seek the things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of 
God, and not things on earth." 

 

The work of God, of his grace, and of his salvation is continually tending heavenward.  In the 
heavenly realization of his kingdom and covenant lies the final end.   

Jesus also tends heavenward.  In order to be received in heaven, He must suffer; and, having 
suffered, He is glorified.  In his resurrection, He laid aside, not only all that is of suffering and death, but 

also all that is of the earth earthy.  Then He ascends into heaven  not immediately, but in God's time, 
in the fullness of time when things are ready to receive him.   

We do not know much about this preparation of the heavens for Jesus; and neither do we know 
much about the preparation of the heavens for us.  It is not easy to understand the resurrection of 
Christ Jesus, of what took place when God raised Jesus from the dead.  And so, it is not easy to form a 
conception of the nature of the ascension of Jesus into heaven, and of the heavenly glory into which He 
ascended.  We are inclined to form a human conception of that heavenly glory; for, after all, the Bible 
emphasizes that Jesus ascended into the heavenly sanctuary as a fulfillment of the earthly sanctuary.  
And when Scripture speaks of the ascension, it leaves the same impression that the ascension is so high, 
so exalted, that it is far beyond our understanding.  That we must bear in mind when speaking of the 
ascension,  
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I.  The Heavenly Lord, by Virtue of his Ascension. 

It is true that, on the one hand, we must watch that we do not destroy and obliterate the fact, the 
historical fact, of the ascension.  We must not make of the ascension what Luther made of it; for the fact 
that the catechism devotes such a long chapter to the ascension, especially in comparison with the 
previous chapter on the resurrection, is due to the fact that the controversy at the time was both about 
the sacraments and the ubiquity of Jesus human nature.  That controversy was with Luther; for, 

according to Luther, Jesus is everywhere present in this earth according to his human nature  He 
became ubiquitous.  Luther did not teach that the human nature of Jesus became omnipresent; but, in 

order to sustain his conception of the Lord's supper  namely, that the human of Christ is present in, 

with and under the bread and wine  he maintained that in his ascension, Jesus human nature became 
everywhere present in the earth.  It was in reality a separation of the heavenly from the earthly and, in a 
certain sense, a separation of the divine and the human natures.  And, for that reason, we must hold to 
the historic fact of ascension.   

We have no controversy with Luther now.  In fact, we have no controversy with anyone, not 
because the Church has gotten beyond that stage, but because it has drifted away from the truth.  But, 
although we have no controversy with Luther now, it is of great importance that we emphasize with the 
catechism that the ascension of Jesus certainly was a change of place, that it was local, that it was a 
going from one world unto another.  We must maintain that from the Mount of Olive Jesus left this 
world, and entered into another, different created place, which we call heaven.   

In his ascension, Jesus retained his human nature.  He still has his human nature after ascending into 
heaven.  It is of importance that we hold to the distinction between Jesus’ divine and human natures.  
Jesus is essentially human now, just as He was before his exaltation.  His human nature did not become 
divine.  Surely Jesus is the Son of God; but his body is a human body, and his soul a human soul.  As 
great as is the difference between God and the creature, so great is the difference between the divine 
and the human natures of Jesus.  If we do not maintain this distinction, the result is pantheism.  Jesus 
human nature remained human; and, as the human nature is limited and bound to time and place, Jesus 
ascended to a local, created place.  To say that Jesus is everywhere is the same as to say that Jesus is 
nowhere, because the creature is bound to time and place.  Thus, to say that Jesus is everywhere is the 
same as   say that He, as far as the creature is concerned, is nowhere.  Jesus ascended to a local, created 
place.  He stood on the Mount of Olives; and He ascended from that Mount of Olives.  One moment He 
was on the mount, and the next moment He was not.  In that same limited capacity He had on the 
mount, He ascended into heaven.   

But, although the ascension of Jesus was local, we must on the other hand, guard against the 
conception that the ascension of Jesus was a mere change from one place to another.  Not only must we 
gourd against the conception that the ascension of Jesus was only a change from one place to another, 
but we must guard also against the conception that it was an ascension from one place to another place 
which is essentially the same as the place from which He ascended.  That is not true.  Jesus entered into 
another world.  He entered into the heavenly world that is essentially different from the earthly world.  
It is not just that there is no night there, and there are pearly gates and streets of gold.  It is not only a 
higher, more glorious place than earth, but it is a place that is different in its very nature.  It is another 
world.  Also that we must bear in mind.   

Therefore we must ask, in the first place, what is heaven?  Our purpose is not to give a detailed 
description of heaven; that is impossible.  Just because the heavenly things are so different from the 

earthly things, and because we are still earthy, and because  even apart from sin  Scripture speaks 
of heaven in earthly language, it is impossible to give a detailed description of heaven.  Heaven is a local 
place.   
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The world does not like a local heaven, preferring something vague.  It speaks of heaven; and it also 
speaks of hell; but it speaks of them as something vague.  It speaks of hell in war, of hell in heart, of hell 
in this world.  They say it is simply a state, a condition of being.  So also, they say, heaven is a blessed 
state, a blessed condition.  But that is not so.  Heaven is a local place.  It is a created place.  It is not yet 
in its eternal state, but with the earth will be changed, even though it is not with the earth under the 
curse.  Above the starry heavens is the third heaven; and it was into this heaven that Paul was caught 
up, and heard things that it is not lawful for a man to utter.  Jesus is in heaven; the angels are there; and 
the saints are there.  All that are perfect and holy are there; but for the rest it is impossible to give a 
detailed description of heaven.   

Still, although we cannot give a description in detail, the word of God enables us to give the 
essential distinction between things heavenly and things earthly; and the central distinctive of heaven 
and heavenly things is that heaven is the house of God, which the earth is not.  Heaven is the place 
where God dwells.  God is everywhere, but He does not dwell on earth as He does in heaven.  God 
dwells in heaven in a special sense.  Heaven is the most holy place; and the earth is not.  Heaven is the 
place where God's face is.  On earth we do not see God's face; God's face is in heaven.  There the angels 
behold God's face; and, as Paul tells us, we now see darkly, as in a glass, but shall see him face to face.  
Therefore, there is in heaven a revelation, a presence, a seeing, a knowing of God that cannot be 
attained on this earth.   

That this is so is plain from what Jesus tells us concerning his ascension.  Jesus speaks of his 
ascension frequently, especially in the gospel of John; and He speaks of it as being essential to his 
becoming the High Priest of his people.  He speaks of it as being to the Jews an offense even greater 
than the cross, saying to the Jews, "Does this offend you, what then if you shall see the Son of man 
ascend unto the Father?"  If they are offended in the cross, they will be still more offended at the 
ascension.   

Jesus says,  "I go to the Father."  When He ascends, Jesus goes to his Father's house.  And, as you 
know, In John 14 we read, "Let not your heart be troubled: ye believe in God, believe also in me.  In my 
Father's house are many mansions: if it were not so, I would have told you.  I go to prepare a place for 
you."  Jesus goes to the house of his Father, so that read in vs. 12, of this same chapter, "He that 
believeth on me, the works that I do shall he do also, and greater works than these shall he do, because I 
go unto my Father."  Because Jesus goes to his Father, they shall do greater works than He did.  So, in 
John 16:10, we read that "the Spirit shall reprove the world of righteousness, because I go to my Father, 
and ye see me more."  And in verse 28 of this same chapter, "I came forth from the Father, and am 
come into the world: again, I leave the world, and go to the Father."  The coming of Jesus into the world, 
is to him a coming forth from the Father, and his ascension is to him a going to the Father.  And so 
finally, Jesus says to Mary Magdalene, who evidently wants to keep Jesus as He dwelt here on earth, 
"Touch me not, although this is possible for I am not yet ascended to my Father: but go to my brethren, 
and say unto them, I ascend unto my Father, and your Father; and to my God, and your God." That is the 
heart of it.  The heart of heaven is, that it is the house of God.  That we have in Hebrews 9:24.  There we 
read, "For Christ is not entered into the holy places made with hands, which are the figures of the true 
but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God for us.  Jesus goes to the Father.  So we 
have this essential idea of heaven: that Father is there.  There is Father's home.  And therefore we have 
in heaven a revelation, a fellowship, a presence, a seeing, a knowing of God, as we do not have it here 
on earth.  Now when Jesus says, "I came forth from the Father, and I return unto the Father; the 
conception is not that Jesus left the Father in his divine nature.  Jesus is eternally in the bosom of the 
Father.  That is, He lives in the most intimate fellowship with God.  And being in the bosom of the 
Father, He knows the Father perfectly and loves him.  He is in the bosom of the Father, and He never left 
the bosom of the Father, as far as his divine nature is concerned, but He did in his human nature.  
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According to his human nature, He came forth from the Father.  According to his human nature He was 
not in the bosom of the Father.  Our nature is not in the bosom of the Father.  And that not only 
because of sin, but also because our nature is earthly; therefore, according to his human nature Jesus 
was not in the bosom of the Father.  And He never left the bosom of the Father, as far as his divine 
nature is concerned, but He did in his human nature.  According to his human nature, He came forth 
from the Father.  According to his human nature, He was not in the bosom of the Father.  Our nature is 
not in the bosom of the Father and that not only because of sin, but also because our nature is earthly; 
therefore, according to his human nature, Jesus was not in the bosom of the Father.  He came forth 
from the Father, but He returns to him, and He takes his soul and body, our nature along.  He came in 
our nature and in that body He was not in the bosom of the Father.  He was in the outer court and in 
that outer court, He sheds his blood.  In our nature, He goes as far from the Father, He goes as far from 
the sanctuary as possible.  He goes as far from God that He must finally cry out, "My God, My God, why 
hast thou forsaken me?" But in that humiliation He lays the sacrifice on the altar.  And when He has laid 
the sacrifice on the altar, He takes the blood and enters into the sanctuary with it.  He returns to the 
Father and when He returns to the Father, He takes our nature along.  He takes our nature to the bosom 
of the Father.  That is the essence of the ascension.  The essence of the ascension is not that Jesus 
changed places, but He went into that higher place.  He went into the place which is nearer to the 
Father.  He ascended into the place where there is a seeing face to face and a knowing as we are known.  
That Christ bestows upon the human nature, and that human nature becomes heavenly.   

 II.  The Exalted High Priest, because of his Ascension 

And so Jesus becomes the heavenly High Priest.  He becomes otherworldly.   

We have seen that we must not have a Jesus that is simply our teacher, or our example, or a 
reformer.  That is the Jesus of modernism; and of such a Jesus we have no need.  A Jesus that is simply a 
teacher may as well be dead as long as we have his teachings.  And a Jesus that is an example may as 
well be dead, as long as we have his example.  We must not have the teaching and the example of Jesus; 
we must have him.   

But now I would add this  and in this respect the ascension is a greater offense than the cross.  I 
now add that we must have a heavenly Jesus; we must have an otherworldly Jesus.  And because we 
must have an otherworldly Jesus, we must have an otherworldly religion.  Jesus became otherworldly; 
He was made heavenly.  That is why the ascension was necessary.  When Jesus was resurrected He was 
not fit for this earth anymore.  If they lift up Jesus on the cross, He will continue to be lifted up.  So it is 
with the risen Lord.  When He had received the heavenly nature, He must go on.   

And so also is it with the Church.  It is foolish to wish that Jesus were still on earth.  If He were, 
where would He be?  In Jerusalem?  If He were, I could not see him.  If He was to remain on earth, He 
would have to remain here in his earthly nature, and we could have no communication with him.  If He 
had remained on earth, there could never be that universal communication with him that there is now.  
But, because He is gone to heaven, He is with us.  And, before He can be with us with his Godhead, 
majesty, grace and Spirit, He must go to heaven.  And when He was gone to heaven, He must draw us 
unto himself.  We need not draw him down to us.  That was necessary once because of our sins; but 
now He must draw us unto himself.  In order to do that, Jesus must receive the Spirit.  And before He 
can receive the Spirit, He must be exalted.  Only then can He receive the Spirit and send that Spirit into 
the heart of his people and through that Spirit, draw them unto himself.  We must have an otherworldly 
Jesus.  Jesus became otherworldly.   

Did Jesus worry himself about the reformation of the world? That is what the Jews wanted.  The 
Jews said, "Give us bread."  And Jesus answered, "You must eat my flesh and drink my blood."  And the 
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Jews said, "That doctrine is hard."  Jesus said, "Is that an offense to you?  Does it offend you that I must 
die?  If that offends you, what then will it be if I say that I must leave this world?  If I say that I did not 
come to reform the world, that I do not want to become an earthly Messiah, what then?"  They were 
same as the modernists are now.  The modernists say, "Don't you see that we must have bread, that we 
must have peace, that we must abolish war, that we must uplift humanity, that we must make the world 
better?"  But proclaim that Jesus became otherworldly, and that therefore we must become 
otherworldly, and they will be more offended in the ascension than they are in the cross.   

Still the ascension was necessary.  Jesus says (John 16:7), "It is expedient for you that I go away: for 
if I go not away, the Comforter will not come unto you; but if I depart, I will send him unto you."  The 
ascension was necessary; and the reason is, that we must become heavenly.  That is the inheritance, 
which God has in store for us.  It is what Christ must bestow on us.  He must transfer us to his own glory.  
That is the inheritance, which God has in store for us.  That inheritance Jesus must prepare.  And before 
He can do that, He must become heavenly himself.   

Jesus becomes the heavenly High Priest; and what does He do?  The catechism says, He prays for us; 
and praying for us, He makes us partakers of his heavenly glory.  These two sides belong together.  With 
relation to God, Jesus assumes the attitude of prayer.  We must not conceive of this carnally.  We must 
not conceive of it as if Jesus every once in awhile kneels down and prays to the Father.  The idea is this, 
Christ, as the head of the church, must receive all things from the Father; and we must receive these 
things from the head.  We never receive anything directly from God.  We must receive them all through 
the head; and Jesus must receive them from God.  And not just once.  Jesus does not receive them all at 
once.  It is not so that Christ receives the Spirit once, and He can then do as He pleases.  No, when God 
bestows the Spirit on Jesus it means, that He continually pours out his Spirit in the head of the Church.  
Jesus is constantly being filled with the blessings of salvation.  And ,because that is the relation, Jesus 
must ask the Father for them.  He prays to the Father, to God.   

And what does Jesus pray?  He prays, "Father, I will that they also, whom thou hast given me, be 
with me where I am.  And therefore I will, that Thou fill me with all the blessings of salvation, that I may 
impart these blessings to them."  And while Jesus assumes an attitude of prayer to God, He assumes an 
attitude of blessing to his people.  He assumes a blessing relation to his people in the sanctuary.  
Standing in the sanctuary, in an attitude of prayer to God, He assumes an attitude of blessing to his 
people, blessing them, and filling them with heavenly blessings out of the sanctuary.  And because that 
is the case, because the resurrected Lord has also become heavenly, the blessings of salvation which He 
bestows, and the life which He bestows, is a heavenly life. 

III.   The Sure Pledge of Future Glory for his People. 

That is why scripture emphasizes that the Church not only died and was raised with Christ, but also 
that she has ascended with him.  The Church has ascended with Christ.   

Essentially the Church is in heaven.  Essentially, the Church is otherworldly.  Not, the Church should 
be otherworldly; not, please be otherworldly.  The Church is otherworldly.  It is an inevitable fact.  And 
he that loves corruption, loves corruption because he is not of the Church.  The Church is free from sin.  
It is not in a state of perfection, but it hates sin.  It is free from sin.  It is free from sin because the Lord 
prays for her, and fills her with the blessings of salvation.  And it is also free from things earthly.  
Because the heavenly Lord bestows upon the Church the heavenly life, she seeks the things above.  You 
may not notice it, but it does.  The Church seeks the heavenly things.  It seeks the life that is hid with 
Christ in the bosom of the Father.  And seeking that life, she will not be ashamed.   

We speak of these things so often that they become common to us.  We speak of going to heaven, 
and of seeing God, etc.  But these things are absolutely impossible.  We cannot see God.  We cannot 
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even conceive of eyes that can see God.  But we can see Jesus; and we know that our flesh and blood, 
our nature is in heaven.  It means something to have someone in heaven.  This is already true of a dear 
one.  Even from that point of view, it was necessary that Jesus should ascend.  If He were still on earth, 
we would have no attraction to heaven.  We might visit him once in awhile; but by the presence of Jesus 
in heaven, we become heavenly minded.  And knowing that our flesh and blood is in heaven, we have 
the assurance that we shall follow him, and partake of his glory.  By the ascension of Jesus, we have a 
pledge of our own ascension.  We must go to heaven.  Why shouldn't we?  Death has been taken away.  
Why shouldn't we go to heaven?  And having that assurance, and knowing that Jesus shall once more 
leave the bosom of the Father to come and take us unto himself, we seek the things above.\\c\ 

 


