Descension or Ascension
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Psalm 95, Hebrews 3:7-19, Luke 24:45-49
I am sorry, I don’t have any travel stories this time - no rolling cars like in Malawi, no turning over while river tubing, losing and then finding glasses. Just a fairly uneventful but really restful holiday. Today is about whether we are up or down as I try to marry two themes, one from the Hebrews series and another from Ascension Sunday. We have two stories, two events and the contrast of descension into disobedience caused by human sin with the ascension into Sabbath rest and God’s glory.

Our Hebrews reading quotes from Psalm 95, part of which we regularly sing as the Venite, which in turn is referring to an incident during the wilderness journey. Moses has led the children of Israel out of Egypt into the the desert. The heat is sweltering, they are thirsty, they are not happy with Moses’ leadership, and they begin to spin their past experience in Egypt as though it was luxurious compared with the hardships of the present. So they start to do what humans do when they are under stress - complain, grumble and quarrel among themselves. Moses calls this place Massah, which means testing, and Meribah, which means quarreling, because the Israelites quarreled and because they tested the Lord, saying “Is the Lord among  us or not?” ...The people were thirsty for water there, and they grumbled against Moses. They said, “Why did you bring us out of Egypt to make us...die of thirst?” Then Moses cried out to the Lord, “What am I to do with these people?”  (Exodus 17:1-7). Psalm 95 praises God’s redemption and care. Come let us sing for joy to the Lord...to the Rock of our salvation...the great God, and the great King above all gods. In his hands are the deep places of the earth, the heights of the hills are his also. The sea is his and he made it, and his hands formed the dry land. Even in the desert he is the shepherd who provides pasture for his sheep, and water to quench their thirst. He is the Lord of the natural and supernatural as he commands Moses to strike a rock form which gushes water. The Rock of salvation strikes again. We get a glimpse of God’s ascended glory. 

Our Gospel tells another story. The disciples have been on a rollercoaster of a ride. They left everything to follow Jesus, watched him being tried and crucified, met him again after the resurrection, and now had seen him floating away on a cloud. No wonder they were a little gobsmacked/mesmerised gazing into the sky as described in Acts 11. They only get a glimpse of the intangible, inexplicable, eternal - the glory of the ascending Lord. He has taught them the truths of incarnation into our sinful world, so aptly illustrated in our Massah/ Meribah story, his own suffering, crucifixion and death. But this was all part of God’s plan of salvation through our Lord Jesus’ resurrection and victory over death, sin and Satan. Now the next stage of this plan is set up. Having completed his earthly mission, Jesus ascends to heaven...to his throne from where He runs operations. His disciples are very much part of this plan...repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem (Luke 24:47).  Now they are told to wait in Jerusalem, to receive  what has been promised - Holy Spirit power, so they can fulfill this commission.

The message is the same in the wilderness, at the Ascension event, and today. God is not happy when we show a lack of trust, belief and obedience. He invites us to live in the present reality of His presence. Hebrews warns us not to be like the early Israelites at Meribah and Massah, quarreling among ourselves and testing the Lord. This will lead us into a place of unpeace, unease, unrest. God’s promise is still available to us today. Today is the day of salvation, Today is the moment in time when the past and future intersect. We can dwell in the past or learn from it. We can worry about the future or trust it to God. And we can make the most of today by hearing the voice of God. There remains then a Sabbath-rest for the people of God, for anyone who enters God’s rest also rests from his own work, just as God did from his (Hebrews 4:9,10).   

Some don’t and some do’s. Do wait (in Jerusalem), come to me. Our entry into rest begins with accepting Jesus finished work on the cross and his offer of salvation. 

Don’t: fall and descend into sin. These are some of the specific sins mentioned.

Unbelief. Rebellion. Disobedience. Grumbling. Quarreling. I am not going to focus on these which get us bogged down in the dirt, but lift our eyes and focus on Jesus.

Do: Rise up and ascend with our risen ascended Lord Jesus. He invites us to: Wait on me, come and trust me to provide your needs. Even when the circumstances don’t look hopeful, there doesn’t seem to be any water as far as the eye can see, come to me.

Wait in Jerusalem, come up here and see the view from my ascended position. Why are you scratching around in the dirt, in a fog, let me show you the way. I am the way, the truth and the life...Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised...you will be baptized in the Holy Spirit...you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1: 4,5,8).
Wait on me, come to me and drink of the water only I can give you so that you will never thirst again. If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him. By this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive (John 7: 37-39).

Wait on me, come to me all you who are weary and burdened. You who are weighed down with stress, troubles, worries, grief. I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me. for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light (Matthew 11:28-30).

Wait on me, come to me when you are tired and weary, running out of gas. Enter into my Sabbath rest from your labour. Let my Spirit renew your strength...those who wait on the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles, They will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint (Isaiah 40:31). 

What is the key to this ascension life? What...or who has come up again and again? Next week we celebrate Pentecost. I am asking you to spend this week in preparation. Read the book of Acts. Read Nine ’O Clock in the Morning by Dennis Bennett. May we be ready to receive more of the Holy Spirit.

Testimony - Janice,  Prayer

6

2

