The History and Destiny of the Human Race #7

“The Great Liberation”

Ephesians 4:8-10
Wars have been fought for centuries, usually instigated by an aggressor nation who wants to acquire the land, people, and resources of the attacked nation. Most wars are thus selfish in nature.

In the history of the United States, however, several armed conflicts have been undertaken for a different purpose. In the First and Second World Wars, America entered the fight to defend and liberate other nations who had been attacked and, in some cases, defeated. In Korea and Viet Nam, American forces fought not to extend their borders but to defend liberty. More recently, our soldiers have fought in Kuwait and Iraq to liberate those people from tyrants. 

But the greatest liberation of all did not happen in the last hundred years and was not accomplished by the United States of America. In fact, it did not even happen on what we know as earth. The Great Liberation, as I am calling it, took place nearly two thousand years ago on the day we celebrate as Easter.

Our text for this morning is the same as last week, Ephesians 4:8-10,

This is why it says: “When he ascended on high, he led captives in his train and gave gifts to men.” (What does “he ascended” mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions? He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.) 

In our previous study we focused on the fact that Jesus “descended to the lower, earthly regions.” This morning our focus is that Jesus “ascended higher than all the heavens.” 

The ascension itself is recorded in Acts 1:9-11,

After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them. “Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.” 

In the previous verse, Jesus had told His disciples to wait for the gift of the Holy Spirit and their duty to be his witnesses in and to the world. He was taken up, and the cloud, a symbol of the glory of God, received him. The cloud is that same cloud—the Shekinah—which descended upon the Tabernacle in the wilderness, and later filled Solomon’s Temple when it was dedicated.
 

But what did that mean for those disciples at the time? What does that mean for us today? Let’s take a deeper look.
A Powerful Conquest

First, the ascension of Christ was a powerful conquest. Paul quotes Psalm 68:18, applying to Jesus a victory song written by David.
 Then, as we saw last time, Paul uses basic logic to state that if Christ ascended, He must have first descended. Some argue that His descent was simply coming to earth from heaven, but it makes more sense if “the lower, earthly regions” means more than simply the earth, namely, the regions beneath it.
 We saw how Jesus’ spirit first went to Abraham’s side in Sheol/Hades, then went to Tartarus to proclaim victory over the demons locked up there.
Then Jesus was raised from the dead on Easter morning with a glorified, eternal body. When He ascended to Heaven, according to Paul’s quotation of Psalm 68, “He led captives in His train and gave gifts to men.” The picture here is of a military conqueror leading his captives and sharing the spoil with his followers.
 Paul’s readers would have recognized the illustration as a “Roman triumph,” where a Roman general defeats the enemy and leads his captives in a triumphal procession. The difference here, though, is that the “captives” are not Jesus’ enemies but rather His subjects. Those people who were formerly captives of Satan’s kingdom are now captives of God’s kingdom. And the victorious King distributes gifts to them.

So who are these “captives”? I believe this refers to the redeemed of the Old Testament who went to Abraham’s side when they died. Christ took these believers with Him out of Abraham’s side into the very presence of God when He ascended.
 Had we lived and died before Christ’s death and resurrection, we would have been included in this. Though we were once enemies of God, we have been brought into His family through the reconciliation of Christ. Once bound by sin and subject to the kingdom of Satan, we have been taken captive by Christ and are joint heirs in the kingdom of heaven.
 Paul writes in Colossians 1:13, “For He has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son He loves.” This is why I call this “The Great Liberation.”

When Christ ascended He also “gave gifts to men.” This means that He conferred gifts upon living believers in the church so that they might witness to the world. In His ascension, Christ not only brought the Old Testament saints into God’s presence, but He also, through the Holy Spirit, bestowed His gifts on New Testament believers. At the Day of Pentecost the Holy Spirit baptized them into the body of Christ and endowed them with certain gifts, enabling them to function as members of the body.

We should not limit this idea of “giving gifts to men” to only spiritual gifts, however. In fact, Jesus told His disciples in Acts 1:4-5, “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.”
The gift (singular) is the Holy Spirit Himself. This relates to the end of verse 10, where Paul writes, “He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.” This last phrase tells us that Christ did not ascend simply to leave the world behind Him. Rather, He ascended so that he might expand His presence and influence in the world. How, exactly, could He accomplish such a task from the right hand of the Father in heaven? In John 16:7, Jesus said, “I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.” In Colossians 1:27, Paul calls this the “mystery…which is Christ in you.” Though Jesus has ascended to heaven bodily and is seated at the right hand of the Father, He can be truly present with us through the work of the Holy Spirit, whose presence bridges the distance between heaven and earth.
 The Holy Spirit is the gift of the Father and gives gifts to the people of God on earth so that they are edified and strengthened for mission.

What does it mean that Christ “ascended higher than all the heavens”? It means that Christ passed through the heavens, namely, the first heaven of earth’s atmosphere and the second heaven of outer space, and into the immediate presence of God.
 This is another way of saying that in the Ascension He passed back to the place from which He came. Originally, as John 1:1 records, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” Then came His descent in verse 14: “…the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth.” The ascension was the passing back of this One back into the presence of God. This is also a poetic figure intended to emphasize the high place, the final place of authority and dignity and power and glory to which this One passed. It means that He is elevated to a position above every form of creation. His ascension was to the place of supreme and final and eternal authority.

Thus the ascension of Jesus was a powerful conquest over death and Hades as He broke the grip of death and delivered the righteous souls from Abraham’s side and took them to the presence of God. It was a way of saying, “Mission Accomplished,” and now Christ is at His rightful place at the right hand of the Father.

A Present Consequence

The ascension of Jesus also has a present consequence for us today. Now, instead of the souls of the saints going to the waiting place (i.e., Abraham’s side or Paradise), they would go immediately to be with God.
 Paul speaks of this in 2 Corinthians 5:8, “We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord.” He leaves no doubt but that physical death for the Christian means an immediate transfer into the presence of God. Abraham’s side or Paradise is now empty; the saints are in the presence of the Lord, awaiting the return of Christ when they will receive their glorified bodies.

Paul elaborates on this a bit in Philippians 1:21-24,

For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. If I am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.

How does Paul describe his death? “To depart and be with Christ, which is better by far.” This phrase, taken alongside 2 Corinthians 5:8, shows that at the moment the physical body dies, the soul and spirit of the believer immediately go to into the presence of God. Not only does this contrast the way it used to be—when believers had to wait in Abraham’s side—but it also refutes such doctrines as soul sleep (which claims that the soul “sleeps” with the body in the grave until Christ returns) and purgatory (which claims that the soul must go to a place of refinement until they are prayed out by those on earth). How could either of those options be “better by far” than life on earth?

Where exactly do the souls and spirits of believers go after death? I believe that when Revelation 6:9 refers to the souls “under the altar” in the presence of God, it is referring to the souls of believers who have died in Christ. There they are in the presence of God, awaiting the return of Christ when they will receive their glorified bodies at the resurrection.

So, what does all this mean for us today? First, the resurrection and ascension of Jesus proves that He alone deserves our worship and allegiance. As Paul writes in Philippians 2:9-11, 

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

This forever settles the question about which religion is valid or whom we should believe. Acts 4:12 concludes, “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.” Nobody but Jesus.

Second, the resurrection and ascension of Jesus gives us hope for the future and perspective for the present. Jesus said in Revelation 1:17-18, “Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive forever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades.” We need not fear death! Hebrews 2:14-15 says, “Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.” We encounter people every day who are scared to death of death. Those who know Jesus as Lord and Savior need not fear death! We may not welcome the process of death, as that can be very ugly and painful, and there’s nothing wrong with enjoying our lives here on earth and wanting to stay here, but we need not live “in slavery by the fear of death.” As Paul wrote in Philippians 1:21, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” That is a win-win situation. The Christian cannot lose either way!

Referring back to the Scripture read earlier, 2 Corinthians 5:5-9, we see how the truth of this message applies to our lives every day:

Now it is God who has made us for this very purpose and has given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come. Therefore we are always confident and know that as long as we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord. We live by faith, not by sight. We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord. So we make it our goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it. 

Assured that when this life ends we will be “absent from the body” and “at home with the Lord,” we have confidence in this life. (Paul uses that word twice in these verses.) We live by faith, meaning that we trust in God’s Word even when everything around us appears to be hopeless. We long for our eternal home, but until that time comes, we make it our goal to please Him. 

This is what it means to live the Christian life. We have purpose and perspective for this present life on earth, and we hold on to the promise of a future eternal life with God. When a loved one passes on, we grieve, but not as those without hope, for when the Christian dies we do not write the words, “The End”; we write, “To Be Continued,” and turn over the page.

How liberating this truth is! We are free from the fear of death, free to live a life of purpose and meaning, free to let go of those who go on before us, knowing that they are safe in the arms of Jesus. 

But when Jesus ascended and led the captives free, He did not empty all of Hades. Only those who trusted in the promises of God were brought from Abraham’s side to Heaven. Those left in torment are still there, and will remain there until the final judgment. 

The good news is that you still have an opportunity to determine your eternal destiny. If you have not put your trust in Jesus Christ as your Savior and Lord, I urge you to do so today. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.
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