The Ascended Christ #4

“The Great King”

selected Scriptures

Over the past few weeks we have considered the implications of Jesus being the Messiah, or the Christ, as both terms translate as “Anointed One.” In ancient Israelite culture three offices were inaugurated by anointing with oil: prophet, priest, and king. God promised in the Old Testament that He would designate one person to fill all three of these roles. This person would be known as the Messiah in Hebrew or Christ in Greek.

Jesus, God the Son who became human, is the Anointed One. His primary purpose in coming to earth was to offer Himself as the perfect sacrifice to take away the sins of the world. But death was not the end of His story. He was raised from the dead on the third day, and He ascended to heaven forty days after that. Anyone who trusts in Him is saved now and forever.

Yet what does it mean to us that the ascended Christ is our Prophet, Priest, and King? How does that affect my life now and in the future? This morning we conclude this brief series by examining Jesus as the Great King past, present, and future.

Jesus Was King in the Past

The New Testament is clear that the exaltation of Jesus to the right hand of God means nothing less than His enthronement as messianic King. Peter concludes his first sermon with the affirmation, “God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified” in Acts 2:36. Taken out of context, this saying could mean that Jesus became Messiah at his exaltation and represents an “adoptionist” Christology. However, the context makes it clear that Jesus was the Messiah in His earthly ministry, and the immediate context makes it clear that Peter means to say that Jesus has entered in upon a new stage of His messianic mission. He has now been enthroned as messianic King in heaven.

Go back to the beginning of Jesus’ earthly life. In Luke 1:32-33, the angel tells Mary that her child will be given the throne of His father David and that “His kingdom will never end.” Then, after He was born, the magi come into Jerusalem asking, “Where is the one who has been born King of the Jews?” in Matthew 2:2.
 He was King at birth.

Jesus knew this, too. His first recorded sermon, found in Mark 1:15, stated, “The time has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” He is in fact the true king of the true people of God. Thus Jesus refused to rebuke his disciples who cried out at on Palm Sunday, “Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord!”

Why, then, did He not accept various attempts by others to make Him king, as in John 6:15? The answer is found in Jesus’ words to Pilate in John 18:36-37, 

Jesus said, “My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to prevent my arrest by the Jews. But now my kingdom is from another place.” 

“You are a king, then!” said Pilate. 

Jesus answered, “You are right in saying I am a king. In fact, for this reason I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth.”
In this passage Jesus admits that He is a King, and for that reason He was born into this world. Jesus’ coming brought in the kingdom, which is a spiritual one of truth, righteousness, faith and love, in which God rules in human life, and the devil’s works are judged and cast out.

So there is no doubt that Jesus was King in the past, just as He existed as God the Son before His birth in Bethlehem. 

Jesus Is King in the Present

Jesus is still King in the present. The Old Testament predicted that the Messiah would sit at the right hand of God: “The Lord says to my lord: ‘Sit at my right hand, till I make your enemies your footstool.’” (Psalm 110:1). When Christ ascended back into heaven he received the fulfillment of that promise: “When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” (Heb. 1:3). This welcoming into the presence of God and sitting at God’s right hand is a dramatic indication of the completion of Christ’s work of redemption. Just as we will sit down at the completion of a large task to enjoy the satisfaction of having accomplished it, so Jesus sat at the right hand of God, visibly demonstrating that his work of redemption was completed.

This act is sometimes called his session at God’s right hand. The word session formerly meant “the act of sitting down,” but it no longer has that meaning in ordinary English usage today.
 Some older theology books will use this phrase, though.
Jesus did not merely ascend into heaven to dwell, but He ascended to be exalted there. He was directed to sit at the right hand of the Father as the co-Regent. He became, as the exalted Messiah, the enthroned King of kings and Lord of lords. He reigns as the Head of creation and of the Church.

Jesus prayed in John 17:5, “And now, Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you before the world began.” The ascension answered this prayer, for at the ascension, “God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those who are in heaven, and on earth, and under the earth, and that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Philippians 2:9–11).  

At the ascension the Father “seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come. And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church” (Eph 1:20–22). He is reigning as King in Heaven, sitting at His Father’s right hand, and soon His rulership will extend to this earth when He returns in judgment to set up His kingdom.  We know He will return to earth to reign because He has begun to rule in heaven.
 His Ascension has exalted Jesus to a literal throne of absolute sovereignty over “all power in heaven and in earth.” The Son of God today has supreme sway over all the universe.
 From heaven He rules his church by His Word and Spirit, and calls Christians to reign with Him and share His victory over evil.

Now the fact that Jesus now sits at the right hand of God in heaven does not mean that he is perpetually “fixed” there or that he is inactive. He is also seen as standing at God’s right hand (Acts 7:56) and as walking among the seven golden lampstands in heaven (Rev. 2:1). Just as a human king sits on his royal throne at his accession to the kingship, but then engages in many other activities throughout each day, so Christ sat at the right hand of God as a dramatic evidence of the completion of His redemptive work and His reception of authority over the universe, but He is certainly engaged in other activities in heaven as well.

Jesus Will Be King Perfectly

While it is accurate to claim that Jesus was King in the past and is King in the present, there is a sense in which Jesus will be King perfectly in the future. Jesus is King of kings and Lord of lords, yet Psalm 110:1 says, “The Lord says to my Lord, Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies the footstool of your feet.” And Jesus is waiting for that day.

Jesus is enthroned as Messiah, but His reign is not complete. The consummation of His victory still stands in the future. He is reigning; but all of His enemies are not yet subdued. Jesus is the Messiah; He is reigning; the messianic age with its blessings is present. But He is awaiting a future victory; the consummation of His reign awaits His future coming. This is seen in the phrase, “already but not yet.”

Every knee will eventually bow to his kingly dominion, and at His glorious return the kingdom will be consummated, evil banished, the dead raised, and the new creation ushered in in its full splendor, physical as well as spiritual. Then, with every other rule subjected to His, He will hand over the kingdom to the Father (1 Cor. 15:21–28; Rev. 11:15).

But it hasn’t happened yet.

To answer how this will happen we look to Jesus’ ascension to heaven. Luke records 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.” 

These words mean simply that as He went bodily, He shall come back bodily; that as He went physically, He shall come back physically; that as He went personally, He shall come back personally.
 And, as John Stott concludes, “The same cloud that had hidden Him from their sight would be the chariot of his coming as it had been of His going.
 John describes this coming in Revelation 19:11-16,

I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He has a name written on him that no one knows but he himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations. “He will rule them with an iron scepter.” He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has this name written: king of kings and lord of lords.

The New Testament is filled with predictions of Christ’s second coming. Of the 216 chapters in the New Testament, there are well over 300 references to the return of Jesus Christ. Only 4 of the 27 New Testament books fail to mention Christ’s return. That means one-twentieth of the entire New Testament is dedicated to the subject of our Lord’s return.

To answer when Christ will return, most Christians turn to the books of Revelation or Daniel to read about Jesus’ second coming. Yet two of the most important passages regarding when He will return are not found in either of those books. The first is the subject of an interesting story.

At the dawn of the twentieth century, Albert Benjamin Simpson, founder of the Christian and Missionary Alliance, was being greatly used of God and was seeing remarkable responses of sacrifice and faith to the message he proclaimed. The unbelieving world began to take notice. Reporters from secular newspapers began to investigate, skeptical of his intentions and his message. 

On one occasion, while Simpson was preaching on the Second Coming, one such reporter from the New York Journal asked him, “Do you know when Christ will come?” He was baiting Simpson, hoping to lure him into setting a date for Christ’s return.

But Simpson surprised the man by saying, “Yes. And I will tell you if you will promise to print just what I say, references and all.” The reporter agreed eagerly. A. B. Simpson then quoted the words of Matthew 24:14, “And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.” The reporter scribbled quickly to get every word. Simpson asked, “Have you written the reference?”

“Yes,” came the reply, “what more?”

“Nothing more,” said Simpson.

Laying aside his pencil, the reporter asked, “Do you mean to say you believe that when the gospel has been preached to all nations, Jesus will return?”

“Just that,” came Simpson’s reply.

The when is not a matter of a date on a calendar. George Eldon Ladd writes, 

When will the Kingdom come? I am not setting any dates. I do not know when the end will come. And yet I do know this: When the Church has finished its task of evangelizing the world, Christ will come again. The Word of God says it. Why did He not come in a.d. 100? Because the Church had not evangelized the world. Is He coming soon? He is—if we, God’s people, are obedient to the command of the Lord to take the Gospel into all the world.

Someone else will say, “ How are we to know when the mission is completed? How close are we to the accomplishment of the task? Which countries have been evangelized and which have not? How close are we to the end? Does this not lead to date-setting?” I answer, I do not know. God alone knows the definition of terms. I cannot precisely define who “all the nations” are. Only God knows exactly the meaning of “evangelize.” He alone, who has told us that this Gospel of the Kingdom shall be preached in the whole world for a testimony unto all the nations, will know when that objective has been accomplished. But I do not need to know. I know only one thing: Christ has not yet returned; therefore the task is not yet done. When it is done, Christ will come. Our responsibility is not to insist on defining the terms of our task; our responsibility is to complete it. So long as Christ does not return, our work is undone. Let us get busy and complete our mission.

This brings us to the second passage, 2 Peter 3:11-12, “Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming.” In a certain sense, as we do the work of evangelism and share the gospel, we participate in speeding the return of Christ.
 Think of it! The way you and I live, the kinds of things we do with the grace God extends to us can hasten the return of Jesus Christ. Amazing!

As Warren Wiersbe points out,

It is unfortunate when people run from one prophetic conference to another, filling their notebooks, marking their Bibles, drawing their charts, and yet not living their lives to the glory of God. In fact, some of the saints battle each other more over prophetic interpretation than perhaps any other subject. The purpose of prophetic truth is not speculation but motivation.

Once the Church fulfills the Great Commission, the future reign of King Jesus will become the present reign on earth.

So we conclude that Jesus Christ is the Prophet, Priest, and King, in whom all that the Old Testament dimly foreshadowed was gloriously and plainly fulfilled. And to this office of Prophet, Priest, and King, He was anointed.
 Thus He is the Anointed One, the Messiah, the Christ. 

I conclude with this thought: Christ is King of nations. Christ is King of nature and providence. But is He your King?
 As one chorus puts it,
One day every tongue will confess You are God,

One day every knee will bow;

Still the greatest treasure remains for those

Who gladly choose You now.

We await the future coronation of Jesus as King over all the earth. Don’t put off the coronation of Jesus as King over your life. That must be done now.

Let us close with prayer:

King Jesus, we thank you together this morning for the glorious truths of Your ascension into heaven and sitting at the right hand of the Father. Help us not just to understand these truths but to live by them, as we rest in Your finished work, as we seek to share in the world mission of the Church, as we wait with expectation for Your final return in glory, for the glory of Your great name. Amen.
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