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Philippians 3:7-16 NLT
 

7 I once thought these things were valuable, but now I consider them worthless 

because of what Christ has done. 8 Yes, everything else is worthless when compared 

with the infinite value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have 

discarded everything else, counting it all as garbage, so that I could gain Christ 9 and 

become one with him. I no longer count on my own righteousness through obeying 

the law; rather, I become righteous through faith in Christ. For God’s way of making 

us right with himself depends on faith. 10 I want to know Christ and experience the 

mighty power that raised him from the dead. I want to suffer with him, sharing in his 

death, 11 so that one way or another I will experience the resurrection from the dead! 
 

Pressing toward the Goal 
12 I don’t mean to say that I have already achieved these things or that I have already 

reached perfection. But I press on to possess that perfection for which Christ Jesus 

first possessed me. 13 No, dear brothers and sisters, I have not achieved it, but I focus 

on this one thing: Forgetting the past and looking forward to what lies ahead, 14 I 

press on to reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly prize for which God, 

through Christ Jesus, is calling us. 
 

15 Let all who are spiritually mature agree on these things. If you disagree on some 

point, I believe God will make it plain to you. 16 But we must hold on to the progress 

we have already made. 

Leader: These Words of the Apostle Paul Are of God. 

People: Thanks be to God! 
 

Luke 24:44-53 NRSVUE 
44 Then he said to them, “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still 

with you—that everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and 

the psalms must be fulfilled.” 45 Then he opened their minds to understand the 

scriptures, 46 and he said to them, “Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer 

and to rise from the dead on the third day 47 and that repentance and forgiveness of 

sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. 48 You 

are witnesses of these things. 49 And see, I am sending upon you what my Father 

promised, so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on 

high.” 
 

The Ascension of Jesus 
50 Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his hands, he blessed 

them. 51 While he was blessing them, he withdrew from them and was carried up 

into heaven. 52 And they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great 

joy, 53 and they were continually in the temple blessing God.  

Leader: These Words of Blessing Are of God. 

All: Thanks be to God! 
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Please pray with me:  
Transforming Lord, we have worshipped you today in prayer, Scripture, and music, 

and are grateful for your presence. We ask you now to speak through this message 

in ways that each congregant hears the words of your wisdom, assurance, or 

direction. Resurrection is hard enough to understand, let alone Christ’s ascension, so 

may we focus on Jesus and our relationship with him. May our faith ascend to new 

heights, enough that we can share our stories with others. We praise you for this 

divine and human collaboration. Please speak through my words today. In Jesus’ 

name we pray, Amen. 
____ 
 

We are looking at two New Testament readings today, even though 

there are many Hebrew Scriptures that prophecy the Messiah. In this 

context, both passages are after Jesus’ birth, personal ministry, death, and 

resurrection. The letter to the Philippians is chronologically after the 

Gospel passage from Luke, but theologically, bear with me to start with 

Paul’s letter for a comparison.  

Remember that Saul of Tarsus, now the apostle Paul, had achieved 

great success in Jerusalem for Rome for his persecution of the Jews. He 

was converted and transformed on the Damascus Road and had 

committed his life to Jesus. He does not ridicule or castigate his 

background, but shows its insufficiency compared to Christ. He gave up 

those accolades and his pride in them when he decided to preach the 

gospel. His earlier accomplishments he considered loss or inadequate 

compared to the forgiveness of Christ’s blessings. His faith was stronger 

than his courage as a Pharisee soldier. Paul gave the Philippians an 

example to follow—helping them to understand the concept of 

resurrection and ascension. Paul himself, however, was striving to 

comprehend and grow spiritually in his relationship with the Lord Jesus. 

Determined to press on like a runner or popular athlete of the day, he 
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hoped to win the prize of honor, eternal life. Even mature believers 

should try to live into the blessings they receive from Christ.  

Now, in hindsight we know that grace and mercy are afforded us 

regardless of our effort, only our surrender. So, trying to be righteous as 

Paul was doing was to take over his own sanctification, and that was not 

correct either. In today’s world, one might say Paul was an Enneagram #3 

personality type: “Success-Oriented, Pragmatic: Adaptable, Excelling, 

Driven, and Image-Conscious.” There are healthy and unhealthy levels of 

this, and Paul wrestled with them in his letters as he began to see his 

church communities develop. Christ always calls for a more humble 

approach to righteousness: a received grace without merit. This is what 

Jesus tried to teach his disciples before he ascended back to heaven.  

Suffering, as it was for Paul, may well be part of the spiritual calling 

to follow Christ. Remember his blindness? That was a humble experience 

for Paul. Christ’s own suffering is a powerful reminder to us and to the 

Philippians not to think more highly of ourselves or any ability to aspire 

or achieve righteousness and eternal life. Paul reminds them that yes, they 

are to strive for obedience and morality with Christ’s teachings of 

compassion and generosity, yet their salvation is his to offer freely. 

Christ precedes any efforts we make on our own. We are redeemed 

through him; that’s one reason we celebrate communion each month to 

remind ourselves of the covenant of his blood poured out for us, 

undeservedly yet willingly. The reward we will receive for our actions 

and striving commitment to follow Jesus, of course, is not now here on 

earth, but in eternity, as Paul reminds them. 
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Now the Luke passage is forty days after Easter; there were eight to 

twelve appearances of Jesus after the resurrection (in 1 Corinthians 15:3-

5, he appeared to over 500 people at a time). To Cleopas on the Road to 

Emmaus, to Peter, several times to the disciples, even breakfast on the 

shore, in the upper room twice, to James, to the crowd, at the Ascension, 

and to Paul at his conversion. In all Jesus was physically present eating 

with them, letting him touch his scars, and conversing with them; he was 

not a ghost or apparition, but felt real to them. Yet Jesus told them 

specifically to stay in Jerusalem until the Holy Spirit came upon them 

(which is next week at Pentecost – wear red if you’d like).  

When Jesus and the disciples were near the Mount of Olives close 

to Bethany (a significant location of his ministries and friends), he was 

taken up into the clouds of heaven (Acts 1:9-11). This was not as 

dramatic as Elijah in 2 Kings 2:1-12 because there were no chariots of 

fire, but there were angels who attended him. Christ’s Ascension was 

witnessed also, so the disciples worshipped and praised God with 

immense joy, even in the temple. He left earth not to disappoint, but in 

fulfillment of his mission, to guide and intercede for us, leaving his 

disciples with a blessing and instruction to teach the nations about him. If 

there had been any doubt up to that point, it was now dispelled. 

How do you think the disciples felt? Perplexed or reassured? It must 

have affirmed their commitment and covenant after all they had been 

through with him. I imagine his words of teaching and prophecy echoed 

in their minds now that he was gone, perhaps making more sense. What 

experiences have you had like this? Supernatural or Kairos moments that 

affirmed your faith or helped it to grow? My sermon title is a play on 
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words, “Ascending Faith,” but I was thinking of those words yesterday at 

John Lewis’ graveyard service at Fairfax Memorial Park. And I think of 

Jesus’ ascension every time I gather with a family like I did yesterday. 

The Lewis family is huge with cousins, aunts, and uncles, grandchildren, 

and great-grandchildren, fifty or so who travelled here for a reunion to 

celebrate John’s life. These gatherings remind me how precious our lives, 

relationships, and faith are. Stories of John and Maggie were rich and 

from their children and grandchildren’s testimonies, I saw the strength of 

their faith. I thought no longer of mourning, but of the joy to be reunited 

with Jesus and with his wife of so many years.  

What else before the grave can we do to cultivate an ascending 

faith? A faith that continues to grow even to 102 (or longer). How can we 

increase our righteousness staying the course in the midst of trials? It is a 

human and divine collaboration to mature in Christ Jesus. Will you join 

me to continue on this journey? Will you invite others to walk with us? 

Will you see Jesus? Or like some disciples, will we be too busy, 

distracted, or filled with doubt about his reality? We remembered our 

friends who served this church, our country, and the kingdom last week; 

they are good examples to us as well as Paul and Christ. We love because 

he first loved us; we look now to the skies for his return. Are you ready? 

Let’s talk . . . Amen! ||  Let us pray. Dear Lord, we thank you for sending 

your son, Jesus, to love us and give eternal life. We thank you for the 

Gospel and the apostle Paul’s churches, his testimony, and writings. We 

ask you to bless these communion elements of remembrance. Let our 

faith and fellowship grow and mature in you. For we pray in your name, 

Amen.  


