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THE ASCENSION 

 

      We are told about the Ascension by St Luke, who speaks of it at the end of his Gospel (24:50-52) and 

also at the beginning of the Acts of the Apostles (1:1-11), which he wrote. St Mark also talks about it, but 

more briefly, in the last chapter of his Gospel (16:19).  

      We already know that forty days after His Resurrection, Jesus appeared to the disciples for the last 

time. On this day, the day of the Ascension, He spoke to them at great length.  

A) Jesus Speaks to Them About the Reign of the Messiah  

      When the disciples asked Him, "Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?" (Acts 1:6), 

Jesus answered, "It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has fixed by His own 

authority." Furthermore, Jesus had already told His disciples on the evening of Holy Thursday, "In My 

Father's house are many rooms; if it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for 

you? And when I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to Myself, that 

where I am you may be also" (In 14:2-3). Thus the reestablishment of the kingdom of Israel, for which 

the disciples were waiting, will actually come about when they enter the Father's house with Christ, the 

King of Israel. The reign of the Messiah, which David's kingdom had prefigured, and which Israel had 

been expecting since the great prophet Isaiah had so forcefully foretold it in 740 B.C., has actually been 

initiated by Christ's first coming. But it will be fully triumphant only at the Second Corning."  

B) He Entrusts Them With a Mission  

      The disciples must prepare and hasten this return (cf 2 Pet 3:12), this second coming of Christ the 

King, by accomplishing the mission which Jesus entrusted to them: "You shall by My witnesses in    

Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth" (Acts 1:8). We are also reminded of 

this mission at the end of the Gospel of St Matthew (28: 19-20): "Go therefore and make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them 

to observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age."  

      We must keep in mind that in those days the means of communication were very primitive. The 

apostles, who were poor men, simple fishermen by trade, traveled on foot, and it seems incredible that 

Jesus should have asked them to go "to the ends of the earth." But, in fact, they succeeded in doing so. 

Their teaching reached not only to the ends of the earth, as it was known at their time, but through the 

disciples of their disciples it has been spread throughout the whole world. Even today, at our baptism 

we promise to obey this command of the risen Christ given just before His Ascension and thus become 

witnesses of His Resurrection.                                                                                                                                                                                                         

           (over) 
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C) He Tells Them That to be Able to Accomplish This Mission They Will be Given "Power From on High"  

      "He charged them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for the promise of the Father, which, He 

said, 'you heard from Me, for John baptized with water, but before many days you shall be baptized with 

the Holy Spirit ... You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you'" (Acts 1:4-5,8), 

"power from on high" (Lk 24:49). It is God the Holy Spirit who will visit them. He had already promised 

this on Holy Thursday evening. "And I will pray the Father, and He will give you another Counselor ... 

even the Spirit of truth ... " (John 14:16-17). "It is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go 

away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go I will send Him to you" (John 16:7). "He will teach 

you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you" (John 14:26). "When the Spirit 

of truth comes, He will guide you into all the truth" (John 16:13). "But when the Counselor comes, 

whom I shall send to you from the Father, even the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father,' He 

will bear witness to Me; and you also are witnesses ... " (John 15:26-27).  

      After having spoken to them in this way, "He led them out as far as Bethany, and lifting up His hands 

He blessed them. While He blessed them He parted from them, and was carried up into heaven"           

(Lk 24:50-51). "So then the Lord Jesus ... was taken up into heaven, and sat down at the right hand of 

God". (Mk 16:19). This is what we call the Ascension.  

      "And while they were gazing into heaven as He went, behold, two men stood by them in white robes, 

and said, 'Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into heaven? This Jesus, who was taken up from you 

into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw Him go into heaven'" (Acts 1:10-11). Then the 

disciples "returned to Jerusalem with great joy" (Lk 24:52).  

      Why were these men full of joy rather than sorrow at the departure of their beloved Master? They 

were joyful, first of all, because they had just received a wonderful promise from God's own 

messengers, "He will return." Furthermore, had He not promised just before leaving to send them "the 

other Comforter," one who would fill them with truth and joy?  

      But most of all, they knew that the one who was taken away from them was alive, that He would be 

with them to the end of time and that He had gone to prepare a place for them with the Father. He had 

been taken up in His human nature (which is their nature and our nature), in His glorified human body 

(which is their body and our body). Christ's body ascended into heaven and opened heaven's Royal 

Doors to all. We also will be able to pass through these doors and to sit, like Christ, at the right hand of 

the Father. The doors of heaven are now open to all mankind:  

               Lift up your heads, 0 gates!                                                                                                                                                            

       and be lifted up, 0 ancient doors!                                                                                                                              

       that the King of glory may come in.                                                                                                                                  

 Who is the King of glory!                                                                                                                                                          

       The Lord, strong and mighty,                                                                                                                                               

       the Lord, mighty in battle!                                                                                                                                          

 Lift up your heads, 0 gates!                                                                                                                                                    

       and be lifted up, 0 ancient doors!                                                                                                                                            
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       that the King of glory may come in.                                                                                                                   

 Who is this King of glory?                                                                                                                                                              

       (Ps 23 [24]:7-10)  

      Through His Ascension, Christ has reconciled our human and heavenly bodies, which had been torn 

apart as a result of man's sinfulness. That is why in the seventh ode of the matins canon for the feast we 

exclaim: "Taking the fallen nature of man upon Thy shoulders and ascending with it, 0 Savior, Thou didst 

bring it to God the Father!" And in the eighth ode we sing: "Our fallen nature has been elevated above 

the angels and is established on the divine throne in a manner which surpasses all understanding."  

      The Ascension completes the work of the Son begun at the Annunciation. Having taken upon Himself 

our fallen human nature, "the form of a servant, ... He humbled Himself and became obedient unto 

death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted Him" (Phil 2:7-9), and our nature with 

Him. The Ascension is also the glorification of Christ, who had been humiliated at the time of the 

Passion, so 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" (Phil 2: 10-11 ).  

      Finally, it is the glorification of our own nature which He came to raise again and to save from 

degradation and death.                          

      Knowing all this, how could the disciples not be filled with "great joy"?  

 

THE ICON AND TROPARION OF THE ASCENSION 

      Let us now try to gain a deeper understanding of the meaning of the Ascension by looking at the icon 

of the feast and listening to the troparion which hymns it.  

    Sage: In the upper part of the icon, in the center of several large concentric circles (called "mandorla") 

 which symbolize heaven, you see Christ sitting in majesty. He gives the blessing with His right 

 hand, while in His left He holds a scroll, representing the word which He taught while on earth. 

 An angel stands on either side of Him.  

   Seeker: Yes, and I also see that Christ is wearing a white or rather golden tunic just like the one on the 

 icon of Pascha.  

   Sage: We see Christ similarly dressed on the icon of the Transfiguration too. The luminous color of the 

 tunic symbolizes the glorious body of Christ and indicates that after the Resurrection, He has a 

 body which is no longer subject to the laws and needs of earthly beings. He is also free of the 

 law of gravity.  

 You have noticed the color of Christ's tunic, now look at the garments of the other figures.  

            (over) 
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 Seeker: The garments of the angels who are carrying Christ are the same color as those of the apostles, 

 while the two angels standing beside the Virgin are wearing white tunics.  

   Sage: The two angels in red garments bear witness to the Incarnation and the Passion, because even 

 though Christ is ascending into heaven in His glorious body, this body still bears the marks of the 

 Crucifixion. One of the Old Testament passages which is read during the vespers of                       

 (Is 63: 1-3) perfectly describes this suffering and glorious Messiah, clothed in red as a symbol of 

 His sacrifice:  

 “Who is this that comes from Edom, in crimsoned garments from Bozrah, He that is glorious in 

 His apparel, marching in the greatness of His strength? "It is I, announcing vindication, mighty to 

 save."  

 Why is Thy apparel red, and Thy garments like his that treads in the wine press? "I have trodden 

 the wine press alone, and from the peoples no one was with Me."  

  As for the two men clothed in white (Acts 1:9-11), they remind us of those angels who on the 

day of the Resurrection appeared to the women who came to Christ's tomb and announced that He was 

alive (Lk 24:4 and Jn 20:12).  

 Thus human nature, represented by the blood-and-earth-colored garments of the angels who 

are raising Jesus, is found in heaven. Whereas divine nature, represented by the white garments of the 

two angels who are speaking to the apostles, is found on earth. As St Athanasius tells us, "God became 

man, so that man might become God."  

 The two angels dressed in white foretell Christ's return in glory at the end of time. Sometimes 

they are represented holding a scroll upon which are written the words: "Men of Galilee, why do you 

stand looking into heaven? This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same 

way as you saw Him go into heaven" (Acts 1: 11). According to the prophecy of Zechariah, which is read 

at Ascension vespers the Second Coming will take place on the Mount of Olives (a hill across from 

Jerusalem), at exactly the same spot from which Christ ascended into heaven (Acts 1:12).5 "On that day 

His feet shall stand on the Mount of Olives which lies before Jerusalem on the east" (Zech 14:4). On the 

icon this mountain is represented by some craggy boulders and four olive trees.  

   Seeker: It almost seems as if the mountains and trees cut the icon into two parts, with heaven and 

 Christ in one part and the Theotokos and the apostles in the other.  

 But why are there twelve apostles? Judas betrayed Jesus and hanged himself (Mt 27:3-10; Acts 

 1:16-19) and Matthias was elected to replace him only after the Ascension (Acts 1:13-26).  

   Sage: You're right. There are twelve because the apostle Paul is represented with the eleven; he is 

 standing on the left of the Theotokos. You can recognize him by his bald head and thin beard. 

 On the right of the Theotokos you can see Peter, with short curly hair and a rounded beard. Paul 

 is represented with the apostles because, although he did not live with Christ before His Passion, 

 he did see the risen Christ on the way to Damascus. Paul represents the faithful who throughout 
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 the ages confess Christ in the Church. His presence on the icon shows that the church's vision is 

 outside the limits of time; communion in faith in the Kingdom of God, through the grace of the 

 Holy Spirit, has broken the temporal bonds of this world.  

   Seeker: Why are the apostles' garments both green and red?  

   Sage: Green is the color of hope and of the Holy Spirit. On Ascension Day Christ promised His disciples 

 that the Holy Spirit would descend upon them. In Rublev's icon of the Trinity," the angel who 

 represents the Holy Spirit is also clothed in green. As for red, it represents not only the earth 

 and blood, as we already said, but also love.  

   Seeker: One group of apostles is pointing with their hands to Christ in heaven, while another group is 

 looking at the Theotokos, who stands praying.  

   Sage: Depicted in this way, the Theotokos represents the Church.  

   Seeker: I see something else about the icon. It seems to me that it is divided into two parts vertically by 

 the Mother of God and horizontally by Christ. Does this mean anything?  

   Sage: Let's take this observation and the one you made earlier about how heaven and earth seem to 

 be separated by the mountain, and we can make an interesting observation: the figures of the 

 Theotokos and her son form a cross which unites heaven and earth.   

 The olive trees are a symbol of nature glorifying God, because it is only as a result of Christ's 

sacrifice on the Cross that nature, which had been clouded through sin, can become luminous again.

 As you see, "deciphering" an icon can be very interesting. However, we should not ascribe 

significance to everyone of its characteristics or colors. An icon is the expression of a mystery of faith. By 

analyzing it in too great detail, we become overly intellectual and may forget that it should be an object 

of veneration. The existence of icons is possible because God became incarnate. Icons are here to teach 

us, to help us pray, and to express our faith in daily life. Finally, let's remember that everything we have 

discovered in this icon is summarized by the troparion of the feast:  

 Thou hast ascended in glory, 0 Christ our God,                                                                                                              

granting joy to Thy disciples by the promise of the Holy Spirit.                                                                                     

Through the blessing they were assured that Thou art the Son of God,                                                                     

the Redeemer of the world.                                                                                                                                     

 (Troparion of the Ascension, tone 4)  

 

                      Taken from: “The Living God” -  a catechism from St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press 
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