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THIS IS A VICTORY PARADE      PSALM 68:18-20

Everybody loves a parade.  Most people enjoy going to parades.  Many love to participate in a parade.  One of the big parades in our community is the Fourth of July parade.  People will set up their chairs and stake out their spot on the parade route the night before.  Parades are a time for celebration and family get-togethers.  I am sure that the Fourth of July parade this year will be very special and significant for most of us in light of September 11th, the war against terrorism and the war in Afghanistan and in the Middle East.  We are all reminded of the freedom that we have because of the many soldiers who have fought for our nation to preserve our freedoms and liberties.

Today we are celebrating.  We are celebrating the coronation of our King and Savior and his return to his home in glory having secured the greatest freedom and liberty that you and I would ever want or need in our lives.  Today we celebrate the Ascension of our Lord Jesus Christ to his throne in heaven.  A thousand years before this event even took place, King David refers to it as a victory parade.  Today as we ponder this prophecy which Paul refers to in his letter to the Ephesians when speaking about Jesus’ ascension, I would like to you to focus with me in this thought – THIS IS A VICTORY PARADE.    As we watch this parade we need to note carefully I) Who Is In This Parade.  As we listen to David’s description of the ascension and its impact on this world we are filled with II) Great Comfort.

WHO IS IN THIS PARADE?

Often when we go to a parade, we want to know what units will be in the parade.  Who is the grand marshal leading the parade?  What bands will be playing?  For our Fourth of July parade the Watertown Daily Times always prints a list of the units and the order of their appearance.  David also describes for us who is leading the parade on Ascension Day and those who are in the parade.

When the Israelites moved the Ark of the Covenant into the temple in Jerusalem on Mount Zion this signified the conquest of the enemies of God and God’s king now ruled from his holy mountain.  But this ascension pointed to a greater one that would take place when Jesus Christ, the Son of God, completed his work of delivering the human race and returned to his home in heaven victorious.  In ancient times when a king and his army defeated another nation, they would take the spoils of war: gold, silver, art treasures and slaves back to their country with them and they would have a home coming parade where they would publicly display their victory and triumph.  We are celebrating that home coming parade today.

Who is the grand marshal of this parade?  Who is leading this victory parade?  The psalmist says it is the Lord.  As David writes, “When you ascended on high, you led captives in your train; you received gifts from men, even from the rebellious – that you, O LORD God might dwell there.”  (v. 18) This is our Savior God.  This is the Lord Jesus Christ, the God-Man.

Who or what are the captives that he has captured and is showing off in this parade?  What are the spoils of war that he is displaying in this victory parade?  Well, who and what did Jesus battle against and whom did he defeat for us?  Jesus fought against the three enemies that you and I face everyday of our lives.  Those enemies are sin (rebellion and disobedience to the law of God); the devil (God’s and our archenemy, a rebellious and fallen angel) and death (the consequence that has been brought upon all of us because of sin) Jesus defeated all three of those enemies.  As Paul later writes in the New Testament in reference to Jesus’ descent into hell, “Having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.” (Colossians 2:15)  Here Paul refers to the victory parade that Jesus had in hell, announcing to Satan and the damned that they had been defeated.  This Jesus did when he descended into hell.  Now as he returns to his glorious throne in heaven he shows off the enemies that have been defeated.

Sin has lost its power.  Sin attempts to enslave us and drive us to despair and hopelessness.  Jesus Christ has destroyed sin’s hold on us.  You and I have the ability to say no to sin’s temptations.  And when we do give in and sin, the Lord Jesus comes to us and reminds us, “Cheer up.  Your sins are forgiven.”  (Matthew 9:2b)  Satan has lost his power over us.  Satan attempts to control us with guilt and fear.  He attempts to drive us to despair and hopelessness.  He continually holds before us our sins and attempts to keep before us how terrible we are or another tactic he employs is that he would have us believe that there is nothing wrong with us and God should accept us because we are such wonderful and good people.  Both are lies.  Those lies are destroyed by the Word of God, which reveals to us our sins and also assures us of God’s forgiveness and pardon.  Death our final enemy has also lost its sting and hold on us.  Death holds no sting for a follower of Jesus Christ.  For death is no longer our separation from God, it is our entrance into the glories of God’s heavenly kingdom.  Death no longer holds the threat of eternal punishment for our sins, but the escape from this world of sin and suffering and the entrance into eternal peace and joy in paradise.  Our physical death, the separation of our souls from our bodies, is now simply a temporary separation until the Last Day when we will rise triumphant and glorious from our graves just as Jesus did at his resurrection on Easter morning.

This is the victory that is yours and mine.  This is why Jesus returns in triumph to heaven.  He has won and his homecoming parade is a parade of victory and triumph.

WE HAVE GREAT COMFORT

The ascension of Jesus brings great comfort and peace to you and me everyday of our lives.  David reminds us that God our Savior bears our burdens everyday and from the Lord comes escape from death.

When Jesus ascended into heaven, he did not remove himself from involvement in this world.  In fact, Jesus promised us, “Surely, I am with you always to the very end of the age.”  (Matthew 28:20b)  Peter encourages us, “Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.”  (1 Peter 5:7)  As David writes, “Praise be to the Lord, to God our Savior, who daily bears our burdens.”  (v. 19) If you and I tried to carry around all the things that involve our daily life, we would be so overwhelmed and beaten down that we could not function.  We don’t have to worry about what we are going to eat, what we will wear, about tomorrow, about our lives and health.  Why not?  Because the Lord knows our needs and he promises to take care of us.  We have a loving and caring Savior who daily carries our burdens and supplies our needs.  Isn’t it wonderful to be able to get up in the morning and not worry about what will happen today?  For we know that our life and times are in the hands of our loving and caring God who directs all things in our lives and causes everything to work for our good.

When you and I have to face our final enemy death, we know that we will escape death’s control and hold on us.  As David writes, “Our God is a God who saves; from the Sovereign LORD comes escape from death.”  (v. 20) We have escape from eternal death, the separation of our souls and bodies eternally from God in hell.  Why?  Because Jesus Christ paid the debt we owe for our imperfection.  As the Bible says, “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”(Romans 8:1)  We escape spiritual death, unbelief, the separation from the spiritual blessings of God, the blessings of forgiveness and peace.  Why?  Because the Holy Spirit has given us the gift of faith and he preserves us in that faith through God’s Word and Sacraments.  We even escape physical death, the separation of our souls from our bodies.  Won’t we all die physically?  Yes, if Jesus doesn’t return first.  But physical death for us is temporary.  Our souls and bodies will separate for a time, but then we will be raised by the power of God.  As Jesus said, “Because I live, you also will live.”  (John 14:19b)  This is good news.  This brings us true and lasting comfort in a world that is imperfect and filled with hate, anger, hopelessness and despair.

The ascension of our Lord and Savior Jesus is an exciting and wonderful event.  This is the most wonderful parade ever held in the history of the world.  It is a parade that marks the most exciting and wonderful victory over evil that the world has ever experienced.  It brings lasting comfort and peace to every one of us as we daily face sin’s temptations, the devil’s accusations and death’s threats.  For Jesus Christ has set us free from our enemies and we have true freedom and liberty now and forever.

                                                                                                     Amen.

