The Ascended Christ #2

“The Great Prophet”

selected Scriptures

Forty days after He rose from the dead, Jesus ascended into heaven. While this event marked the end of His physical ministry on earth, Jesus was not done working. As we saw last week, Peter proclaimed in Acts 2:36, “God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.” Jesus is the Christ, or Messiah, which means “Anointed One.” By understanding the concept of “anointed one” we better comprehend the present ministry of the ascended Jesus.

Though John Calvin is often credited with this connection, historically we must go back to the early church historian Eusebius, who pointed out that in ancient Israel, prophets, priests, and kings were all anointed as a symbol of God’s selection of them. Thus Jesus was, in his words, “the only High Priest of the universe, the only King of all creation, and the only Archprophet of the Father.”
 There were prophets, priests, and kings anointed in the Old Testament, but those shadows were fulfilled to perfection in Jesus Christ. He is Prophet, Priest, and King.
 
As this implies, not only does Jesus fill the roles of prophet, priest, and king, but He is the greatest of them all. In Matthew 12:6, Jesus states that He is “greater than the temple” (and thus the priests who minister there); in verse 41 He declares that as a prophet He is “greater than Jonah”; and in verse 42 as king, He is “greater than Solomon.”

In our brief study on the Ascended Christ, I want to direct our attention to these three offices Jesus is fulfilling in heaven right now. This morning we see Jesus as the great Prophet.

Turn first to Hebrews 1:1-3,

In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.

Here we see the three offices: prophet, “He has spoken to us by His Son”; priest, “He...provided purification for sins”; and king, “He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.”
 This morning I want to consider the first of these, Jesus as the Great Prophet.
That may not sit well with some of us. I know when I hear Jesus referred to as a prophet, I think of Muslims who believe that Jesus was a prophet, but also believe that Muhammad is God’s last prophet, superseding Christ.
 As Christians we don’t like that.

Even in the New Testament, when people called Jesus a prophet, it sounds to us like an insult. In Luke 7:16, after raising the widow’s son, the people proclaimed, “A great prophet has arisen among us.” In John 3 Nicodemus says, “I can see that you are a prophet.” According to Matthew 21:10-11, on Palm Sunday when asked, “Who is this?” the crowds answered, “This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee.” We read these words and think, “Prophet? That’s the best you can do to describe Jesus?”

Now, to be fair, Jesus Himself accepted the title of prophet—although He wanted it to be properly understood, because it wasn’t.
 In Luke 4:24, after being literally run out of His hometown of Nazareth said, “No prophet is acceptable in his hometown.” Later, in Luke 13:33, He said that it is not right for a prophet to die outside of Jerusalem.
To say that Jesus is a prophet or only a prophet is indeed insulting to His identity. He is certainly more than just a prophet. Yet He is, in the words of John 6:14, “the Prophet who is to come into the world!” Today we will focus on Jesus the Great Prophet.

The Function of the Prophetic Office

In order to fully appreciate what that means, let’s first consider the function of the prophetic office. We need to understand the prophetic tradition he stood in.

What was a prophet in the biblical era? While we tend to associate prophets and prophecy with predicting future events, that is only one part of their role (and not even the most important part, in my opinion). Francis Schaeffer defined a prophet as “one who reveals the things of God to men.”
 Andrew Murray called prophets “the mouthpiece[s] of God.”
 Walter Kaiser describes prophets as “authorized to declare the word of God with authority.”

As such the primary role of the prophet was speaking to people about God. (We will see in the next study how the primary role of the priest was speaking to God about people.) Some distinguish the act of “forth telling”—speaking forth the message of God—from the act of “foretelling” the future.

In the Old Testament prophets were empowered by the Spirit of God, proclaimed the word of God, and performed signs and wonders to confirm to their hearers that they were indeed representing Almighty God.
 This was the function of the prophetic office.
The Forecast of the Prophetic Office

Next we turn to the forecast of the prophetic office, and for that we turn to the book of Deuteronomy, chapter eighteen. Moses says in verse 15, “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own brothers. You must listen to him.” Then in verse 18 God adds, “I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers; I will put my words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I command him.”
Certainly throughout the Old Testament era God raised up many prophets who proclaimed the word of the Lord to His people. But the use of the singular rather than the plural form for “prophet” must be given adequate consideration. In itself the singular form would not provide sufficient grounds for expecting one prophetic figure that would be uniquely like Moses. Yet if a plural form had been employed, it would have been much more difficult to suppose a reference to a singular prophetic figure that God would raise up in the future.
 This could have been interpreted as prophets in general.

Some may have thought that Moses’ successor, Joshua, fulfilled this promise. Yet the conclusion of this book seems to dispel such thoughts.
 Deuteronomy 34:9-12 reads,

Now Joshua son of Nun was filled with the spirit of wisdom because Moses had laid his hands on him. So the Israelites listened to him and did what the Lord had commanded Moses. Since then, no prophet has risen in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face, who did all those miraculous signs and wonders the Lord sent him to do in Egypt—to Pharaoh and to all his officials and to his whole land. For no one has ever shown the mighty power or performed the awesome deeds that Moses did in the sight of all Israel.

In the New Testament, the Jews were certainly still looking for the fulfillment of this promise. The people ask John the Baptist, “Are you the Prophet?” in John 1:21. They cannot understand why John presumes to lead the people into the wilderness and to initiate a baptism of repentance if he is neither “the Christ nor Elijah, nor the Prophet” in verse 25.
 At that time the forecast of the ultimate prophet was yet to be realized.
The Fulfillment of the Prophetic Office

When Jesus came to earth, He was the fulfillment of the prophetic office. The Samaritan woman recognized Jesus as the Messiah and “the Prophet who would come” in John 4:19, 25. This identification is also in accord with what Jesus told the Pharisees in John 5:46–47: “If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me. But since you do not believe what he wrote, how are you going to believe what I say?” Of all the places that Jesus could have been referring to in Moses’ writings, none would be a more obvious candidate for a messianic reference than Deuteronomy 18, where the Messiah would function as the prophetic teacher.

When Jesus began to perform His miracles, the crowds said, “Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world” (John 6:14). Notice the prophet, not a prophet.

As previously mentioned, Jesus affirmed with His own mouth that He was a prophet. Jesus quoted from Isaiah 61 in Luke 4, saying the Spirit had anointed him to be a herald of God’s good news—the function of a prophet. Certainly Jesus came to the earth as more than a prophet—but not less.

Peter also identified Christ as the prophet predicted by Moses in Acts 3:22–26,
 

For Moses said, “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own people; you must listen to everything he tells you. Anyone who does not listen to him will be completely cut off from among his people.” Indeed, all the prophets from Samuel on, as many as have spoken, have foretold these days. And you are heirs of the prophets and of the covenant God made with your fathers. He said to Abraham, “Through your offspring all peoples on earth will be blessed.” When God raised up his servant, he sent him first to you to bless you by turning each of you from your wicked ways.

Jesus is the Prophet foretold by Moses in Deuteronomy 18, through whom God would fully and finally reveal Himself.
 He is the last and greatest of the prophets, greater even than Moses.
 Early in his teaching ministry, Jesus set Himself above the prophetic office of the old covenant, as previously indicated. Never did He look outside Himself to establish an absolute authority for his utterances. Instead of saying, “Thus says the Lord” as the required stamp of authenticity for His words, He simply said, “I say to you,” providing all the necessary affirmation of divine authority.

Returning to the opening verses of the book of Hebrews, we see that the author of the letter sets out to prove that Jesus Christ is superior to the prophets, men who were held in the highest esteem by the Jewish people. In His person, Christ is superior to the prophets. To begin with, He is the very Son of God and not merely a man called by God. The author makes it clear in verse 3 that Jesus Christ is God, for his description could never be applied to mortal man. In His work, Christ is also superior to the prophets. To begin with, He is the Creator of the universe; for by Him, God “made the worlds” (Heb. 1:2). Not only did Christ create all things by His Word, according to John 1:1–5, but He also upholds all things by that same powerful Word, in Hebrews 1:3. Paul writes in Colossians 1:17, “He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.”

Furthermore, Jesus not only declared God’s revelation to humanity; He Himself embodied God’s revelation to mankind.
 In John 14:9 He said, “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.” No human prophet could ever make that claim.
Now the prophetic office of Christ did not cease when He ascended into heaven, for the role of prophet continues to belong to His essential activities even now. How? He continues His prophetic work through His church, and the Spirit of Jesus continues to work through His messengers.

The ascension of Jesus culminates or crowns Christ’s prophetic work, and also recommences it for a new era. You could even say it has been thrust into a higher gear.
 He continues to teach the Church by His Holy Spirit (the same anointing, in principle, which was upon Him), first through the apostles; and then the Spirit continues in every age the ministry of Jesus Christ as prophet in His body, the Church, which is called to proclaim His word and gospel to all people.

We are not, however, to think of Christ, the Prophet in heaven, as giving additional revelation in the sense of completely new insight into the character and will of God. This gift applies, reinforces, and revives that Word which already had been revealed and which the apostles had taught and were teaching. Through the spiritual gift of prophecy (as well as through other spiritual gifts) we are to think of Jesus, the Prophet, keeping alive within the fellowship the sense of God’s word as living and dynamic.

So through the Spirit, the ascended Jesus as the great Prophet builds His church. As we saw from John 16:7, Jesus said, “It is for your benefit that I go away, because if I don’t go away the Counselor will not come to you. If I go, I will send him to you.” Jesus affirmed that the coming of the Spirit depended on his going away. His bodily absence was better for the disciples, because when he left the Spirit would come upon them. Why is it better to possess the Spirit than for Jesus to remain on the earth? 

First, Jesus’ leaving was superior because the incarnate Jesus was limited by space and time by virtue of His humanity. When He ascended, He went to heaven, the place of God, which transcends space and time, and sent His Spirit. Jesus could not be with all His followers in the same way on the earth. When He left the earth, His prophetic voice became cosmic in scope. With the arrival of the Spirit, Jesus’ presence and words could fill the world in a more expansive way. To put this negatively, if Jesus were still on the earth, His words and presence would not be able to spread as they did after Pentecost.

Second, obtaining the Spirit was better because Jesus’ ascent did not mean His absence in an exclusive sense; it actually means Jesus is now more present. In the Upper Room, immediately after referencing the Spirit’s coming, Jesus said: “I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you” in John 14:18. Then in verse 28: “You heard me say to you, ‘I am going away, and I will come to you.’” Both of these texts are odd at face value because they pair Christ’s leaving with His coming. Jesus claimed He would leave and He would come to them. The presence of the Spirit is the presence of Jesus.

So the ascended Christ is the Great Prophet, both the revealer and the revelation of God to us. He came to earth announcing the words of God with authority, and now He is in heaven, proclaiming those words throughout the world by His Spirit through His Church. He wants to speak through you. Will you let Him?
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