
-  

BRYAN CRADDOCK ON LUKE 23-24 



 

  



 

 

 

 

 

BRYAN CRADDOCK ON LUKE 23-24 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5495 East Main St, Kalamazoo, MI 49048 

CalvaryEast.com  

http://calvaryeast.com/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright © 2020 by Bryan Craddock 

 

Cover design by Audrea King 

 

Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are from the 

ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), 

copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good 

News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved. 

  



 

 

 

CONTENTS 

Chapter 1 | Luke 23:1-12  

TACTICS OF UNBELIEF 1 

Chapter 2 | Luke 23:13-25  

CONSEQUENCES OF UNBELIEF 23 

Chapter 3 | Luke 23:26-43  

SURPRISES OF THE CROSS 45 

Chapter 4 | Luke 23:44-56  

REACTIONS TO THE CROSS 71 

Chapter 5 | Luke 24:1-12  

EVIDENCE FOR THE RESURRECTION 95 

Chapter 6 | Luke 24:13-35  

STEPS TOWARD BELIEF 121 

Chapter 7 | Luke 24:36-53  

BENEFITS OF THE RESURRECTION 143 

Epilogue  

THE GOSPEL JOURNEY 171 

 



 

 



Tactics of Unbelief | LUKE 23:1-12 

 

|1| 

CHAPTER 1 | LUKE 23:1-12 

TACTICS OF UNBELIEF 

People seem to have an insatiable appetite for news 

about high profile court cases, so reporters scramble to 

provide us with details. They show us the comings and 

goings of important people from the courthouse. They 

describe the evidence as it is revealed. They relay the 

arguments of the prosecution and defense. They 

interview anyone remotely involved with the case. 

Though we have no authority to do so, we arrive at our 

own verdict. We consider ourselves the perfect judge 

and jury, even though our opinions have no impact.  
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The final chapters of the Gospel of Luke tell us the story 

of the infamous trial and execution of Jesus almost 

2,000 years ago. Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor 

over Judea, presided over the case, but Luke records 

responses from a variety of people. They all reach their 

own verdict, and Luke wants us as readers to join them. 

He did not write to satisfy our curiosity but to press us 

to make a decision. How will you respond to the claims 

of Christ? Your answer matters because it will become 

a primary line of evidence when God pronounces his 

ultimate verdict about you. 

As Luke begins his account of the trial in verses 1-12 

of chapter 23, he shows us three tactics of unbelief in 

response to the character of Jesus. The people 

involved do not simply refuse to believe. They 

overreact. They attempt to minimize the importance of 

Jesus and his message, and we will see that their 

efforts turn out to highlight his character. So, in addition 

to helping us understand who Jesus is and what 

happened to him, this passage also equips all of us 

who follow him. We will encounter people using the 
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same tactics, and as we do, we must strive to reflect 

the character of Jesus. 

  



THE VERDICT 
 

|4| 

TACTIC 1 

ACCUSING THE INNOCENT 

Some people are quick to make accusations. They 

view the world in black and white, condemning 

anything that contradicts their vision of how things 

should be. But when you point your index finger at 

someone, your other three fingers are pointing back at 

you. Sometimes accusations say more about the 

accuser than the accused. 

In Luke 23:1-5, we find the Jewish leaders using this 

tactic against Jesus. Luke tells us,  

1Then the whole company of them arose and 

brought him before Pilate. 2And they began 



Tactics of Unbelief | LUKE 23:1-12 

 

|5| 

to accuse him, saying, “We found this man 

misleading our nation and forbidding us to 

give tribute to Caesar, and saying that he 

himself is Christ, a king.” 3And Pilate asked 

him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” And he 

answered him, “You have said so.” 4Then 

Pilate said to the chief priests and the 

crowds, “I find no guilt in this man.” 5But they 

were urgent, saying, “He stirs up the people, 

teaching throughout all Judea, from Galilee 

even to this place.” 

The Jewish council was known as the Sanhedrin, 

because it was composed of seventy elders. Luke 

seems to indicate that the entire group is involved in 

this procession. The temple guards who arrested 

Jesus during the night are probably also present. So, 

the massive size of this group is no doubt intended to 

give the impression that Jesus is a dangerous criminal.  

Their series of interrogations throughout the night led 

them to condemn Jesus for blasphemy (Lu 22:70-71). 

But that charge would not persuade Pilate to execute 

him, so they accuse him of stirring up a rebellion 

against Rome. The irony of this argument is that they 

all wanted to throw off Roman rule, and Pilate knew it. 
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Nevertheless, they lead off with a sweeping 

generalization about Jesus misleading the nation.  

Specifically, they say that he was forbidding them from 

giving tribute to Caesar. Earlier in the week they had 

sent people to question Jesus about this issue. They 

hoped to entrap him, but he outwitted them. He asked 

them to show him a denarius and to identify whose 

likeness was on it. When they said that it bore Caesar’s 

image, Luke 20:25 tells us, “He said to them, ‘Then 

render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to 

God the things that are God’s.’” So, their accusation on 

this point is an outright lie.  

They conclude their argument by saying that he 

claimed to be Christ, a king. He never openly made this 

claim because people had such a distorted 

understanding of God’s promise about it, but neither 

did he deny it. Pilate pursues this line of questioning 

with him, and John 18:36 gives us additional insight to 

the conversation. It tells us, “Jesus answered, ‘My 

kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were of this 

world, my servants would have been fighting, that I 
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might not be delivered over to the Jews. But my 

kingdom is not from the world.’” 

Pilate concludes that Jesus is innocent, but the Jewish 

leaders refuse to accept his verdict. They continue to 

press him, accusing Jesus of stirring up people. 

Matthew 27:18 speaks of Pilate and tells us, “For he 

knew that it was out of envy that they had delivered him 

up.” Their selfish motives are obvious when compared 

with the innocence of Jesus. They were vain, power-

hungry hypocrites. In fact, they are the ones misleading 

the nation, and before long they stir up the crowds to 

call for Jesus to be crucified. 

This tactic used by the Jewish leaders was not new.  

Their ancestors had used it against prophets that God 

had raised up in the past. Jesus knew that he would 

face similar treatment, and he warned his followers that 

we will encounter it too. He prepared us by assuring us 

that God sees our suffering and rewards us for it. 

Matthew 5:11-12 tells us that he said, “Blessed are you 

when others revile you and persecute you and utter all 

kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice 



THE VERDICT 
 

|8| 

and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so 

they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” 

As the church grew and spread, the truth of this 

warning became apparent. So, as Peter writes to 

believers, he stresses the importance of being innocent 

like Jesus was. In 1 Peter 2:11-12, he says, 

Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles 

to abstain from the passions of the flesh, 

which wage war against your soul. Keep your 

conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so 

that when they speak against you as 

evildoers, they may see your good deeds 

and glorify God on the day of visitation. 

He calls us to submit to authorities and to show honor 

to everyone. At the time, some Christian converts were 

slaves. So, in 1 Peter 2:20-21, he tells them, 

For what credit is it if, when you sin and are 

beaten for it, you endure? But if when you do 

good and suffer for it you endure, this is a 

gracious thing in the sight of God. For to this 

you have been called, because Christ also 

suffered for you, leaving you an example, so 

that you might follow in his steps. 
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Are you prepared to follow in his steps? Live a life that 

is above reproach, and don’t be surprised if 

unbelievers bring false accusations against you and 

other believers.  
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Tactic 2 

AVOIDING THE TRUTH 

As loveable as dogs are, they can make a huge mess. 

They might get into the garbage and drag it through the 

house. They might chew up a shoe, a book, or even a 

piece of furniture. So, how do they respond if you 

confront them? They refuse to look at you. They 

pretend to be ignorant of the whole situation. They try 

to avoid the truth. 

People handle uncomfortable situations in the same 

way. You would think that we would be more skilled at 

it than our dogs are, but that is seldom the case. We 

delay making decisions. We pass the buck. We 
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pretend to be ignorant. We avoid interacting with 

certain people. We handle all sorts of issues this way, 

particularly discussions of religion. Rather than openly 

stating their unbelief, many people try to avoid the 

issue entirely. 

Pontius Pilate used this tactic in responding to Jesus. 

He did all that he could to avoid the issue. John’s 

Gospel tells us that he initially wanted the Jews to 

handle it themselves, but the Romans did not allow 

them to carry out executions (18:31). Then he tried to 

brush the situation off by saying that he found no guilt 

in Jesus, but the Jewish leaders kept pressing him. So, 

Luke 23:6-7 tell us, 

6When Pilate heard this, he asked whether 

the man was a Galilean. 7And when he 

learned that he belonged to Herod's 

jurisdiction, he sent him over to Herod, who 

was himself in Jerusalem at that time. 

This evasive attitude differs from Pilate’s behavior at 

other times. Josephus was a Jewish historian born a 

few years after these events. He records that Pilate 

deliberately provoked the Jews by sending a military 
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unit to Jerusalem carrying standards with idolatrous 

images of the Emperor. On multiple occasions, he 

ordered the army to violently suppress public 

demonstrations. The Jewish philosopher Philo says 

that Herod Agrippa called Pilate, “inflexible, merciless, 

and obstinate.”  

In this case, Pilate may have been afraid. There is 

some evidence that he was superstitious. Matthew 

27:19 tells us, “Besides, while he was sitting on the 

judgment seat, his wife sent word to him, ‘Have nothing 

to do with that righteous man, for I have suffered much 

because of him today in a dream.’” But whatever fear 

he felt, it was not strong enough to persuade him to 

defend Jesus. Matthew tells us that he later washed his 

hands before the crowd and proclaimed that he was 

innocent of Jesus’s blood (27:24). 

John 18:37 reveals that Jesus addressed the issue of 

ultimate truth with Pilate during his interrogation. John 

tells us, “Then Pilate said to him, ‘So you are a king?’ 

Jesus answered, ‘You say that I am a king. For this 

purpose I was born and for this purpose I have come 

into the world—to bear witness to the truth. Everyone 
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who is of the truth listens to my voice.’” Jesus is the 

way, the truth, and the life (Jn 14:6), and he gives Pilate 

an opportunity to learn from him. But in the next verse, 

John tells us that Pilate avoids the issue by saying, 

“What is truth?” So, he is lost in both superstition and 

skepticism. 

Unbelieving people have always found ways to avoid 

God’s truth. In Romans 1, Paul speaks of the evidence 

of God’s existence that is visible in creation. People 

know that there must be a divine being with eternal 

power, but they suppress that truth. In verse 21, Paul 

says, “For although they knew God, they did not honor 

him as God or give thanks to him, but they became 

futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were 

darkened.” Paul says that they find other things to 

worship. In ancient times, they created idols of strange 

deities with the characteristics of animals. Most people 

today place their faith in human knowledge and 

technology. 

So, how should believers respond to those who avoid 

the truth? We follow the example of Jesus in his 

interaction with Pilate. He did not seize the moment to 
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preach a sermon. He did not confront Pilate with stern 

condemnations. He said just enough to probe Pilate’s 

openness. He gave him an opportunity to learn more.  

Paul instructs Christians to follow this strategy in 

Colossians 4:5-6. He says, “Walk in wisdom toward 

outsiders, making the best use of the time. Let your 

speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that 

you may know how you ought to answer each person.” 

We should always be looking for any opportunity that 

God provides. We should be gracious not pushy, going 

as far as the person will allow. Our words should be 

fully seasoned with gospel truth and appropriate to 

each situation. We must depend upon God to help us 

make wise choices moment by moment. 

Many people try to avoid God’s truth, but they still need 

to hear. Are you looking for opportunities to speak it? 

Would you follow the example of Jesus?  
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TACTIC 3 
MOCKING THE HOLY 

Some of the most influential people in our culture are 

comedians. They will say or do almost anything to get 

people to laugh. So, our society rewards them, 

because we value entertainment. The most popular 

ones earn huge sums of money. They perform to 

packed auditoriums. They host television shows and 

are followed by millions online.  

From a biblical perspective, laughter can be good. It 

can lift your spirits in hard times. It can express 

confidence and joy. Proverbs 31:25, for instance, tells 

us that the godly woman is able to laugh as she looks 
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to the future. But laughter can also be a tactic of 

unbelief. People minimize holy things by mocking 

them. 

Herod Antipas loved to be entertained. He was one of 

the sons of Herod the Great, the king who ruled Judea 

at the time when Jesus was born. After his father’s 

death, Antipas was given charge over the regions of 

Galilee and Perea as tetrarch, but he was notorious for 

his marital escapades. He divorced his wife so that he 

could marry Herodias, the former wife of his half-

brother. When John the Baptist reproved him, he had 

John arrested. 

As strange as it seems, Mark 6:20 tells us that Herod 

feared John and enjoyed hearing him speak, but 

Herodias had other plans. On Herod’s birthday, she 

sent her daughter to dance before Herod with his 

noblemen and military commanders. Herod was so 

pleased that he promised her anything up to half his 

kingdom. At her mother’s prompting, she asked for the 

head of John the Baptist on a platter.  
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When Pilate sends Jesus to him, Herod has no interest 

in believing. He wants to be entertained, and when 

Jesus does not cooperate, he resorts to mockery. Luke 

23:8-12 tells us, 

8When Herod saw Jesus, he was very glad, 

for he had long desired to see him, because 

he had heard about him, and he was hoping 

to see some sign done by him. 9So he 

questioned him at some length, but he made 

no answer. 10The chief priests and the 

scribes stood by, vehemently accusing him. 
11And Herod with his soldiers treated him 

with contempt and mocked him. Then, 

arraying him in splendid clothing, he sent him 

back to Pilate. 12And Herod and Pilate 

became friends with each other that very 

day, for before this they had been at enmity 

with each other. 

The Old Testament has strong words about scoffers 

like Herod. On a human level, Proverbs 9:8 says, “Do 

not reprove a scoffer, or he will hate you; reprove a 

wise man, and he will love you.” You’re wasting your 

time. The scoffer has no interest in learning. Proverbs 

29:29, says, “If a wise man has an argument with a fool, 

the fool only rages and laughs, and there is no quiet.” 
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The warnings are even stronger from God’s 

perspective. Proverbs 3:34 says, “Toward the scorners 

he is scornful, but to the humble he gives favor.” 

In contrast to scornful mockers like Herod, those who 

believe in Jesus should relate to him with a sense of 

holy reverence. In 1 Peter 1, Peter tells Christians to 

be holy and to conduct ourselves with fear. In verses 

18-20, he explains that we should do so, 

… knowing that you were ransomed from the 

futile ways inherited from your forefathers, 

not with perishable things such as silver or 

gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, 

like that of a lamb without blemish or spot. He 

was foreknown before the foundation of the 

world but was made manifest in the last times 

for the sake of you… 

Herod had heard of the miracles of Jesus. At one point, 

he even wondered whether Jesus might be a 

resurrected John the Baptist (Mk 6:16). But he was 

standing in the presence of someone far greater than 

John. As Peter indicates, Jesus is the eternal Son of 

God who became human. He was about to shed his 

blood as the Savior of the world. But there is no shred 
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of reverence or even common human decency in 

Herod. 

We should be the opposite of Herod. Everything we say 

and do, even our entertainment and our sense of 

humor, should reflect a sense of reverence for Jesus. 

But Peter warns us that the world will not understand. 

They will respond to us in the same way that Herod 

treated Jesus, but we need to remember the 

consequences of their behavior. In 1 Peter 4:3-5, Peter 

says, 

For the time that is past suffices for doing 

what the Gentiles want to do, living in 

sensuality, passions, drunkenness, orgies, 

drinking parties, and lawless idolatry. With 

respect to this they are surprised when you 

do not join them in the same flood of 

debauchery, and they malign you; but they 

will give account to him who is ready to judge 

the living and the dead. 

Herod’s blasphemous scoffing cemented his friendship 

with Pilate. If you believe in Jesus and live a holy life 

as Peter describes, you won’t find those sorts of 

friendships. But don’t let their laughter discourage you. 
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There is a fellowship among God’s people, and it is 

grounded upon hope. We live in holiness out of 

gratitude for what Jesus has done, making it possible 

for us to be forgiven and to have a place in his kingdom 

forever. Be holy and treat Christ with reverence no 

matter the cost! 
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CONCLUSION 

Some people have settled on a verdict of unbelief. 

They will probably resort to one of these tactics: 

accusing the innocent, avoiding the truth, or mocking 

the holy. Jesus was treated this way, and if you believe 

in him you will be too. But keep following his example. 

Stay innocent and above reproach. Keep looking for 

opportunities to speak his truth, and walk in holiness 

and reverence, because the ultimate verdict will be 

God’s. 

This passage may not seem to present the most 

compelling case for following Jesus, but the Lord used 

it in my life. As I came to understand who Jesus is and 

how he was treated, I felt convicted. I wanted to be 

different. I wanted to give him the praise and adoration 

that he deserves. If that is your response, then I invite 

you to start believing in him today. He endured that 

treatment as part of his journey to the cross to redeem 

us from our sins. Receive his gift of salvation and begin 

to follow him. As you consider that decision, I would 

encourage you to read 1 Peter 2. Toward the end of 
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the chapter, Peter presents compelling insights into the 

suffering of Christ. 

If you are a believer, are you reflecting the character of 

Jesus that we’ve seen in this passage? Are you 

innocent? Do you walk in holiness? What needs to 

change in your life for you to become more like him? 

Are you devoted to speaking the truth? Are you 

seeking out those opportunities? Jesus is worthy of 

complete devotion. 

May God make us more like him! 

QUESTIONS  
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 

How have you personally seen people use these 

tactics? 

 

How do you need to grow in Christ-like character? 

 

What opportunities do you have to speak the truth of 

the gospel?
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CHAPTER 2 | LUKE 23:13-25 

CONSEQUENCES 
OF UNBELIEF 

My little brother had a dog that he named Copper. We 

were told that Copper was part German Shepherd and 

part Dachshund. Did you know that such a combination 

was possible? He had a stout German Shepherd body 

with stubby Dachshund legs. That translates to a lot of 

strength with a low center of gravity. He was built to 

pull. 

Thanks to a lack of training, he was wild. As soon as 

he got out the door, he would run. So, we did not dare 
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let him out without being on a strong leash. He would 

pull hard, but we had to hold him back to keep him safe. 

People can be wild too, but God doesn’t treat us like 

dogs. Human beings have dignity and responsibility 

because God created us in his image. So, he doesn’t 

hold us back on a tight leash. He lets us make choices 

and allows us to experience the consequences. Jesus 

warned people about the ultimate negative 

consequence—eternal suffering away from the 

presence of God. But there are also more immediate 

natural consequences that we experience here and 

now. 

Our study of the first twelve verses in Luke 23 showed 

us three tactics of unbelief. The Jewish leaders 

vehemently accused Jesus in his innocence. The 

Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, avoided the truth of 

Jesus. Then, the Idumean tetrarch, Herod Antipas, 

mocked the holiness of Jesus. As we consider verses 

13-25 now, we will see that the conclusion of Jesus’ 

trial reveals three natural consequences of unbelief. 
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Many people like to think of religion as a personal 

matter. They try to keep life compartmentalized. But 

the things you believe shape your life and influence 

others around you. When you reject Jesus and his 

teaching, there are natural consequences for you 

personally and for society. In fact, the same 

consequences that played out in First Century 

Jerusalem are present with us today. 

Why do these consequences matter? Unbelievers may 

see them as real problems, but they do not see any 

connection with their unbelief. They need to recognize 

that the underlying problem is in their own hearts.  

Believers are also affected by these consequences. If 

we’re not careful, they can end up contaminating our 

beliefs. So, we should be on guard, but we often 

respond in the wrong way. We look for political 

solutions, rather than spiritual ones. We need to see 

that Jesus is the answer.  

Sometimes Christians say that in a shallow, superficial 

way. They act as if, believing in Jesus is a magical 

cure-all. But I hope to show you that Jesus answers 

these problems in the deepest and most profound 
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sense. He gives us true hope and is worthy of our 

complete trust.  
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CONSEQUENCE 1 

THE VIOLATION OF JUSTICE 

I went through a kite-flying phase when I was 9 years 

old. We lived on a nice cul-de-sac in the suburbs with 

hardly any traffic. So, whenever there was a strong 

breeze, I would pull out my kite and run back and forth 

down the street trying to get it airborne. I don’t know 

how much twine I had on my spool, but there were a 

few times when I managed to fly high enough to get all 

the way to the end of it.  

One day in some particularly strong gusts, my line 

snapped. I thought my kite would keep flying higher 
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and higher, but it didn’t. It spun out of control and came 

crashing down. A kite can’t fly if it’s not firmly anchored.   

In the same way, justice will not flourish in society 

unless it is anchored to something. How can people 

make laws, if there is no standard on which to base 

them? Everyone would have their own personal ever-

shifting criteria of justice. So, those in power would just 

make whatever laws serve their own interests. 

Furthermore, why would people obey, if there is no 

ultimate accountability? They would just do whatever 

they can get away with. Justice is impossible unless it 

is tied to belief in a god who is a lawgiver and judge.  

So, if we assume that such a God does exist, as the 

Bible says that he does (Isa 33:22), then the violation 

of justice is an unavoidable natural consequence of 

unbelief.  

We clearly see this violation in the judge at Jesus’s trial. 

Luke 23:13-16 tells us, 

13Pilate then called together the chief priests 

and the rulers and the people, 14and said to 

them, “You brought me this man as one who 

was misleading the people. And after 
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examining him before you, behold, I did not 

find this man guilty of any of your charges 

against him. 15Neither did Herod, for he sent 

him back to us. Look, nothing deserving 

death has been done by him. 16I will therefore 

punish and release him.” 

Pilate was a Roman, and the Romans are known for 

their legal system. It heavily influenced legal systems 

in Western Europe and the United States. Scholars tell 

us that it had some early religious connections, but 

Pilate was a skeptic. He goes through the rituals of 

Roman legal proceedings. He declares that Jesus is 

not guilty and even appeals to Herod’s inaction. Yet he 

announces that his intention is to punish Jesus. 

We don’t know exactly what this punishment would 

have been. Some say that Jesus would have been 

beaten. Others say that he would have received a 

severe lashing almost to the point of death. Jesus had 

done nothing whatsoever to deserve such treatment, 

but Pilate was not concerned about justice. His 

concern was to simply pacify the crowd. He hoped that 

a public punishment would appease them. In other 

words, he violated the law to serve his own purposes. 
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You could argue that this violation was an isolated 

incident, but history is filled with stories of injustice. 

Sometimes those violations have even been 

committed by those who claim to believe in God. But I 

would argue that their actions contradict their belief. It 

is possible to be religious and still live as if God does 

not exist. So, we need to see the overall effect that 

unbelief has on moral standards. 

The Apostle Paul writes about this consequence in 

Romans 1. He argues that the existence of God is 

evident in creation. So, when people reject his 

existence, he does not restrain them, but gives them 

over. In verses 28-32, Paul explains, 

And since they did not see fit to acknowledge 

God, God gave them up to a debased mind 

to do what ought not to be done. They were 

filled with all manner of unrighteousness, 

evil, covetousness, malice. They are full of 

envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. 

They are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, 

insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, 

disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, 

heartless, ruthless. Though they know God's 

righteous decree that those who practice 
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such things deserve to die, they not only do 

them but give approval to those who practice 

them. 

This is the opposite of what we see in Pilate. He 

intended to punish the innocent, while Paul speaks of 

people approving of evil. But you cannot separate the 

two. They go together. Legal injustice is rooted in the 

personal approval of what God considers evil. If you 

believe everyone can form their own personal system 

of morality, who is to say that anyone else is wrong.  

Yet Paul argues that we all know the folly of such 

subjectivity. Society does not give up all restraint. 

Something holds us back, but what? In Romans 2:15-

16, Paul writes, 

They show that the work of the law is written 

on their hearts, while their conscience also 

bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts 

accuse or even excuse them on that day 

when, according to my gospel, God judges 

the secrets of men by Christ Jesus. 

Unbelieving people recognize violations of justice 

because God’s law is written on their hearts, and that 

universal sense of justice ultimately points us back to 
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Jesus. The one who suffered such terrible injustice at 

the hand of Pontius Pilate is the one who will bring 

ultimate justice to the world. He will be the judge, and 

everyone will stand before him. Those who committed 

crimes against humanity and died before they could be 

punished will be resurrected to face judgment. No sin 

will be hidden from him. Nothing will be overlooked. 

The world is filled with violations of justice, but Jesus is 

the ultimate answer. True justice is anchored in him. 

He is worthy of our belief.  
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CONSEQUENCE 2 
THE DISTORTION OF GRACE 

Gift giving should be simple, but we complicate it in all 

sorts of ways. Sometimes we give out of obligation. 

You may not really want to do it, but you know it’s 

expected. Sometimes we give because we want 

something in return. Someone might even give out of 

spite, giving to one person as a way of rejecting 

someone else. We have opportunities throughout our 

lives to show grace, love, and kindness, but it is all too 

easy to distort them into something far different. 

Luke 23:17-19 describes one of those opportunities 

that was part of life in First Century Jerusalem. Some 
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Bible translations only include verse 17 in a footnote 

because that sentence is missing from several ancient 

manuscripts. Where it is included, scholars consider it 

to be more of an explanatory note based upon the 

gospels of Matthew and Mark. Since it helps us 

understand verses 18-19, I will include it here. The 

passage speaks of Pilate and says,  

17Now he was obliged to release one man to 

them at the festival 18But they all cried out 

together, "Away with this man, and release to 

us Barabbas"— 19a man who had been 

thrown into prison for an insurrection started 

in the city and for murder. 

Each year during Passover, the Romans gave the 

Jews an opportunity to pardon someone. We saw 

previously that Pilate wanted to avoid dealing with 

Jesus. He tried getting the Jewish leaders to handle the 

situation. He attempted to pass off the responsibility to 

Herod. He suggested punishing him rather than 

executing him. Since none of that worked, he 

presented them with this choice.  

He seems to have found the worst criminal in the 

Jerusalem jail. The Jewish leaders accused Jesus of 
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stirring up trouble and misleading the nation. Barabbas 

had already been found guilty of starting an 

insurrection. Jesus was peaceful. He taught about God 

and miraculously healed people. Barabbas committed 

murder. Pilate probably thought that the crowd would 

choose to release Jesus, but he was wrong. The 

Jewish leaders turn this gracious pardon into a 

weapon. In their hatred and unbelief, they persuade the 

crowd to choose Barabbas instead. 

Ironically, the distortion of grace that took place when 

the Jews chose Barabbas was part of God’s plan for 

showing true grace to us. We are not innocent like 

Jesus. We are guilty of sin like Barabbas. You may not 

have started an insurrection, but you have probably 

resisted God’s rule over your life and ignored his 

commands. You may not have murdered someone, but 

you have probably uttered hateful words from time to 

time.  

When Jesus comes to judge and we stand before him, 

we will deserve condemnation. But Jesus made it 

possible for us to receive grace. In 2 Corinthians 5:21, 

Paul explains, “For our sake he made him to be sin who 



THE VERDICT 
 

|36| 

knew no sin, so that in him we might become the 

righteousness of God.” Though guilty, Barabbas was 

set free so that Jesus would die, but Jesus died so that 

you and I, though guilty, could be set free. 

We don’t know what happened to Barabbas after he 

was released. To our knowledge he did not show any 

remorse whatsoever, so I suspect that there was no 

change in his life. He experienced a distorted grace, 

but true grace is transforming.  

Many people in our society, and even some churches 

do not understand this. They stress that we should 

accept people for who they are. They point to God’s 

love and the example of Jesus. They say that we 

should show grace to those who choose to live in ways 

that the Bible condemns.  

The Bible corrects this distortion of grace. Paul speaks 

of God in Romans 2:4 and says, “Or do you presume 

on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and 

patience, not knowing that God's kindness is meant to 

lead you to repentance?” Furthermore, Luke 5:32 tells 

us that Jesus said, “I have not come to call the 
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righteous but sinners to repentance.” Jesus accepts 

people, but he does not simply overlook their sin. He 

calls them to change and leave their old life behind. 

When we receive God’s saving grace through faith in 

Jesus, God sets us on a new path. Paul describes it in 

Ephesians 2:8-10 by saying, 

For by grace you have been saved through 

faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the 

gift of God, not a result of works, so that no 

one may boast. For we are his workmanship, 

created in Christ Jesus for good works, which 

God prepared beforehand, that we should 

walk in them. 

We experience true grace when we believe that Jesus 

died in our place. He paid the price for our sins and 

freed us from condemnation. In response, we should 

live for him.  
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CONSEQUENCE 3 

THE EROSION OF AUTHORITY 

Some beautiful homes are built in precarious places. 

People pay top dollar for property on the beach, but 

sand is not stable. When the water rises and storms roll 

in, the ground can erode beneath those expensive 

homes. They end up being worthless. They need a firm 

foundation. 

Good authority, particularly from God, provides that 

kind of foundation for our lives, but our society doesn’t 

think of it that way. We take the opposite perspective, 

defining authority as some person above telling us 

what to do. With our independent spirit, we might even 
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resent any restrictions coming down from on high. 

When we naively respond that way, we cause the 

ground to erode beneath our feet. The erosion of 

authority is a consequence of unbelief. 

We see this consequence play out in Pilate’s 

relationship with the Jewish people. Previously, I noted 

that he was known for being quick to squelch any 

dissent with brutal military force. He was not a weak-

willed man, but in Jesus’s trial everything turns upside 

down. The Roman governor bows to the will of the 

mob.  

Luke 23:20-25 tells us, 

20Pilate addressed them once more, desiring 

to release Jesus, 21but they kept shouting, 

"Crucify, crucify him!" 22A third time he said 

to them, "Why, what evil has he done? I have 

found in him no guilt deserving death. I will 

therefore punish and release him." 23But they 

were urgent, demanding with loud cries that 

he should be crucified. And their voices 

prevailed. 24So Pilate decided that their 

demand should be granted. 25He released 

the man who had been thrown into prison for 

insurrection and murder, for whom they 
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asked, but he delivered Jesus over to their 

will. 

Of course, the Jews were not just undermining Pilate’s 

authority. They were rejecting the authority of Jesus.  

Throughout his ministry he refers to himself as the Son 

of Man. Previously, we saw that this title comes from a 

vision recorded in Daniel 7:13-14. The Son of Man 

comes before the Ancient of Days and is given 

dominion. Jesus is the promised Messianic king. The 

Jewish leaders even accuse him of this when they 

bring him to Pilate, but they want nothing to do with his 

authority. 

They call for his crucifixion. This was the way that the 

Romans would execute the worst criminals. They 

would make a gruesome public example out of the 

person. So, the Jews did not just want Jesus to die. 

They wanted to make a statement. Perhaps they were 

thinking of Deuteronomy 21:22-23, which says, 

And if a man has committed a crime 

punishable by death and he is put to death, 

and you hang him on a tree, his body shall 

not remain all night on the tree, but you shall 
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bury him the same day, for a hanged man is 

cursed by God… 

In their vehement unbelief, they wanted to portray 

Jesus as cursed by God. Luke says that Pilate 

delivered Jesus over to their will, but we need to see 

that this rowdy mob was not outside the authority of 

God. Acts 2:23 tells us that as Peter preached on the 

day of Pentecost, he said, “This Jesus, delivered up 

according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of 

God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless 

men.” God was using their evil rebellion to accomplish 

his good and perfect plan of salvation. Pilate failed to 

exercise his authority, but the true foundation of God’s 

authority did not erode. 

He is the solid foundation we need for our lives. When 

government rulers behave erratically or even 

oppressively, we can be submissive as we stay 

anchored in God as our rock. In Romans 13:1, Paul 

says, “Let every person be subject to the governing 

authorities. For there is no authority except from God, 

and those that exist have been instituted by God.” 
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When everything seems out of control, his sovereign 

authority gives us stability. In Romans 8:28, Paul said, 

“And we know that for those who love God all things 

work together for good, for those who are called 

according to his purpose.” 

Jesus invites us to build our lives on him and his 

teaching. Luke 6:47-49 tells us that he said, 

Everyone who comes to me and hears my 

words and does them, I will show you what 

he is like: he is like a man building a house, 

who dug deep and laid the foundation on the 

rock. And when a flood arose, the stream 

broke against that house and could not 

shake it, because it had been well built. But 

the one who hears and does not do them is 

like a man who built a house on the ground 

without a foundation. When the stream broke 

against it, immediately it fell, and the ruin of 

that house was great. 

What’s your foundation? 
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CONCLUSION 

Unbelief has consequences. It violates justice, distorts 

grace, and erodes authority. We see those 

consequences playing out with Pilate and the Jews, 

and we see them in our world today. But those 

problems point us back to Jesus. He is the Judge that 

will hold us accountable. He is the Savior who gives us 

true transforming grace. He is our Lord who will 

ultimately reign over all creation.  

So, if you have never done so, I urge you to start 

believing in Jesus. In him, we find God’s saving grace. 

Receive it. Let it transform you. If Christianity is new to 

you, and you are just trying to understand more, I would 

encourage you to read Ephesians 2. There the Apostle 

Paul delves into these themes—justice, grace, and 

authority. 

If you are a believer, are you staying true to your belief? 

Are you living justly before our Judge? Are you being 

transformed by our Savior’s grace? Are you confident 

in our Lord?  Perhaps you need to focus on one of 

those roles of Jesus? Devote some time to thinking 
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about how you should relate to him as your Judge, your 

Savior, and your Lord. 

That’s also what our society needs—to hear about 

Jesus. Unfortunately, some Christians are too caught 

up in fighting culture wars and political battles. The 

good news gets lost in all of that. Would you tell 

someone about Jesus? Point them to him as the 

ultimate answer to all these issues. 

May Christ be exalted in our lives and in our world! 

QUESTIONS  
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 

What are some examples in the world today that 

demonstrate these consequences? 

 

What influence does the world’s unbelief have over 

you? 

 

What practical steps could you take to keep your focus 

on Jesus this week?
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CHAPTER 3 | LUKE 23:26-43 

SURPRISES OF 
THE CROSS 

In every good legal drama, there is always an 

unexpected twist. The evidence is presented, and the 

witnesses give their testimony. The verdict seems 

certain. But at the last minute, some new information is 

presented that forces the jury to change their 

perspective. Some eagle-eyed investigator discovers 

details that everyone else glanced over. Such theatrics 

make for a good story, but they are probably rare in real 

life.  
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We have seen that the evidence carried very little 

weight in the trial of Jesus. The Jewish leaders refused 

to believe the truth Jesus proclaimed, the miracles he 

performed, or the blamelessness of his character as 

they brought charges of rebellion against him. After 

weighing the evidence and concluding that Jesus was 

not guilty, Pontius Pilate sentenced him to death by 

crucifixion to satisfy the crowd. But even as the 

execution is carried out, new evidence continues to be 

revealed, and people arrive at their own verdicts.  

You may think that you know the story and have it all 

figured out. But as Luke recounts the crucifixion in 

verses 26-43 of chapter 23, he challenges our 

perspective with five surprises. He tells us how Jesus 

interacts with different individuals or groups on that 

Friday morning in Jerusalem, and each interaction has 

a surprising twist that helps us understand the ultimate 

meaning of the cross.  

Perhaps there are details here that you have glanced 

over in the past. Try to listen to this passage of 

Scripture as if you are hearing it for the first time. Let 
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your heart be broken by the cruel injustice of it all and 

filled with joy by its gracious purpose.  
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SURPRISE 1 

THE BURDEN TO CARRY 

Each year many Scottish communities around the 

world celebrate their culture with festivals featuring 

highland games. As many as 3,500 people compete in 

the largest gathering. Many of them are huge brawny 

men with bulging muscles (wearing kilts, of course). 

Each event requires them to throw a different heavy 

object. They use a pitchfork to toss a 20-pound bale of 

hay as high as possible. They see how far they can 

throw a stone weighing around 25 pounds. But the 

most impressive feat is the caber toss in which they 

attempt to flip a 20-foot tall, 175-pound log. 
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The most serious highland competitors probably train 

for years to build up their strength. People don’t decide 

to do such things on a whim. But the story of Jesus’ 

crucifixion introduces us to an unsuspecting man who 

suddenly ends up being forced to carry a heavy 

burden. Luke 23:26 tells us, “And as they led him away, 

they seized one Simon of Cyrene, who was coming in 

from the country, and laid on him the cross, to carry it 

behind Jesus.” 

Over the centuries, there have been many debates 

about the cross. Was it shaped like an X or like a T as 

is commonly thought? Did the condemned man carry 

the entire thing or just one piece of it? Ultimately, those 

details do not matter. What is clear is that criminals 

were forced to lug this heavy burden through the city in 

a humiliating parade to a place outside the walls where 

they would be executed.  

Some might have been surprised that Jesus was 

unable to carry his own cross. Prior to the start of his 

ministry three or four years earlier, he had worked as a 

carpenter. He was used to handling logs, but events 

through the night had left him exhausted. Luke tells us 
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that as he prayed on the Mount of Olives, he endured 

such extreme stress that his sweat became like drops 

of blood (Lu 22:44). He was arrested, dragged around 

the city, and beaten multiple times. Matthew and Mark 

tell us that after his sentencing he was also scourged. 

Historians say that to scourge someone the Romans 

used a whip of leather thongs with sharp objects 

embedded in the tips that would sink into a person’s 

flesh. The injuries and blood loss were severe, so the 

fact that Jesus was able to move at all is impressive. 

Simon was undoubtedly surprised when the soldiers 

forced him to join the procession and carry the cross 

for Jesus. He was from Cyrene, a distant North African 

city in what is now the country of Libya. His name 

suggests that he was Jewish, so he had probably come 

to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover. He may have 

been completely unaware of Jesus and the tension that 

had been building between him and the Jewish 

leaders.  

You would think that as an innocent bystander, Simon 

would be insignificant to the story of the cross, but 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke all surprise us by including 
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his name. In fact, Mark tells us that he was the father 

of Alexander and Rufus (15:21). There are a few 

different Alexanders mentioned in the New Testament, 

so it is difficult to know whether any of them are the son 

of this Simon. But there is only one Rufus. Paul speaks 

of him in Romans 16:13, saying, “Greet Rufus, chosen 

in the Lord; also his mother, who has been a mother to 

me as well.” 

So, this encounter seems to have made a lasting 

impression on Simon. He apparently became a 

Christian and shared his faith with his family. He 

probably served as an important eyewitness to the 

suffering of Christ. He carried a physical burden for 

Jesus, but he came to understand the surprising truth 

that Jesus was carrying the ultimate spiritual burden for 

us all.  He was fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah 53:4-6 

which says, 

Surely he has borne our griefs and carried 

our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, 

smitten by God, and afflicted. But he was 

pierced for our transgressions; he was 

crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the 

chastisement that brought us peace, and 
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with his wounds we are healed. All we like 

sheep have gone astray; we have turned—

every one—to his own way; and the LORD 

has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 

All the grief and sorrow that we experience in life are a 

consequence of the first sin that Adam and Eve 

committed. Because of our own sinful behavior, we 

also experience feelings of guilt, shame, and the fear 

of God’s judgment. No one else could carry that burden 

for us but Jesus, the Son of God. In fact, Matthew 11:28 

tells us that earlier in his ministry, he made an 

incredible promise. He said, “Come to me, all who labor 

and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.”  

Simon might have strained a few muscles, but I think 

he ended up finding true spiritual rest in Christ. Have 

you? Don’t misunderstand who carried the real burden!  
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SURPRISE 2 
THE REASON TO WEEP 

Some children are very quick to cry with big tears and 

loud sobs. Some of them can also stop crying just as 

quickly. They learn to use their emotions to influence 

others. That ability is a helpful skill for an acting career, 

perhaps also for a politician, but it had another use in 

ancient Israel. Apparently, some people functioned as 

professional mourners. 

Jesus encountered a group like this when a man 

named Jairus asked him to heal his daughter. Before 

they arrived at the home, someone came to tell Jairus 

that the girl had died. When Jesus arrived, a group was 
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already weeping and mourning for her. But when he 

told them that she was not dead but sleeping, they 

easily stopped crying and started laughing at him. The 

little girl was dead, but Jesus raised her back to life (Lu 

8:49-56).  

So, as Jesus is on the way to the cross, he encounters 

another group of mourners, but this time they are 

weeping over him. We don’t know whether they were 

sincere in their grief, but Jesus takes the opportunity to 

make a surprising statement about the reason to weep. 

Luke 23:27-31 tells us, 

27And there followed him a great multitude of 

the people and of women who were 

mourning and lamenting for him. 28But 

turning to them Jesus said, “Daughters of 

Jerusalem, do not weep for me, but weep for 

yourselves and for your children. 29For 

behold, the days are coming when they will 

say, ‘Blessed are the barren and the wombs 

that never bore and the breasts that never 

nursed!’ 30Then they will begin to say to the 

mountains, 'Fall on us,' and to the hills, 

‘Cover us.’ 31For if they do these things when 

the wood is green, what will happen when it 

is dry?” 
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Women in that culture considered barrenness a curse, 

but Jesus said that they would consider it a blessing in 

light of what was coming. His statement about people 

wanting to be buried by the mountains and hills comes 

from Hosea 10:8. On that occasion, the prophet was 

describing how people would respond when God’s 

judgment came upon Samaria at the hands of the 

Assyrian Empire. In this case, Jesus is probably 

predicting the terrible destruction of Jerusalem carried 

out by the Romans roughly forty years later. 

For Jesus, their weeping probably didn’t mean much. 

He challenged them to weep for a reason that would 

produce true change in their lives. He wanted them to 

repent in view of the judgment that was coming upon 

their nation, but there is a greater judgment coming. 

Revelation 6:15-17 tells us of a time yet to come when 

people throughout the world will want to be buried by 

the mountains and hills. It says, 

Then the kings of the earth and the great 

ones and the generals and the rich and the 

powerful, and everyone, slave and free, hid 

themselves in the caves and among the 

rocks of the mountains, calling to the 
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mountains and rocks, “Fall on us and hide us 

from the face of him who is seated on the 

throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, for 

the great day of their wrath has come, and 

who can stand?” 

The unjust crucifixion of Jesus is a sad event, but we 

all need to listen to his surprising words about the true 

reason to weep. He is the sacrificial Lamb who died for 

our sins, but he will one day return to earth with an 

outpouring of intense wrath. Those who are 

unrepentant will be like dry wood ready for the fire.  

James 4:9-10 tells us how to respond. It says, “Be 

wretched and mourn and weep. Let your laughter be 

turned to mourning and your joy to gloom. Humble 

yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you.” We 

should all humble ourselves before the Lord.  
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SURPRISE 3 

THE POWER TO PUNISH 

I have never had much interest in art. I found it painfully 

boring when teachers dragged us through museums 

on field trips in elementary school. So, I was not 

particularly excited when my son wanted to visit the Art 

Institute of Chicago during a family trip. But in one 

distant corner on the second floor we found a room that 

stood out from all the others. It contained an exhibit of 

arms and armor. 

I had never thought much about ancient weaponry 

having artistic value. But they were not just hardware 

for battle. They were often ornate, crafted to reflect 
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their significance as a symbol of authority. The Bible 

often recognizes this significance of swords. In 

Romans 13:4, for instance, Paul speaks of rulers as 

those appointed by God and says, “for he is God's 

servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, 

for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the 

servant of God, an avenger who carries out God's 

wrath on the wrongdoer.” 

In First Century Jerusalem, the Romans bore the 

sword. They held the power to punish, and in the case 

of Jesus, the governor handled it recklessly. He 

unjustly condemned him to death. But as they crucified 

him, Jesus responded in a surprising way that reminds 

us who possesses the ultimate power to punish. Luke 

23:32-34 tells us, 

32Two others, who were criminals, were led 

away to be put to death with him. 33And when 

they came to the place that is called The 

Skull, there they crucified him, and the 

criminals, one on his right and one on his left. 
34And Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for 

they know not what they do.” And they cast 

lots to divide his garments. 
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The Gospels say very little about the act of crucifixion. 

We might be curious to know more about the physical 

process, but it is only after the resurrection that we find 

any mention of nails driven through the hands and feet 

of Jesus (Lu 24:39-40; Jn 20:25-27). Many people 

have tried to identify the exact place where it 

happened, but we don’t know why it was called in 

Aramaic Golgotha, in Greek Cranium, in Latin Calvary, 

or in English Skull. Some say that it was a round barren 

hill that looked like a skull, but it could have also been 

any place where the Romans routinely executed 

people.  

The writers of the Gospels direct our focus to other 

details. Luke emphasizes that Jesus is grouped 

together with common criminals. This association was 

foretold in Isaiah 53:12, where God says, “Therefore I 

will divide him a portion with the many, and he shall 

divide the spoil with the strong, because he poured out 

his soul to death and was numbered with the 

transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many, and makes 

intercession for the transgressors.” 
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Luke even records that intercession for us. God the 

Son asks God the Father to forgive those who are 

crucifying him. People debate whether he was referring 

to the Roman soldiers or to all who were involved. They 

also disagree over whether he was seeking 

forgiveness in a limited sense for the crucifixion or in a 

broader sense encompassing salvation. We cannot 

answer these questions with certainty, but there are 

two surprising truths in this intercession for those 

unfamiliar with the story.  

First, his prayer acknowledges that God has the 

ultimate power to punish. All who were involved will be 

held accountable. In fact, Revelation 19:15 pictures 

Jesus as bearing the sword when he returns. He will 

be the ultimate authority. 

But second, though he was wronged in so many ways, 

Jesus extends grace. As Isaiah said, his purpose was 

to bear the sin of many. So, in a sense we all 

contributed to his crucifixion. We deserve the ultimate 

punishment, but he offers us grace. 
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SURPRISE 4 

THE ABILITY TO SAVE 

We assume that when a person is drowning, the heroic 

thing to do is to dive in and save them, but that is a 

dangerous choice. The problem is that in their 

desperation, a frantic swimmer can unintentionally pull 

their rescuer under. So, experts recommend reaching 

out with a pole or throwing a life preserver whenever 

possible. Even trained lifeguards at the beach will swim 

out to someone with a flotation device.  

As Jesus hung on the cross, most people were 

convinced that he was going under. No one tried to 
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help him, and they did not believe that he was able to 

save himself. Luke 23:35-38 tells us, 

35And the people stood by, watching, but the 

rulers scoffed at him, saying, “He saved 

others; let him save himself, if he is the Christ 

of God, his Chosen One!” 36The soldiers also 

mocked him, coming up and offering him 

sour wine 37and saying, “If you are the King 

of the Jews, save yourself!” 38There was also 

an inscription over him, “This is the King of 

the Jews.” 

The Jews expected the Messianic King of Old 

Testament prophecy to exert political power and 

military might. So, as Jesus hung on the cross, the 

Jewish leaders looked at him as a complete failure 

worthy of mockery. When they refer to him saving 

others, I suspect that they were referring to the 

miraculous healings that he performed. Since he was 

not using that ability for himself, they probably felt 

confirmed in their refusal to believe in him. Of course, 

the soldiers join in and begin taunting him as they post 

Pilate’s sign with the charge against him. 
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The New Testament helps us understand the 

surprising truth that those people did not grasp. It’s not 

that Jesus was unable to save himself. He certainly had 

the power to do so. He was acting like a spiritual 

lifeguard. He did not stay safely on heaven’s shores but 

dove into our world and became human. He chose to 

stay on the cross and sacrifice his life, because it was 

the only way for any of us to be saved. In Romans 5:8-

9, Paul explains, “but God shows his love for us in that 

while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Since, 

therefore, we have now been justified by his blood, 

much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of 

God.” 

Apart from Jesus, we are the ones who are drowning. 

God created us to worship and obey him, but we have 

failed. We have ignored him, doing things that he 

forbids and failing to do things that he commands. We 

have deeply offended him, so we deserve to 

experience his wrath forever. But on the cross, Jesus 

suffered through that punishment in our place. So, as 

they mocked him for not saving himself, he was saving 

us. 
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No one else could accomplish that mission. The death 

of the incarnate Son of God was the only way to satisfy 

the eternal wrath of God over our sins. So, Acts 4:12 

tells us that when Peter later testified before this same 

group of Jewish leaders, he said, “And there is 

salvation in no one else, for there is no other name 

under heaven given among men by which we must be 

saved.” 

Do you believe that Jesus alone is able to save? 
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SURPRISE 5 

THE POSSIBILITY OF HOPE 

Crucifixion was designed to stifle any sense of hope. 

After being scourged and paraded through town, 

people were stripped of their clothing and spikes were 

driven through their hands and feet. They were lifted 

up for all to see. It was a brutally slow form of 

execution. The blood loss did not kill them. They died 

because of suffocation. As they hung by their arms, 

they were forced to lift themselves on those spikes to 

breathe. Eventually, their cramped muscles would 

reach a point of complete exhaustion and they would 

die. 
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One of the criminals tried to find momentary relief by 

joining the others in mocking Jesus. But Luke 23:39-43 

records a surprising conversation that reveals the 

possibility of finding genuine hope in the darkest of 

circumstances. Luke tells us, 

39One of the criminals who were hanged 

railed at him, saying, “Are you not the Christ? 

Save yourself and us!” 40But the other 

rebuked him, saying, “Do you not fear God, 

since you are under the same sentence of 

condemnation? 41And we indeed justly, for 

we are receiving the due reward of our 

deeds; but this man has done nothing 

wrong.” 42And he said, “Jesus, remember me 

when you come into your kingdom.” 43And he 

said to him, “Truly, I say to you, today you will 

be with me in Paradise.” 

Luke used the generic term “criminal” to describe these 

men. A more literal translation would simply be to call 

them evildoers. Sometimes they are called thieves, but 

a thief is someone who steals when no one is around. 

Matthew and Mark refer to them as robbers. In other 

words, they stole from people under threat of force. If 

they truly feared God, they never would have 

committed such acts in the first place. 
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But apparently, the one man’s conscience was stirred 

by the innocence of Jesus. He confessed that he 

deserved to be punished for his deeds. As everyone 

else mocked Jesus or cowered in silence, this man was 

compelled to believe in him. Perhaps he heard Jesus 

speak on some other occasion, but at this moment of 

utter hopelessness he arrives at his own verdict. He 

decides to accept that Jesus will return to fulfill God’s 

kingdom promises. He shows remarkable faith by 

asking Jesus to remember him.  

Jesus responds with an even more remarkable 

promise: “Today you will be with me in paradise.” The 

man had not done anything to deserve such a reward. 

He was a robber who threatened people, and he only 

turned to Jesus a few hours before his death. He was 

never baptized. He never attended any gatherings with 

other believers. He never had the opportunity to do any 

good deeds. He simply believed. Those other things 

flow out of genuine faith. In response, Jesus confirmed 

for him the simple promise he had made earlier in his 

ministry. John 6:47 tells us that he said, “Truly, truly, I 

say to you, whoever believes has eternal life.” 
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But Jesus is more specific here. He doesn’t speak of 

eternal life in some distant far off sense. He doesn’t say 

that the man will spend time in some sort of purgatory 

to be cleansed. He says, “Today.” The moment the 

man’s body dies, his soul will awake with Jesus in 

Paradise. Jesus doesn’t speak of some airy existence 

floating on clouds. The term paradise refers to a garden 

like the one where Adam and Eve lived before the Fall 

in perfect communion with God. There could be no 

greater hope.  

Is that your hope? 

CONCLUSION 

The cross is full of amazing surprises. Simon carried 

the weight of the cross, but Jesus carried the weight of 

our sins. The women wept for Jesus, but we should all 

weep because of the judgment that is coming upon the 

world. Rulers exert their power to punish, but everyone 

will answer to God. Thanks to Christ’s death on our 

behalf, we can receive forgiveness. He alone is able to 

save and to give us the certain and immediate hope of 
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paradise. No matter how you have lived in the past, this 

hope can be yours if you believe in Him. 

Have you placed your hope in Jesus? If not, I invite you 

to start believing in him. Receive his forgiveness and 

spiritual rest. If you’re just starting to learn about him, I 

would encourage you to read the first chapter of Paul’s 

letter to the Colossians. There he gives us a sweeping 

description of who Jesus is and what he has done for 

us. 

If you have placed your hope in Christ, is it evident in 

how you live? Are you consumed by all the world’s 

concerns or do you approach life with an eternal 

perspective? Do you have a sober awareness of God’s 

judgment and a confident trust in our Savior? Let the 

gospel of the cross shape you. 

In Galatians 6:14, Paul says, “But far be it from me to 

boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by 

which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the 

world.” Are you boasting in the cross? 

May the God of hope fill us with all joy and peace! 
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QUESTIONS  
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 

How did this study change your understanding of the 

crucifixion? 

 

 

 

What things need to change in your life for you to better 

reflect the hope of the gospel? 

 

 

 

When might you have an opportunity to boast in the 

cross? 
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CHAPTER 4 | LUKE 23:44-56 

REACTIONS TO 
THE CROSS 

When we hear of nuclear reactions, frightening images 

come to mind. We recall the pictures in history books 

of mushroom clouds from the atomic bombs dropped 

at the end of the Second World War. The scientists of 

the Manhattan Project engineered ways to unleash an 

enormous amount of destructive energy by splitting 

atoms.  

But there is another nuclear reaction that we each 

witness on a regular basis. It gives us warmth and light. 
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It enables plants to grow. In fact, it is such a significant 

part of life that we find beauty, hope, and joy in it. The 

energy of the Sun is generated by a nuclear reaction. 

The death of Jesus Christ on the cross produces a 

similar disparity of reactions. For some it is ultimately 

destructive. It only serves to confirm their unbelief. In 1 

Corinthians 1:23, the Apostle Paul said, “but we preach 

Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to 

Gentiles.” Others who claim to believe have also done 

great damage by distorting the cross into a symbol to 

rally armies or by imagining it to be a source of mystical 

power. 

On the other hand, the cross can spark reactions that 

result in peace, hope, and joy. As Luke describes the 

death and burial of Jesus in Luke 23:44-56, he gives 

us a glimpse of five reactions that can lead to genuine 

spiritual life. So, as we reflect on these verses, I 

encourage you to examine your own response. There 

is no neutral ground. The cross will either save you or 

condemn you.  
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REACTION 1 

ACCEPTANCE 

I don’t recall ever hearing the expression “social 

distancing” prior to 2020. Epidemiologists were no 

doubt familiar with that terminology, but the 

coronavirus pandemic impressed it upon the 

consciousness of people throughout the world. Most of 

us experienced separation in a way that we never have 

before. 

Interestingly, we find a similar practice in the Old 

Testament Law. God gave the people of Israel rigorous 

standards of holiness and cleanliness. When someone 

was unclean, they were required to separate from 
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others and were unable to draw near to God at the 

Tabernacle. In fact, the layout of the Tabernacle 

demonstrated a scheme of spiritual distancing with 

various courts and chambers. Regular people could 

not enter the Tabernacle at all, only priests, and they 

had to offer sacrifices to be able to do so. The 

innermost chamber, the Holy of Holies where the glory 

of God appeared, was isolated by a thick veil. No one 

but the High Priest could enter there, and he could only 

do so once a year on the Day of Atonement with special 

sacrifices. 

This background helps us understand a series of 

events recorded in Luke 23:44-46. The first reaction to 

the cross is from God the Father, and he responds with 

a display of acceptance. Luke tells us, 

44It was now about the sixth hour, and there 

was darkness over the whole land until the 

ninth hour, 45while the sun's light failed. And 

the curtain of the temple was torn in two. 
46Then Jesus, calling out with a loud voice, 

said, “Father, into your hands I commit my 

spirit!” And having said this he breathed his 

last. 
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This three-hour period of darkness that begins at noon 

raises questions. Was it localized or worldwide? Was it 

linked to some natural occurrence? Did it have any 

significance? And if so, what? 

It could not have been a normal solar eclipse. The 

Passover is held during a full moon, and eclipses only 

occur during a new moon. So, some say that it must 

have been caused by some kind of thick storm cloud 

covering Jerusalem. But it is conceivable that this 

darkness could have been entirely supernatural. After 

all, Exodus 10:21-23 tells us that the ninth plague 

brought upon Egypt right before the Passover was 

three days of pitch-black darkness. 

Darkness is sometimes associated with Satan and evil 

(Eph 6:12), but at the crucifixion it seems to express 

God’s judgment. On at least three occasions, Jesus 

described eternal punishment as being cast into the 

outer darkness (Mt 8:12; 22:13; 25:30), and he was 

experiencing that punishment on the cross. This 

interpretation is confirmed by Matthew 27:46, which 

tells us, “And about the ninth hour Jesus cried out with 

a loud voice, saying, ‘Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?’ that 



THE VERDICT 
 

|76| 

is, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’” So, 

in that darkness, the perfectly holy Son of God 

somehow experienced the rejection of the infinite wrath 

of God that we deserve for our sins. 

But the second event that Luke mentioned in verse 45 

shows us that the Father accepted his Son’s sacrifice 

as a sufficient payment. The thick curtain that divided 

the Holy of Holies from the rest of the temple was 

miraculously ripped down the middle. The spiritual 

distancing of the Old Testament was abolished. Jesus 

gave his life to offer us the cure from sin and it’s fatal 

effects. Hebrews 10:19-20 says, “...we have 

confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of 

Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for us 

through the curtain, that is, through his flesh.” 

Most people who were crucified simply stopped 

breathing, but Jesus was triumphant in his 

accomplishment. John 19:30 tells us that he said, “It is 

finished.” Luke says that he called out with a loud voice, 

committing his spirit to his heavenly Father. He willingly 

laid down his life to pay the price for our sins once and 

for all, and the Father accepted that payment. 



Reactions to the cross | LUKE 23:44-56 

 

|77| 

So, though we do not deserve it, through faith in Jesus 

we can be accepted by God. We can draw near to him 

in prayer and we can have the hope of spending 

eternity in his presence.  
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REACTION 2 
AWE 

Some people are sensitive and expressive. They are 

unashamed to wear their emotions on their sleeve. 

One moment they soar with excitement, but a second 

later they might come crashing down in despair. Many 

of the world’s great artists and musicians are like that, 

but those are not great qualities for a soldier.  

Good soldiers must stay focused on their mission 

regardless of their emotions. They must commit 

themselves to following orders. They cannot allow 

themselves to succumb to fear under attack. They 

cannot give themselves over to grief if a companion 
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falls at their side. They often develop a sense of 

emotional detachment, particularly when they lead 

others into battle. 

When you consider this profile, the next reaction that 

Luke records seems stunning. Luke 23:47 tells us how 

a Roman centurion responds to the cross in awe. It tells 

us, “Now when the centurion saw what had taken 

place, he praised God, saying, ‘Certainly this man was 

innocent!’” 

A centurion was a battle-tested soldier in the Roman 

Army who had risen through the ranks and had been 

given command of a unit of around a hundred troops. 

This man probably witnessed all that happened to 

Jesus. He might have been present at the arrest in 

Gethsemane when Jesus knocked everyone back with 

a word and then healed a servant’s ear after Peter cut 

it off. Perhaps he overheard Pilate’s interrogation and 

Herod’s mocking. He certainly heard the blood-thirsty 

cries of the crowd calling for Barrabas to be released 

and Jesus to be crucified. We do not know whether he 

participated in taunting him, but he experienced the 
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darkness, heard what Jesus said, and observed the 

way he died. 

I think the word awe best summarizes his reaction. 

Matthew says that this hardened military man became 

exceedingly frightened (27:54). Rather than keeping 

his normal cool, Luke tells us that he gave glory to God 

and asserted that Jesus was righteous. Matthew and 

Mark both say that he concluded that Jesus was the 

Son of God.  

Some think that this centurion followed Christ from that 

moment on. Nothing more is said about him, but that 

kind of commitment makes sense. Centurions seem to 

be known for their resolute faith. Earlier in Luke’s 

Gospel we learned of a centurion stationed in 

Capernaum who loved the Jewish nation, built them a 

synagogue, and trusted Jesus to heal his servant from 

afar (7:1-10). Jesus said that he had not found such 

great faith in Israel.  

Later in the book of Acts, we learn of another centurion 

named Cornelius who feared God. In answer to his 

prayers, God led him to the Apostle Peter who 
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preached the gospel to him and his household. They 

were the first Gentiles to receive the Holy Spirit and be 

baptized. 

You may not be impressed by religion. You might roll 

your eyes at people whose emotions are easily 

swayed. But the centurion at the cross was not one of 

those people either. He was a tough man who reacted 

with genuine awe in response to what he saw and 

heard from Jesus. We should all join him in giving glory 

to God for Jesus.  
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REACTION 3 

ANGUISH 

We don’t all have the temperament of a centurion. 

Some of us are the sensitive, expressive types. Life is 

not a steady uphill climb, but a turbulent rollercoaster 

ride. When others are excited, we cannot help but get 

swept along. Each day is filled with sudden twists and 

turns. When something sad happens, our hearts drop. 

If we’re not careful, our emotions can carry us to places 

we should not go. But in those times when they align 

with truth, we are presented with an opportunity to 

experience genuine, life-transforming change. 
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In the story of the cross, we see these emotional ups 

and downs in the crowd. On Palm Sunday, they 

celebrated Jesus as the coming king, but they 

completely reversed course on Friday morning. 

Matthew 27:20 tells us, “Now the chief priests and the 

elders persuaded the crowd to ask for Barabbas and 

destroy Jesus. Somehow the Jewish leaders were able 

to transform their fervent excitement into riotous 

hostility, but by the afternoon they were filled with 

regret. They reacted to the cross with deep anguish. 

Luke 23:48 tells us, “And all the crowds that had 

assembled for this spectacle, when they saw what had 

taken place, returned home beating their breasts.” 

They were saddened by the death of Jesus, and 

perhaps convicted by the role they played in bringing it 

about. These feelings were completely justified. They 

had done something awful. But emotional anguish in 

and of itself matters very little, if it does not lead to 

genuine change. Paul explains this idea in 2 

Corinthians 7:10, by saying, “For godly grief produces 

a repentance that leads to salvation without regret, 

whereas worldly grief produces death.” 
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Seven weeks later the crowd was in Jerusalem again, 

celebrating the Feast of Firstfruits. A commotion arose 

as the followers of Jesus began to praise God in a 

variety of different languages. Peter explained that this 

miracle was happening because Jesus rose from the 

dead, ascended into heaven, and poured out the Spirit 

upon them in fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy. He 

reminded the crowd that they were all responsible for 

crucifying Jesus. They asked what they should do, and 

Acts 2:38 tells us, “And Peter said to them, ‘Repent and 

be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus 

Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will 

receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.’” Three thousand 

people responded to his invitation. Their initial reaction 

of anguish ultimately led them to salvation and eternal 

life. 

John 3:16 tells us that God so loved the world, that he 

gave his only Son. So, we all share in the responsibility 

for the crucifixion. Perhaps there have been times 

when you have felt anguish over his death. That is 

good and right. Those feelings are completely justified, 
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but they don’t ultimately matter unless they lead you to 

genuine repentance. 
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REACTION 4 

ASSOCIATION 

Some of us are not like the centurion or the crowds. We 

hate decisions. We hesitate to choose a side. We are 

afraid that we will make a mistake. We want time to 

think through issues from all the angles. This approach 

to life can be wise, but such analysis can also lead to 

paralysis. We freeze because we cannot decide which 

way to go. 

To some degree all the followers of Jesus probably felt 

this way as they witnessed the crucifixion. Jesus gave 

them several warnings about what would happen, but 

they seem to have tuned them out. They seem shocked 
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and confused. But one man who had been keeping his 

belief quiet reacted to the cross by boldly seizing the 

opportunity to make his association with Jesus public. 

Luke 23:49-53 tells us, 

49And all his acquaintances and the women 

who had followed him from Galilee stood at 

a distance watching these things. 50Now 

there was a man named Joseph, from the 

Jewish town of Arimathea. He was a member 

of the council, a good and righteous man, 
51who had not consented to their decision 

and action; and he was looking for the 

kingdom of God. 52This man went to Pilate 

and asked for the body of Jesus. 53Then he 

took it down and wrapped it in a linen shroud 

and laid him in a tomb cut in stone, where no 

one had ever yet been laid. 

Joseph was one of the Jewish elders who sat on the 

Sanhedrin. Mark tells us that he was a prominent 

member (15:43). Matthew tells us that he was rich 

(27:57). Luke says that he was good and righteous. 

Since he was looking for the kingdom, he must have 

also been well acquainted with the Scriptures. John 

tells us that he was already a disciple of Jesus, but he 

had kept his commitment secret (19:38). We don’t 
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know whether he was present when the council met 

early that morning. If so, he did not speak up in defense 

of Jesus. 

But something stirred in Joseph as he witnessed the 

death of Jesus. Crucified criminals were never given 

an honorable burial. Their bodies were probably piled 

in an unmarked grave, but Joseph decided that he 

could not allow the body of Jesus to be treated that 

way. He asked Pilate for permission to take his body. 

He was present to remove him from the cross and laid 

him to rest in his own tomb. While most of the other 

disciples stayed in hiding, Joseph boldly displayed his 

personal association with Jesus. 

The cross does not allow us to keep our belief in Christ 

tentative or secret. The suffering of Jesus compels us 

to risk rejection. Matthew 10:32-33 tells us that earlier 

in his ministry Jesus said, “So everyone who 

acknowledges me before men, I also will acknowledge 

before my Father who is in heaven, but whoever denies 

me before men, I also will deny before my Father who 

is in heaven.” 
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We don’t hear anything more about Joseph of 

Arimathea after this. We don’t know how the other 

council members treated him. Perhaps the group 

shunned him, because he is not mentioned in Acts 

when Peter is brought before the council. 

Nevertheless, Joseph’s bold act inspires us to openly 

proclaim our association with Jesus. 
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REACTION 5 

ADORATION 

Historians exalt the great deeds of iconic figures, so 

that those heroes seem otherworldly. You certainly 

wouldn’t carve the face of any normal man into a 

mountain side. The actions of mere mortals seem 

insignificant in comparison. Of course, today a 

person’s significance is often judged by their salary or 

by how many followers they have on social media. We 

act as if regular people doing regular tasks don’t really 

matter. We might even view ourselves as insignificant, 

but God does not see us that way. 
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Luke’s account of the death and burial of Jesus ends 

with some details that might strike us as insignificant. 

He focuses on the reaction of the women who followed 

Jesus. They respond to the cross with simple, heart-

felt adoration for him.  Luke 23:54-56 tells us, 

54It was the day of Preparation, and the 

Sabbath was beginning. 55The women who 

had come with him from Galilee followed and 

saw the tomb and how his body was laid. 
56Then they returned and prepared spices 

and ointments. On the Sabbath they rested 

according to the commandment. 

The apostles do not seem to be around. Perhaps they 

were afraid to be seen. But in that culture, people 

probably didn’t pay much attention to women, so they 

followed Joseph to the tomb. John tells us that 

Nicodemus was there too. The men started all the 

preparations for Jesus’s burial. The women channeled 

their grief into lovingly paying attention to the details. 

But the sun was setting, and they all wanted to honor 

the Sabbath. So, they decided to return on Sunday 

morning to finish. 
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Luke does not record the women’s names at this point. 

Matthew and Mark tell us that the group includes Mary 

Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses. But the lack 

of names in Luke does not mean that he thought them 

to be insignificant. We’ll see in our next passage that 

their simple adoration for Jesus prepared them to 

become the first witnesses to his resurrection. But for 

now, we need to see that their love and concern was 

significant in and of itself. 

In 1 John 3:16-18, John writes, 

By this we know love, that he laid down his 

life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives 

for the brothers. But if anyone has the world's 

goods and sees his brother in need, yet 

closes his heart against him, how does God's 

love abide in him? Little children, let us not 

love in word or talk but in deed and in truth. 

The cross shows us love. Jesus laid down his life for 

us. At some point, you might encounter a situation in 

which you have the opportunity to heroically follow his 

example. But most of life is not lived on that life or death 

level. It comes down to the practical details of caring 

for people and meeting simple needs.  
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We don’t know how much these women understood at 

that point about what Jesus accomplished through his 

death. They were certainly not expecting him to rise 

from the dead. But in a very simple way, their reaction 

reflects the response that Jesus wants from all of us. 

Adore him and show his love to everyone in simple, 

practical ways. 

CONCLUSION 

The death of Jesus on the cross demands a reaction. 

God accepted it as the sufficient payment for our sins. 

The centurion stood in awe and gave glory to God. The 

crowd responded with anguish that ultimately led many 

of them to repentance. It inspired Joseph to risk 

associating with Jesus no matter the cost, and it 

prompted simple, practical adoration from the women 

who followed him. 

What is your reaction? Does the story of the cross fill 

you with awe? Does it leave you with a sense of 

anguish over your sin? Jesus opened the way for us to 

be accepted by God. By God’s grace, you can draw 

near to him by repenting of your sin and believing in 
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Jesus. Would you take that step, if you haven’t already 

done so? If you’re still trying to understand the death of 

Jesus, I would encourage you to spend some time 

reflecting on the fifth chapter of Romans.   

If you are already following Jesus, do you keep it 

secret? Do you need to be more open about your faith? 

Are you reflecting the love of Christ in simple, practical 

ways? Jesus deserves our full commitment. 

May we live for the glory of our crucified Savior! 

QUESTIONS  
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 

What are some of the ways that you have reacted to 

the cross in the past? 

 

Of the four people/groups in this passage, which 

personality is most like yours? How so? 

 

What are some ways that you should respond to the 

cross now?
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CHAPTER 5 | LUKE 24:1-12 

EVIDENCE FOR 
THE RESURRECTION 

I love to watch magicians and guess their tricks. On the 

simplest level, they use distraction and sleight of hand. 

Bigger productions add in elaborate props, smoke, 

lighting, and music. The best of them are masterful 

performers. They make every effort to create the 

illusion that something impossible happened right 

before your eyes. 

Many people argue that the resurrection of Jesus was 

a trick. Some claim that his body was stolen. Others 
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say that he did not die on the cross. He just passed out 

and then woke up and walked out. Some go so far as 

to say that the whole story was fabricated many years 

later by people running a big religious scam. 

But if the resurrection was a trick, you would think that 

someone would have orchestrated a better 

performance. The Gospels do not describe it in 

dramatic terms. There are no cheering crowds or bright 

lights shining down from heaven. There are no 

prestigious dignitaries present or any witnesses at all. 

In fact, the story unfolds in a way that seems 

unimpressive. But the absence of hype makes the 

account seem more credible. 

I think the unimpressive character of the evidence is 

intentional. God was setting a tone for what Christianity 

should be. Luke 24:1-12 presents five arguments for 

the resurrection of Jesus, and we find each of them 

reflected in other New Testament teaching. The nature 

of these arguments should shape our faith, but 

throughout history, believers have often drifted from 

them. We try to make the church impressive, even 

magical, but we end up with a deformed Christianity 
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that contradicts the truths of the resurrection.  So, as 

we walk through this passage, I encourage you to let it 

shape your faith.  
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ARGUMENT 1 

THE EMPTY TOMB 

I can count on one hand the number of times I attended 

a church before my sixteenth birthday, so I had very 

little knowledge of biblical teaching. My understanding 

of eternity was shaped more by what I saw in cartoons. 

A character dies after getting squashed by a giant 

hammer, and his spirit floats up into the clouds with 

wings and a halo. Once I became a Christian, I learned 

that nothing about that concept was biblical, but for 

some reason, Christians have a hard time leaving it 

behind. If we are honest, I think most of us would admit 

that we still picture eternity as some sort of airy, 
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spiritual existence with no connection to any physical 

reality. 

The resurrection of Jesus refutes that misconception. 

Luke’s first argument for it is the empty tomb which 

highlights the importance of physical existence. Luke 

24:1-3 tells us, 

1But on the first day of the week, at early 

dawn, they went to the tomb, taking the 

spices they had prepared. 2And they found 

the stone rolled away from the tomb, 3but 

when they went in they did not find the body 

of the Lord Jesus. 

Looking back a few verses into chapter 23, we see that 

these people are women from Galilee who followed 

Jesus.  Luke indicates that they went to the tomb with 

Joseph of Arimathea late on Friday afternoon, lovingly 

paying attention to how his body was laid. They rested 

on the Sabbath, but they returned as soon as they 

could on Sunday morning to finish the burial 

preparations.  

They expected his body to decay like any other. Spices 

were commonly used to cover the terrible smell and 
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provide some level of dignity to the ugly reality of death. 

They probably never imagined that David’s words in 

Psalm 16:10 apply to Jesus. He said, “For you will not 

abandon my soul to Sheol, or let your holy one see 

corruption.” 

When they arrived at the tomb, they were shocked by 

two details. The large stone that blocked the entrance 

had already been rolled away, and more importantly, 

the body of the Lord Jesus was gone. Matthew’s 

Gospel tells us that Pontius Pilate had sent soldiers to 

guard the tomb on Saturday (27:62-66). The disciples 

forgot, but the Jewish leaders remembered that Jesus 

had predicted his resurrection. They wanted to ensure 

that Jesus stayed buried, but when an angel 

descended from heaven on Sunday morning the 

soldiers fled (28:2-4). Matthew tells us that they were 

paid to say that the disciples stole the body while they 

were asleep (28:11-15), but that claim does not fit with 

the rest of the story. 

Before we move on, however, we need to understand 

why the physical bodily resurrection of Jesus is 

essential. God created us to live forever, but sickness, 
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death, and decay entered our world as a consequence 

of Adam and Eve’s sin. So, to save us Jesus needed 

to break the stranglehold that death has over humanity. 

In 1 Corinthians 15:20-22, Paul explains, 

But in fact Christ has been raised from the 

dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen 

asleep. For as by a man came death, by a 

man has come also the resurrection of the 

dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ 

shall all be made alive. 

Like many people today, some of the Christians in 

Corinth held onto the idea that eternity is purely 

spiritual. This led them to believe that physical deeds 

like sexual immorality would not have any bearing on 

their spiritual standing (1 Cor 6:12-20). But Paul argues 

that we will all be resurrected in physical bodies. Those 

who have trusted in Christ will be forgiven and 

welcomed into his kingdom, and ultimately into a new 

heaven and earth to live forever in a perfect physical 

existence in the presence of God. That undying 

existence is only possible because of Christ’s 

resurrection. But those who have rejected Christ will be 
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sentenced to eternal punishment for the countless sins 

they have committed throughout their lives. 

So, the empty tomb reminds us that the deeds we do 

with our physical bodies are eternally significant. Are 

you using your body in a way that honors Jesus? Are 

you living with the hope of being resurrected to eternal 

life?  
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ARGUMENT 2 
THE ANGELIC ANNOUNCEMENT 

When life is hard, we are tempted to question whether 

God cares about us. We might even approach life like 

the deists of the eighteenth century. They viewed God 

as if he were a watchmaker who assembled the 

universe and wound it up, but then chose to ignore it. 

They concluded that he has no ongoing involvement 

with the world. They denied the biblical accounts of 

miraculous events and rejected any idea that he hears 

or acts in response to our prayers. Some theologically 

liberal church leaders today still make similar 

assertions. They say the resurrection of Jesus is 
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nothing more than a myth that encourages people to 

make a new beginning at being a good person.  

Luke’s second argument for the resurrection 

contradicts this perspective. He recounts the angelic 

announcement to the women. Luke 24:4-6 says, 

4While they were perplexed about this, 

behold, two men stood by them in dazzling 

apparel. 5And as they were frightened and 

bowed their faces to the ground, the men 

said to them, "Why do you seek the living 

among the dead? 6He is not here, but has 

risen… 

Some have claimed that one of the women just 

imagined these angelic beings or experienced a 

hallucination. But the Bible records encounters like this 

at key points throughout history. In the Old Testament, 

Abraham, Jacob, Moses, Joshua, and Daniel were all 

visited by angels. Luke records three encounters at the 

beginning of his Gospel. First, the angel Gabriel 

appeared to Zechariah to tell him that his barren wife 

would give birth to a son named John, the forerunner 

of the Messiah (1:8-25). Next Gabriel visited the Virgin 

Mary to tell her that she would miraculously conceive a 
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child who would be the Son of God and would fulfill the 

Messianic promises of the Old Testament (1:26-38). 

Then a host of angels appeared to a group of 

shepherds, celebrating the birth of Jesus (2:8-14). So, 

it should not surprise us that angels would also be 

present to announce his resurrection. 

The activities of angels and the resurrection of Jesus 

both point to God’s active involvement in our world. In 

addition to these special encounters with people at 

important moments, Psalm 91:11 speaks of God and 

promises, “For he will command his angels concerning 

you to guard you in all your ways.” Unseen angels may 

have intervened in the external circumstances of our 

lives countless times to protect us. 

The resurrection of Jesus, on the other hand, has a 

direct bearing on the internal spiritual life of believers. 

When you believe in him, you are united with him. You 

are spiritually connected with his death and 

resurrection. In Romans 6:4, Paul explains, “We were 

buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in 

order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by 

the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness 
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of life.” So, in addition to helping us overcome death in 

the future, the resurrection of Jesus gives us the power 

to resist sin and temptation here and now. 

Are you walking in newness of life? Don’t give up the 

fight against temptation when times seem dark. The 

resurrection power of Christ is at work within you.  
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ARGUMENT 3 

THE FULFILLMENT OF PROPHECY 

The International Space Station orbits the earth at an 

altitude of 254 miles. The astronauts who travel there 

experience an entirely different perspective of life on 

earth. The mountainous divides, scorching deserts, 

and raging seas all combine to paint a tranquil scene. 

The massive storms that seem so frightening to us look 

like gently swirling blobs of cotton to them. 

Imagine then how different God’s perspective must be 

as he looks out over time and eternity. Isaiah 46:10 

describes him as, “declaring the end from the 

beginning and from ancient times things not yet done, 
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saying, ‘My counsel shall stand, and I will accomplish 

all my purpose.’” He is sovereign and all-knowing. 

Nothing derails his plan, and at certain points he 

reveals some of the details to his people. 

The third argument for the resurrection of Jesus relates 

to God and his sovereign plan. The angels show the 

women that it is a fulfillment of prophecies that Jesus 

revealed during his ministry. Continuing in Luke 24:6 

down through verse 8, we are told that they said, 

6...Remember how he told you, while he was 

still in Galilee, 7that the Son of Man must be 

delivered into the hands of sinful men and be 

crucified and on the third day rise." 8And they 

remembered his words, 

The Gospels record at least three occasions when 

Jesus made this statement. When he first said it, Peter 

took him aside and rebuked him for it (Mt 16:21-23).  

When he said it again, Luke tells us that the disciples 

did not understand (Lu 9:44-45). In his third prophecy, 

he included the additional details that he would be 

mocked, spit upon, and flogged (Lu 18:31-34). As I 
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mentioned, the Jewish leaders remembered his 

predictions, but the disciples did not. 

Someone might argue that these predictions were 

fabricated by the disciples to support their claim that 

Jesus had risen from the dead. But we also find this 

plan revealed in Old Testament prophecy. Christ’s 

suffering and death are clearly predicted in Psalm 22 

and Isaiah 53. But both passages also describe his 

triumphant life after his sacrificial death. For instance, 

Isaiah 53:10-12 says, 

Yet it was the will of the LORD to crush him; 

he has put him to grief; when his soul makes 

an offering for guilt, he shall see his offspring; 

he shall prolong his days; the will of the 

LORD shall prosper in his hand. Out of the 

anguish of his soul he shall see and be 

satisfied; by his knowledge shall the 

righteous one, my servant, make many to be 

accounted righteous, and he shall bear their 

iniquities. Therefore I will divide him a portion 

with the many, and he shall divide the spoil 

with the strong, because he poured out his 

soul to death and was numbered with the 

transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many, 
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and makes intercession for the 

transgressors. 

How could this suffering servant be laid in a grave but 

then see his offspring and prosper? How could he pour 

out his soul to death, but then continue to make 

intercession for transgressors? It could only happen 

through his resurrection.  

The death of Jesus left the disciples distraught, but 

their response could have been so different if they 

would have remembered and understood these 

prophecies. They could have been confident in the 

sovereign plan of God. We are blessed to have the 

whole story laid out for us, but do we do any better at 

trusting God’s sovereign plan? We are assured that 

God works all things together for the good of those who 

love him. Do we view our circumstances from his 

perspective? The fulfilled prophecy of the resurrection 

encourages us to live with unfailing confidence in God. 
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ARGUMENT 4 

THE UNLIKELY WITNESSES 

You don’t find many buildings shaped like the pyramids 

of Ancient Egypt, but society seems to naturally 

arrange itself into that sort of structure. Only a few 

people rise to a level of prominence and influence.  

Only a few are considered trustworthy and 

authoritative. Others are farther down the pyramid—

some at the middle but most at the bottom. 

The fourth argument for the resurrection turns the 

pyramid upside down. God chose unlikely people to be 

the first witnesses of the empty tomb. They were not 

the primary leaders in government or religion. They 
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were not wealthy or influential. They were not even 

male, which was very significant in that culture. Luke 

24:9-10 tells us, 

9and returning from the tomb they told all 

these things to the eleven and to all the rest. 
10Now it was Mary Magdalene and Joanna 

and Mary the mother of James and the other 

women with them who told these things to 

the apostles, 

These women were introduced back in Luke 8:1-3. 

Luke states, 

Soon afterward he went on through cities 

and villages, proclaiming and bringing the 

good news of the kingdom of God. And the 

twelve were with him, and also some women 

who had been healed of evil spirits and 

infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from 

whom seven demons had gone out, and 

Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod's 

household manager, and Susanna, and 

many others, who provided for them out of 

their means. 

I suspect that many in Jewish society questioned the 

propriety of a group of women accompanying Jesus 

and the apostles. What would people say about a 
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woman like Mary Magdalene who had been under the 

influence of demons? Even today many people 

assume that she was the sinful woman who anoints the 

feet of Jesus with her tears and wipes them with her 

hair at the end of chapter 7, even though that 

connection is never stated. Yet God chose this same 

group of faithful women to see the empty tomb and 

hear the angelic announcement. John tells us that 

Mary Magdalene was even the first person to see 

Jesus after his resurrection (20:11-18). 

The selection of these women as witnesses points to a 

powerful truth about the resurrection. No matter what 

your past sins may be or where you stand in society’s 

pyramids, the resurrection enables every believer to 

draw near to God on equal footing. In Ephesians 2:4-

6, Paul explains, 

But God, being rich in mercy, because of the 

great love with which he loved us, even when 

we were dead in our trespasses, made us 

alive together with Christ—by grace you 

have been saved—and raised us up with him 

and seated us with him in the heavenly 

places in Christ Jesus. 
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Contrary to what you see in some denominations, the 

church is not supposed to be a hierarchical pyramid. 

Each believer is personally connected with Jesus and 

indwelt by his Spirit. The New Testament establishes 

elders and deacons as leaders in the church. But they 

are supposed to serve in humility, relating to others as 

a family of brothers and sisters in Christ (cf. 1 Tim 5; 1 

Pe 5:1-3). 

So, it was not by chance that these women became 

witnesses of the empty tomb. God was reinforcing a 

principle of equality and respect that was already 

evident in the ministry of Jesus. Is that how we relate 

to one another? Sadly, as we continue in this passage 

we will see that the apostles seem to have missed this 

point. 
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ARGUMENT 5 

THE SURPRISING RESISTANCE 

A lot of people talk about experiencing burn out. It’s 

when we feel cold, without any fire for life. It’s when we 

want to give up, because we are exhausted. In the 

darkness of those times life seems hopeless, and we 

can become bitter and skeptical.  

The apostles probably felt that way by the end of the 

day on Friday. They had spent three years following 

Jesus. They experienced the thrill of learning life 

transforming truth and witnessing incredible miracles. 

They joined Jesus on the road, ministering to 

multitudes of people. Despite his warnings about what 
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was coming, they still expected him to overcome his 

opponents and usher in his kingdom. But instead, he 

was arrested, put to death, and buried.  

As hopeless as the situation must have seemed to the 

apostles, their resistance to the news that the women 

bring is still surprising. Luke 24:11-12 tells us,  

11but these words seemed to them an idle 

tale, and they did not believe them. 12But 

Peter rose and ran to the tomb; stooping and 

looking in, he saw the linen cloths by 

themselves; and he went home marveling at 

what had happened. 

These are the apostles, the men who became 

foundational to the church, but at that moment they 

were skeptical. Peter and John are the only ones that 

bothered to go check out the tomb. They noticed the 

linen burial cloths. Those would not be there if the body 

had been stolen. Thieves would not have bothered to 

unwrap him, but that does not seem to convince Peter. 

He marveled or wondered that such a thing would 

happen, but John 20:9 says, “for as yet they did not 

understand the Scripture, that he must rise from the 

dead.” So, the fact that the apostles later believed and 
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were ultimately willing to die for their faith is powerful 

evidence for the reality of the resurrection.  

As Christians, we like to think that the evidence of the 

resurrection is enough to change a person’s life. We 

may try to argue people into salvation, but the 

resistance of the apostles reminds us that we will not 

succeed. Life in a fallen, sinful world seems dark and 

hopeless. It leaves people burnt out. They become 

bitter toward God because of pain they have 

experienced. In their skepticism, they shut their eyes to 

the truth. 

For them to believe, God must change their heart. 

Jesus said that we must be born again (Jn 3:3). Peter 

later recognized that the resurrection of Jesus is a vital 

part of this spiritual transformation. In 1 Peter 1:3, he 

said, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us 

to be born again to a living hope through the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.” 

Have you been born again? Do you have this living 

hope because of the resurrection? If so, then praise 
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God for his great mercy. If not, then perhaps God is at 

work bringing you to life today. 

CONCLUSION 

The evidence for the resurrection of Jesus should 

shape our faith. The empty tomb points us to the hope 

of being resurrected to live with Christ in a new heaven 

and earth. It shows us that we should honor him with 

our bodies. The angelic announcement reminds us that 

God is actively involved with our world through his 

angels, but also in our hearts through the power of 

Christ’s resurrection. The fulfillment of prophecy 

teaches us to live with confidence in our sovereign God 

who accomplished his saving plan through the death 

and resurrection of Jesus and will continue to work in 

our lives. The unlikely witnesses lead us to see that the 

resurrection enables every believer to draw near to 

God on equal footing apart from any hierarchy. Finally, 

the surprising resistance of the apostles highlights the 

need we have for God to cause us to be born again 

through the resurrection of Christ. 
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Do you believe in the resurrection? If not, I invite you 

to start. Romans 10:9 says, “...if you confess with your 

mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that 

God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” The 

resurrection of Christ is an essential part of Christian 

faith. If you’re still trying to understand more about it, I 

encourage you to read the fifteenth chapter of First 

Corinthians. Paul explains the powerful hope that it 

gives us. 

If you are a believer, has this study revealed a way that 

your faith needs to change? We tend to think of the 

resurrection as a familiar topic. We hear it addressed 

every Easter and at other times as well. But do you 

need to better align your life and beliefs with one of 

these arguments for the resurrection? Stay humble and 

teachable before the Lord. Allow him to keep shaping 

you.  

May the resurrection power of Christ transform us!! 
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QUESTIONS  
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 

What doubts or questions do you have about the 

resurrection of Jesus? 

 

 

Which argument seems most compelling to you. Why? 

 

 

How do you need to change to better align your faith 

with these arguments? 
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CHAPTER 6 | LUKE 24:13-35 

STEPS TOWARD 
BELIEF 

Four awe-inspiring moments stand out in my life. Three 

of them took place as I watched my wife give birth to 

each of our three children. I experienced so many 

emotions—excitement, fear, joy, but mostly wonder at 

seeing new life. It is astounding to look at a fragile 

newborn baby with such tiny hands and feet and to 

realize that this is a unique person created in the image 

of God. 
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The other awe-inspiring moment was when God 

caused me to be born again. I had not grown up in 

church and had no interest in Christianity. But my best 

friend in high school invited me to his youth group one 

summer. I went just to get out of the house. But as I 

continued to attend, God worked in my life and led me 

to a point later that fall when the gospel became clear 

to me and I began to believe. In that moment, I felt a 

deep sense of wonder over what Jesus did to save us, 

and I embarked on a new life. 

Many Christians do not have a dramatic conversion 

moment like I did. Those who grow up in the church 

seem to make a series of more subtle decisions at 

various points throughout their lives. Nevertheless, 

God does seem to lead people through a similar 

process. John 6:44 tells us that Jesus said, [3] “No one 

can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws 

him. And I will raise him up on the last day.” I think our 

next passage in the Gospel of Luke helps us 

understand the way that he works to bring people to 

spiritual life. 
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It was the Sunday after Jesus was crucified. Some 

women found his tomb to be empty and encountered 

angels who told them that he had risen from the dead. 

They reported the news to the apostles and some of 

the other disciples, but no one believed them. So, even 

though these people were followers of Jesus, they did 

not yet understand why Jesus died or how his death 

and resurrection are essential for our salvation. 

Luke 24:13-35 tells us that Jesus appeared to two of 

these disciples and interacted with them as they were 

on the road to a village called Emmaus. He did not 

immediately allow them to recognize who he is. 

Instead, he led them to believe in his resurrection 

through a series of three steps, and I think he uses a 

similar process in every believer’s life. Studying these 

steps may help you discern how God has worked in 

your life in the past, or even how he is drawing you to 

himself right now. It can also help you be more 

understanding, patient, and prayerful as God works in 

the lives of those you care about.  
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STEP 1 

HE DRAWS NEAR IN OUR SADNESS 

When my daughters were young, they enjoyed 

dressing up and having tea parties. They both had their 

own miniature porcelain tea sets. But those little pots 

with their cups and saucers were fragile. When 

dropped, they would crack and break. So, my job in 

those traumatic moments was to glue the pieces back 

together. They were broken several times. The 

damage eventually reached a point that it was beyond 

repair. I was forced to tell them the sad news that I 

could not fix them anymore.  
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Disappointments like that are part of life. We learn to 

accept it and move on. But sometimes we get hit with 

circumstances that cause damage that no glue can fix. 

They leave us emotionally shattered. We try to hold the 

pieces together, and some of us do pretty well. But 

when we tough it out and put on a strong face, we may 

be missing an opportunity. God wants to draw near to 

us in our sadness.  

Jesus takes this step in a physical sense in Luke 24:13-

18. It tells us,  

13That very day two of them were going to a 

village named Emmaus, about seven miles 

from Jerusalem, 14and they were talking with 

each other about all these things that had 

happened. 15While they were talking and 

discussing together, Jesus himself drew near 

and went with them. 16But their eyes were 

kept from recognizing him. 17And he said to 

them, “What is this conversation that you are 

holding with each other as you walk?” And 

they stood still, looking sad. 18Then one of 

them, named Cleopas, answered him, “Are 

you the only visitor to Jerusalem who does 

not know the things that have happened 

there in these days?” 
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No other Gospel records this encounter, and there are 

questions about some of the details. First, no one really 

knows where Emmaus is. There is a location by that 

name farther away from Jerusalem, and some ancient 

manuscripts of Luke even list a longer distance. But 

this village was close enough to Jerusalem that the 

people were able to walk there and back in a day.  

The more interesting question concerns the identity of 

these disciples. Why would Jesus make one of his first 

appearances after the resurrection to someone who is 

never mentioned in the Gospels or in the book of Acts? 

We cannot say for certain, but we may find a clue in 

John 19:25, which says, [10] “but standing by the cross 

of Jesus were his mother and his mother's sister, Mary 

the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene.” Even though 

there is a slight difference in spelling, Clopas and 

Cleopas might be the same person. If so, then the other 

disciple on the road with Cleopas could be his wife, 

Mary. Which means that this couple could be the aunt 

and uncle of Jesus. That would make their grief even 

deeper. 
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The answer to their sadness was right there with them, 

but apparently God did not think that they were ready 

to see him. Verse 16 suggests that God was somehow 

intervening to keep them from recognizing Jesus. The 

word “discussing” in verse 15 carries a sense of 

intensity. Perhaps they were venting their anger to 

each other over the injustice of what happened to 

Jesus. But when he asks about their conversation in 

verse 17, grief sweeps over them like a wave.  

Some might accuse Jesus of playing a cruel game 

here. Our culture places a high value on positive 

upbeat thinking. Many people strive to maintain 

consistent happiness by always looking on the bright 

side. Some churches even go along with that 

emphasis. They present Jesus as a self-help guru and 

God as a source of personal fulfillment. Some even say 

that if you have enough faith, you will not face any 

suffering. But that mindset contradicts some important 

biblical teaching. 

Suffering and grief are an unavoidable part of life in our 

fallen, sinful world. God uses them to humble us and to 

show us that we are not self-sufficient. He wants us to 
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trust him and cry out to him for help. David recognized 

this at one of the low points in his life. First Samuel 21 

tells us that when he was pursued by King Saul, he 

ended up fleeing to their enemies, the Philistines. To 

gain sympathy, he pretended to be insane. He wrote 

Psalm 34 during that time, and in verse 18 he says, 

“The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves the 

crushed in spirit.” 

Jesus reflected this truth in his ministry. Matthew 5:4 

tells us that he said, “Blessed are those who mourn, for 

they shall be comforted.” He offered broken people the 

hope of life in his kingdom. He compassionately 

reached out to those who had experienced great 

hardship and rejection in life. But when a rich young 

ruler came to him seeking personal spiritual 

advancement, Jesus exposed his arrogance and 

challenged him to give away his wealth (Lu 18:18-30).  

So, Jesus was not being cruel to these disciples on the 

road to Emmaus. He was leading them through an 

essential step toward belief in his gospel. It’s a step that 

we all must take. We will never treasure the good news 

until we feel the weight of the bad news. We must 



Steps Toward Belief | LUKE 24:13-35 

 

|129| 

acknowledge that our sins have offended God and left 

us broken. We must realize that we cannot hold the 

pieces together. We must see that without Jesus we 

are hopeless. Don’t avoid this sadness. It’s where the 

path to genuine belief, life, and hope begins.  
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STEP 2 
HE SPEAKS TRUTH TO OUR FOOLISHNESS 

Most of us probably think of a fool as a joker. We 

picture the court jesters of the medieval and 

Renaissance eras. They were performers who 

entertained people with a variety of slapstick antics. 

But when the word fool is mentioned in the Bible, it’s 

not an act and it’s no laughing matter. It’s a person who 

refuses to accept the truth about God. 

Jesus used this term as he interacted with the disciples 

on the road to Emmaus. Luke 24:19-27 tells us, 

19And he said to them, “What things?” And 

they said to him, “Concerning Jesus of 
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Nazareth, a man who was a prophet mighty 

in deed and word before God and all the 

people, 20and how our chief priests and rulers 

delivered him up to be condemned to death, 

and crucified him. 21But we had hoped that 

he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and 

besides all this, it is now the third day since 

these things happened. 22Moreover, some 

women of our company amazed us. They 

were at the tomb early in the morning, 23and 

when they did not find his body, they came 

back saying that they had even seen a vision 

of angels, who said that he was alive. 24Some 

of those who were with us went to the tomb 

and found it just as the women had said, but 

him they did not see.” 25And he said to them, 

“O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe 

all that the prophets have spoken! 26Was it 

not necessary that the Christ should suffer 

these things and enter into his glory?” 27And 

beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, 

he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures 

the things concerning himself. 

The explanation that Cleopas gives probably sums up 

the understanding of many disciples at that time. He 

refers to Jesus as a mighty prophet. He was looking for 

the redemption of Israel in a national and political 

sense, not in an individual and spiritual sense. So, the 
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crucifixion crushed his hopes that Jesus was the 

promised Messiah. The empty tomb, the angelic 

announcement, and the witness of those faithful 

women was not enough to change his mind. 

Jesus confronted them with the hard truth that they 

were being foolish and slow of heart to believe. Their 

expectations were shaped more by their culture than 

by biblical prophecy. Jesus repeatedly challenged such 

expectations during his ministry. He called people to 

receive his kingdom individually like a child (Lu 18:14). 

He announced that he would suffer, die, and be raised 

from the dead (Lu 18:31-34). He spoke of returning 

from glory to establish his kingdom (Lu 21:25-36). But 

they had been too stubborn to understand. 

Jesus corrected their misunderstanding as they 

continued to walk along. He explained key passages 

throughout the Old Testament. We can only speculate 

as to which passages he mentioned. But we will see in 

a moment that this conversation caused them to feel a 

burning in their hearts. It exposed their foolishness and 

convicted them. It filled them with a compelling passion 

for the truth. 
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To show that the Messiah would suffer, Jesus probably 

reminded them of God’s words to the serpent in 

Genesis 3:15. The Lord says, “I will put enmity between 

you and the woman, and between your offspring and 

her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall 

bruise his heel.” His plan to save the world from evil 

required suffering. For people to draw near to God, the 

price for their sins needed to be paid. The sacrifices 

required under the Law were never sufficient. They 

needed the servant described in Isaiah 53 to suffer the 

full punishment in their place.  

To show that the Messiah would enter glory, he may 

have reminded them of the worldwide scope of God’s 

covenant promises to Abraham (Gen 12:3), to the 

people of Israel (Deut 28:1), and to David (Ps 2:8). His 

plan extended far beyond the local politics of Judea 

and Galilee. The prophet Daniel saw a vision of the Son 

of Man coming before the Ancient of Days to receive 

glory and dominion over the earth. Daniel 7:14 says, 

“And to him was given dominion and glory and a 

kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages 

should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting 
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dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom 

one that shall not be destroyed.” 

The disciples foolishly missed this grand scope of 

God’s plan because they were too shallow and self-

absorbed. Do we do any better? On our own, we 

always default to foolishness. In Titus 3:3-5, Paul says, 

For we ourselves were once foolish, 

disobedient, led astray, slaves to various 

passions and pleasures, passing our days in 

malice and envy, hated by others and hating 

one another. But when the goodness and 

loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, 

he saved us, not because of works done by 

us in righteousness, but according to his own 

mercy, by the washing of regeneration and 

renewal of the Holy Spirit. 

To be saved and to grow spiritually, we need our 

foolishness to be exposed. We need to hear the truth 

of the Scripture so that our hearts burn. We need to 

understand God’s kingdom plan and respond in 

humble obedience and faith. Is your heart burning?  
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STEP 3 

HE OPENS OUR EYES IN FELLOWSHIP 

Our lives revolve around food. We need it to survive, 

but it’s so much more. It sets the rhythm for our day—

breakfast, lunch, dinner, midnight snack. It can be a 

source of enjoyment and comfort. It’s part of our 

celebrations and our relationships, including our 

relationship with God. 

Even something as simple as bread can take on 

tremendous significance. The Old Testament Law 

commands the Jewish people to eat unleavened bread 

for seven days after the Passover. Later when they 

were in the wilderness, God miraculously gave them 
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manna six days a week. In Deuteronomy 8:3, Moses 

explained, “And he humbled you and let you hunger 

and fed you with manna, which you did not know, nor 

did your fathers know, that he might make you know 

that man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by 

every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.” 

Bread was also important in the ministry of Jesus. After 

teaching a crowd of 5,000 men plus women and 

children along the shore of the Sea of Galilee, he 

wanted to feed them. The disciples could only gather 

five loaves and two fish. But Jesus blessed what little 

they had and miraculously multiplied it as he broke the 

bread and had them distribute it. The next day when 

some people came seeking bread again, he referred 

back to the manna in the wilderness. John 6:35 tells us, 

“Jesus said to them, ‘I am the bread of life; whoever 

comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes 

in me shall never thirst.’”  

He made another significant connection with bread on 

the night before his crucifixion, as he was celebrating 

the Passover with his disciples. Luke 22:19 tells us, 

“And he took bread, and when he had given thanks, he 
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broke it and gave it to them, saying, ‘This is my body, 

which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’”  

So, it should come as no surprise that God used simple 

fellowship over bread to open the eyes of the two 

disciples once they arrived in Emmaus. Luke 24:28-35 

tells us, 

28So they drew near to the village to which 

they were going. He acted as if he were 

going farther, 29but they urged him strongly, 

saying, “Stay with us, for it is toward evening 

and the day is now far spent.” So he went in 

to stay with them. 30When he was at table 

with them, he took the bread and blessed 

and broke it and gave it to them. 31And their 

eyes were opened, and they recognized him. 

And he vanished from their sight. 32They said 

to each other, “Did not our hearts burn within 

us while he talked to us on the road, while he 

opened to us the Scriptures?” 33And they 

rose that same hour and returned to 

Jerusalem. And they found the eleven and 

those who were with them gathered together, 
34saying, “The Lord has risen indeed, and 

has appeared to Simon!” 35Then they told 

what had happened on the road, and how he 

was known to them in the breaking of the 

bread. 
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There are several mysteries in this passage. Why did 

Jesus vanish at that moment? How did it happen? Was 

there a bright flash or did he simply disappear? When 

did he appear to Simon Peter? Was it while these 

disciples were on their way back to Jerusalem? None 

of the other Gospels mention that encounter, but Paul 

includes it in 1 Corinthians 15 in his list of Christ’s 

appearances after the resurrection. Why didn’t Luke 

say more about it?  

Apparently, the story about Jesus appearing to 

Cleopas and the other disciple fulfilled Luke’s purpose 

in writing. It shows us that Jesus makes himself known 

to ordinary disciples, not just apostles. Of all the places 

he could have gone and things he could have been 

doing in the hours after his resurrection, he took the 

time to travel down the road with them and teach them. 

He came to their home and stayed a while, at least long 

enough to say a blessing, break bread, and reveal his 

true identity. He wants to be part of everyday life.  

The early Christians understood this idea. They did not 

keep their faith separate from the rest of their lives. It 

shaped everything they did, and it was particularly 
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evident in their relationships with one another. Their 

fellowship provided compelling evidence that helped 

open people’s eyes to the truth of Christ. Acts 2:46-47 

tells us,  

And day by day, attending the temple 

together and breaking bread in their homes, 

they received their food with glad and 

generous hearts, praising God and having 

favor with all the people. And the Lord added 

to their number day by day those who were 

being saved. 

Fellowship is all about sharing. It often starts with 

sharing a meal as you sit across the table from 

someone, but it develops into sharing life and truth. So, 

the fellowship of the church should be a doorway into 

believing and sharing in the resurrection life of Christ. 

As Jesus addressed the lukewarm church in Laodicea, 

Revelation 3:20 tells us that he said, “Behold, I stand 

at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and 

opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, 

and he with me.” 

Are you part of the fellowship? It’s good to be part of a 

church, but there is more. You need a personal 
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relationship with Jesus that shapes every part of your 

life. 

CONCLUSION 

Cleopas and his companion had the unique privilege of 

seeing the resurrected Christ, but God leads us 

through a similar series of steps. We may not recognize 

it, but he draws near in our suffering. We may not want 

to hear it, but he speaks truth to our foolishness. It may 

not be our motivation, but he works through fellowship 

to open our eyes.  

Do you have a personal relationship with Jesus? If not, 

I invite you to start today. Recognize his presence. 

Listen to his truth and confess your sins. Believe in the 

resurrection and trust him to share his resurrection life 

with you. If you want to learn more about this vital 

connection that believers have with Jesus in his death 

and resurrection, I encourage you to read the sixth 

chapter of Paul’s letter to the Romans.  

Even if you are already a believer, you may need to 

reflect further on some of these steps. We need to 

remind ourselves that he draws near when we are 
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suffering. We need to remember that we need our 

hearts to be set aflame with biblical truth. We need to 

recommit ourselves to the fellowship we have with 

Christ and his people, so that we can continue to grow 

in our understanding.  

Perhaps you know someone who has not reached the 

point of truly believing yet. When they go through hard 

times, would you pray for them to recognize God’s 

nearness? If they respond negatively to your witness, 

would you patiently trust God’s truth to ignite their 

heart? Would you reach out to them in a spirit of 

fellowship, praying that God would open their eyes to 

know Jesus? 

May we grow in the knowledge of Christ! 
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QUESTIONS  
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 

Have you experienced these steps in your life? If so, 

how? 

 

 

Upon which of these steps do you need to spend more 

time reflecting? Why? 

 

 

How does understanding this series of steps help you 

pray for unbelieving friends? 
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CHAPTER 7 | LUKE 24:36-53 

BENEFITS OF 
THE RESURRECTION 

You might consider it strange, but I never feel more at 

home than when I am surrounded by dusty, old books. 

They are generally forgotten because they seem 

irrelevant to life in our fast-paced modern world. But 

some of them contain penetrating insights that you 

simply will not find in shallow click-bait articles or 

hyped-up videos. For instance, the most helpful 

resource that I have found on the Gospel of Luke was 

written back in 1858 by an Anglican minister named J. 

C. Ryle. Modern scholars often focus exclusively on 
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academic issues, but Ryle explained the Scriptures in 

simple terms and gave practical applications that 

transcend time and place. 

Of course, a lot of people would include the Bible with 

those dusty, old books. Even if its stories are true, they 

question their relevance for life today. Unfortunately, 

some church leaders unwittingly confirm this skeptical 

attitude. Traditionalists make Christianity seem lifeless 

when they present it as a collection of boring rituals or 

the subject matter for endless history lectures. 

Innovative leaders, on the other hand, echo the 

supposed wisdom of pop culture and then loosely link 

it to verses pulled out of context.  

Both of those approaches make the Bible seem 

unnecessary, but the Scriptures present a cohesive 

worldview intended to shape every part of life. Each 

passage provides insight to help us navigate the issues 

we face no matter where or when we live. At the center 

of it all is the story of the death and resurrection of 

Jesus. Our problem is that we often fail to invest the 

time and thought to understand the Bible’s teaching 

and to apply it to our hearts. 
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As we have studied chapters 23 and 24 of Luke’s 

Gospel, I have attempted to show how Luke presses 

us each to reach a verdict concerning those events. He 

observes the tactics and consequences of unbelief in 

Pontius Pilate, Herod Antipas, and the Jewish leaders. 

He records surprising details about the crucifixion and 

the variety of reactions to it. He presents evidence for 

the resurrection and describes how Jesus takes the 

time to lead two ordinary disciples to believe. In the 

final passage of the book, Luke 24:36-53, he records 

that Jesus appears to the apostles and points them to 

five benefits of his resurrection. 

At first glance, we might read over these benefits 

without even noticing them. But they become primary 

themes in the preaching of the apostles. They did not 

consider the resurrection to be a myth. They presented 

it as a miraculous historical event that plays a central 

role in the life of every Christian believer. 

Understanding these benefits help us make that 

connection on a personal level.  
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BENEFIT 1 

THE PEACE OF DIVINE FORGIVENESS 

I have developed a fear of police cars. Don’t 

misunderstand! I strive to be a law-abiding citizen. But 

over the past several years, I have had a few occasions 

when I was distracted while driving and unintentionally 

exceeded the speed limit. There always seems to be a 

law enforcement officer present in those moments, and 

none of them have yet to let me off with a warning. So, 

I get a little nervous whenever I see them on the road. 

The apostles probably felt that way about the 

resurrection of Jesus. They wanted it to be true, but 

they were haunted by their reactions a few days earlier. 
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When the soldiers came to arrest him on Thursday 

night, they all scattered and fled. None of them stood 

with him. Peter and John followed at a distance as he 

was taken to the home of the high priest, but Peter 

ended up denying him three times. As far as we know, 

John was the only one present at the cross on Friday. 

They must have feared what Jesus would say about 

their cowardly behavior. 

Luke 24:36-38 tells us what transpired as he appeared 

to them. He did not rebuke them or condemn them for 

their failure. He greeted them in a way that pointed 

them to the peace of divine forgiveness. They were 

already discussing his appearance to Peter and to the 

two disciples on the road to Emmaus, then Luke says, 

36As they were talking about these things, 

Jesus himself stood among them, and said 

to them, “Peace to you!” 37But they were 

startled and frightened and thought they saw 

a spirit. 38And he said to them, “Why are you 

troubled, and why do doubts arise in your 

hearts? 

Even today Jewish people greet one another by saying 

shalom, the Hebrew word for peace. It does not always 
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carry deep theological meaning, but the events of that 

weekend made it significant. As Jesus celebrated the 

Passover with the apostles on Thursday evening, he 

spoke of his departure and presented himself as the 

only way for someone to come to God the Father (Jn 

14:6). Later in the conversation he gave them a 

tremendous promise. John 14:27 tells us that he said, 

“Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. Not as 

the world gives do I give to you. Let not your hearts be 

troubled, neither let them be afraid.” 

His greeting on Sunday should have reminded them of 

this promise from Thursday, but they were too afraid to 

recognize the connection. They jumped to the foolish 

conclusion that he was a ghost. There was no biblical 

precedent for the appearance of disembodied spirits, 

but they succumbed to superstition. They probably felt 

as if they deserved to be haunted, even tormented for 

failing to follow through on their commitment to him. In 

fact, they deserved far worse. We all do for the sins we 

have committed. We deserve eternal punishment from 

God not peace. 



Benefits of the Resurrection | LUKE 24:36-53 

 

|149| 

So, it took time for the apostles to understand the 

peace that flows from Christ’s death and resurrection. 

Acts 10:36 tells us that when Peter came to the home 

of Cornelius, the Gentile centurion, he summed up his 

message as “the good news of peace through Jesus 

Christ.” Verse 43 tells us that he explained, “To him all 

the prophets bear witness that everyone who believes 

in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.” 

Our sins make us enemies of God, but Jesus suffered 

and rose from the dead to secure forgiveness and 

peace for us, so that we need not fear. 

Paul clarified this connection in his letter to the 

Romans. In verse 25 of chapter 4, he spoke of Jesus, 

“who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised 

for our justification.” But then in the next verse at the 

beginning of chapter 5, he said, “Therefore, since we 

have been justified by faith, we have peace with God 

through our Lord Jesus Christ.” When we believe in 

Jesus, we receive justification and peace as a benefit 

of his resurrection. 
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Do you live with a sense of guilt and fear? Jesus died 

and rose from the dead to grant the peace of divine 

forgiveness to all who believe.  
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BENEFIT 2 
THE JOY OF ETERNAL LIFE 

I have never known anyone who enjoys spending time 

at cemeteries. With their lush green grass and colorful 

flowers, they can be beautiful places. But those 

pleasant surroundings cannot mask the sad, ugly 

reality of death. Some people speak of death as if it is 

natural and good, but that is a lie. It is a defilement of 

God’s creation that came about as a consequence of 

Adam’s sin, but the resurrection of Jesus points us to 

the joy of eternal life. 

When we considered the empty tomb at the beginning 

of Luke 24, I explained that it points to the importance 
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of our physical bodies. We see that emphasis again in 

Luke 24:39-43. It tells us that Jesus said, 

39See my hands and my feet, that it is I 

myself. Touch me, and see. For a spirit does 

not have flesh and bones as you see that I 

have.” 40And when he had said this, he 

showed them his hands and his feet. 41And 

while they still disbelieved for joy and were 

marveling, he said to them, “Have you 

anything here to eat?” 42They gave him a 

piece of broiled fish, 43and he took it and ate 

before them. 

Jesus was able to miraculously disappear from 

Emmaus and appear inside this locked room in 

Jerusalem, but he still had a physical body. He showed 

them the marks from the wounds he suffered. He 

invited them to touch him and verify his identity. To 

settle their doubts, he even ate a piece of fish. His body 

was real and fully functioning. 

The apostles were filled with joy, but they were just 

beginning to understand what his physical resurrection 

meant for them. On the day of Pentecost, Peter 

explained it by quoting from Psalm 16. Acts 2:24-28 

tells us that he spoke of Jesus and said, 



Benefits of the Resurrection | LUKE 24:36-53 

 

|153| 

God raised him up, loosing the pangs of 

death, because it was not possible for him to 

be held by it. For David says concerning him, 

‘I saw the Lord always before me, for he is at 

my right hand that I may not be shaken; 

therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue 

rejoiced; my flesh also will dwell in hope. For 

you will not abandon my soul to Hades, or let 

your Holy One see corruption. You have 

made known to me the paths of life; you will 

make me full of gladness with your 

presence.’ 

Because Jesus rose from the dead, every believer can 

celebrate like David did. We don’t have to be shaken 

by the prospect of death. We can rejoice that our flesh 

will dwell in hope. We can be confident that our souls 

will not be abandoned to Hades. When Jesus 

conquered death, he opened the path to life for us. We 

can find gladness in knowing that we will be 

resurrected to spend eternity in the presence of God. 

The Apostle Paul taught believers to live with 

anticipation. He explained that our bodies must be 

changed to enter the eternal kingdom of God. Those 

who have died will be raised, and some will be changed 
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without ever experiencing death. Either way, we should 

be filled with joy. In 1 Corinthians 15:54-55, he wrote, 

When the perishable puts on the 

imperishable, and the mortal puts on 

immortality, then shall come to pass the 

saying that is written: “Death is swallowed up 

in victory.” “O death, where is your victory? O 

death, where is your sting?” 

Are you able to face death with confidence? The 

resurrection teaches us that it is defeated. No matter 

how difficult life may be, we can find joy in eternal life.  
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BENEFIT 3 

THE CERTAINTY OF BIBLICAL TRUTH 

When you first start a jigsaw puzzle, the pile of pieces 

can be overwhelming. They seem like nothing more 

than random splotches of color. You may not see any 

possible way to fit them together. But as the picture 

begins to take shape, it gets easier. You start to figure 

out the design, and you become confident that you will 

be able to complete it. 

When you first read the Bible, it can be just as 

overwhelming. There is a definite storyline that 

develops in Genesis and the beginning of Exodus, but 

you encounter a variety of confusing details as you 
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continue. It requires determination to keep reading 

through the Law into the stories of the conquest, the 

judges, the kings, the exile, and the return. The wisdom 

literature is more digestible, but the prophets are even 

harder. The picture finally begins to take shape with the 

ministry of Jesus, but his resurrection is a turning point. 

It reveals the design of God’s plan throughout history 

and grants a new level of certainty in the truth of the 

Bible. 

Luke 24:44-47 tells us how Jesus put the pieces 

together for the apostles. At first glance, it reads as if 

this conversation took place as Jesus finished eating 

his piece of fish. But since these verses lead into the 

ascension of Christ, it’s possible that Luke may be 

summing up things he taught them during other 

interactions after his resurrection. Luke writes, 

44Then 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 and the Prophets and the Psalms 

must be fulfilled.” 45Then he opened their 

minds to understand the Scriptures, 46and 

said to them, “Thus it is written, that the 

Christ should suffer and on the third day rise 
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from the dead, 47and that repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in 

his name to all nations, beginning from 

Jerusalem. 

In verse 44 Jesus specifically mentioned each division 

in the Hebrew canon, which groups the books 

differently than we do in the English Old Testament 

canon. As in our Bibles, the Law or Torah of Moses 

refers to the first five books, Genesis through 

Deuteronomy. But in the Hebrew canon the Prophets 

or Nevi’im include four historical books (Joshua, 

Judges, Samuel, and Kings) along with Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the twelve Minor Prophets at 

the end of our English canon. The remaining books are 

often called the writings or Kethuvim. Jesus referred to 

them as the Psalms. Drawing upon those three Hebrew 

names, Jews use the acronym Tanakh as a title for the 

Old Testament.  

Throughout our study of Luke 23 and 24, we have seen 

that Jesus fulfilled key passages in each section of the 

Old Testament, but he also stands as the answer to the 

overall direction of each section. The Law reveals the 

sinfulness of humanity and our need for a perfect high 
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priest and an ultimate sacrifice. Jesus fulfilled it by 

obeying it and by offering up his life on the cross to 

satisfy its penalty for us. The Prophets point to the need 

of a perfectly just king who will provide stable 

leadership by ruling forever. Through his incarnation, 

Jesus became part of David’s royal lineage, and 

through his resurrection he became that forever king. 

The Writings demonstrate our need for a perfectly wise 

teacher who can transform our stubbornly foolish 

hearts and lead us in worshiping God. That 

transformation takes place through his resurrection 

power. 

The fitting together of these pieces gives believers 

certainty. As Jesus said in verse 47, it provides both a 

foundation and a compelling motivation to proclaim the 

good news of forgiveness and to call people to 

repentance. Acts 2:36 reveals that Peter recognized 

this certainty and announced it on the Day of 

Pentecost. He said, “Let all the house of Israel 

therefore know for certain that God has made him both 

Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified.”  
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Peter came to recognize that Jesus strengthens our 

faith in the Old Testament Scripture. In 2 Peter 1:19 he 

wrote, “And we have the prophetic word more fully 

confirmed, to which you will do well to pay attention as 

to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns 

and the morning star rises in your hearts.” 

Are you confident in biblical truth? Do you strive to 

understand and proclaim it? The resurrection leads us 

to that kind of certainty. 
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BENEFIT 4 

THE POWER FOR SPIRITUAL SERVICE 

Most of us heavily depend on a steady supply of 

electricity. We need it for preserving and cooking our 

food. We use it to maintain a comfortable temperature 

in our homes. We rely upon it for work, communication, 

and entertainment. Panic starts to set in when we 

experience an outage. 

We should feel an even greater dependence upon the 

Holy Spirit. He provides us with the power we need to 

serve and obey God, and his coming upon believers 

only happens through the resurrection and ascension 

of Jesus. Luke 24:48-49 tells us that Jesus said, 
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48You are witnesses of these things. 49And 

behold, I am sending the promise of my 

Father upon you. But stay in the city until you 

are clothed with power from on high. 

Jesus charged the apostles to fulfill a unique 

responsibility. He did not appoint them to be an 

ecclesiastical hierarchy, as some claim. He called them 

to lay a foundation for the church by testifying as 

firsthand witnesses to his teaching, miracles, death, 

resurrection, and ascension. Acts 1 tells us that the 

eleven apostles considered this task so important that 

they appointed Matthias to take the place of Judas. The 

truth about Jesus needed to be proclaimed to all the 

nations as we just read in verse 47. 

But the apostles were keenly aware of their weakness. 

As we saw, their behavior over the weekend had been 

cowardly. They needed power, and Jesus had already 

promised it to them. John 14-16 records several 

statements he made on Thursday evening. He told 

them that he needed to go away to send them a Helper 

to dwell within them, empower their witness, convict 

the world, and guide them in the truth (Jn 14:16-17; 

15:26-27; 16:7-15). 
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Jesus was talking about the coming of the Holy Spirit, 

and this power would not be limited to the apostles. 

When he referred to the promise of the Father in verse 

49, he probably had in mind the prophecy from Ezekiel 

36:26-27. Even though the people of Israel had the 

benefit of God’s presence and his word, they still 

disobeyed. They needed an internal transformation. 

God spoke through Ezekiel and said, “And I will give 

you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. 

And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and 

give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit within 

you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be 

careful to obey my rules.” 

The second chapter of Acts records that this 

outpouring of the Spirit began to take place on the Day 

of Pentecost. The disciples who believed miraculously 

began to praise God in languages that they had never 

learned. This sign reflected God’s plan for the gospel 

to spread to all the nations. Peter testified to the saving 

power of the death and resurrection of Jesus and 

called people to repentance. But he also promised 

them that they would receive the Spirit. Acts 2:38 tells 
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us, “And Peter said to them, ‘Repent and be baptized 

every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the 

forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of 

the Holy Spirit.’” 

The mission Jesus gave to the apostles was more than 

they could accomplish. For the gospel to spread to the 

nations, several generations of witnesses would be 

needed. They would not have firsthand knowledge of 

all that Jesus did during his ministry, but they would 

personally experience the transforming power of the 

Holy Spirit in their lives. That same benefit extends to 

us today. Are you being transformed by the Spirit? Are 

you trusting him to help you testify of his work in your 

life? 



THE VERDICT 
 

|164| 

BENEFIT 5 

THE CONFIDENCE FOR TRIUMPHANT 

WORSHIP 

Life in a fallen world can be scary. We face constant 

threats to our security and well-being. We ignore some 

of them, but others weigh heavily upon us. We are 

tempted to lock ourselves in and never come out, 

literally and figuratively. Some of us may hesitate to 

ever tell anyone about our faith in Christ. 

When Jesus appeared to the apostles that night on 

resurrection Sunday, they had locked themselves in. 

They were probably worried that the Jewish leaders 

would seek to arrest them. But Jesus patiently taught 
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them through a series of encounters over the next six 

weeks in both Jerusalem and Galilee. John 21 tells us 

that he appeared to some of the apostles while they 

were fishing to restore Peter after his three denials. 

Matthew 28 tells us that he appeared to the eleven on 

a mountain, and Paul’s list of resurrection appearances 

in 1 Corinthians 15 suggests that many other disciples 

may have been present. His words on that occasion 

cultivated a renewed confidence in them. Verses 18-20 

tell us, 

And Jesus came and said to them, “All 

authority in heaven and on earth has been 

given to me. 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 behold, I am with 

you always, to the end of the age.” 

We often focus on the commission he gave on that 

occasion, but we should not miss the way it is 

sandwiched between two encouraging statements. 

First, we note that all authority belongs to Jesus. Then 

we see that he pledges to be with them always. These 

great realities are benefits made possible through his 
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resurrection and ascension into heaven, and Luke 

captures the impact they made upon the disciples. 

I suspect that as he was writing, he was coming to the 

end of his scroll. You may remember from the first few 

verses of the book that he was putting this account 

together for a man named Theophilus. He intended to 

continue the story, explaining the growth of the church 

and the spread of the gospel, but that would require an 

extra scroll. So, he penned a brief conclusion to give 

Theophilus a preview of that second work that we now 

call the Acts of the Apostles. In Luke 24:50-53, he 

wrote, 

50And he led them out as far as Bethany, and 

lifting up his hands he blessed them. 51While 

he blessed them, he parted from them and 

was carried up into heaven. 52And they 

worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem 

with great joy, 53and were continually in the 

temple blessing God. 

They stopped hiding. They understood that after his 

ascension Jesus was seated at the right hand of God 

the Father. His authority and his presence gave them 

a sense of great boldness. They worshipped, preached 
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the gospel, and baptized thousands of people. In Acts 

4:13, Luke recorded the impression they made upon 

the Jewish council, the same men who orchestrated 

the crucifixion of Jesus. He said, “Now when they saw 

the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that 

they were uneducated, common men, they were 

astonished. And they recognized that they had been 

with Jesus.” 

All of us who follow Christ need to remember that we 

serve the same powerful risen and ascended Lord. We 

should not be cocky, reckless, or defiant, but we should 

reflect a humble confidence in his power. Jesus is 

building his church and the gates of hell shall not 

prevail against it. We should be open in our worship 

and bold in our testimony. 

  



THE VERDICT 
 

|168| 

CONCLUSION 

The resurrection of Jesus is not some irrelevant old 

myth. It benefits every believer in practical ways. It 

confirms that we can live in peace because Jesus 

successfully purchased our forgiveness with God. It 

fills us with joy by demonstrating the reality of eternal 

life. It gives us certainty in the truth of God’s plan. It 

unleashes the transforming power of the Holy Spirit 

that enables us to serve him. It imparts confidence in 

the supreme authority of Christ that encourages us to 

be bold in our worship and witness. 

What is your verdict? Do you really think that an 

irrelevant 2,000-year-old myth could explain the growth 

and spread of Christianity? You must reckon with the 

truth that Jesus died and rose again. You can 

experience these benefits for yourself. Receive Jesus 

as your Lord. Trust him to save you. Begin to learn and 

obey. Reading the book of Acts would be a natural next 

step, particularly the first two chapters. 

If you are a Christian, are these benefits evident in your 

life? Do you need to focus on one of them? Do you 

reflect the peace, joy, certainty, spiritual fruit, and 
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boldness that we have considered? We cannot live as 

if Jesus is irrelevant. We must allow the truths of the 

gospel to shape us. Perhaps you need to share your 

faith with someone.  

May our lives reflect the transforming power of Christ!  
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QUESTIONS  
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 

Do you think of yourself as having a personal 

connection to Christ’s resurrection? How did you arrive 

at that view? 

 

 

Which of these benefits is most encouraging to you 

today? Why? 

 

 

How might this passage help you share your faith with 

someone?
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EPILOGUE 

THE GOSPEL JOURNEY 

It is hard to recall all that happens during a long 

journey. In the midst of an experience, we tell ourselves 

that we will never forget, but our memories are quick to 

fade. That is why it’s smart to take along a camera. 

Glancing through those snapshots helps you relive the 

trip. 

My study of Luke’s Gospel has been a long journey. I 

set out in November 2017 and finished my two-and-a-

half-year trip in April 2020. With insights gleaned from 

at least a dozen commentators, I have written 94 
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sermons chronicled in 52 hours of video and over 

2,000 pages of text (with lots of pictures, of course!). 

Amazingly, the church family of Calvary Bible Church 

has been with me the entire time, interacting and 

providing support and encouragement to keep me 

going. I am grateful that they have granted me the 

privilege of devoting myself to prayer and the ministry 

of the word. To conclude, I would like to look back and 

review. 

I believe that Luke purposefully laid out his Gospel to 

lead us on a spiritual journey. In my exposition of the 

book, I have identified ten segments on the path. So, 

to help you remember them, I want to share ten 

snapshots that link to ten key passages and ten 

practical lessons. I hope that this summary will help you 

relive the trip and solidify its impact in your life. 

The first three sections in Luke prepare someone to 

start their spiritual journey.  
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SNAPSHOT 1 | LUKE 1:1-3:20 

TRUE WONDER 

When children encounter something new, they 

respond with wonder and amazement. I remember 

feeling that sensation every year at Christmas. The 

secular world has its own sentimental explanation for 

the experience, but the true source is what we 

celebrate in the carols we sing. There was a miraculous 

birth that shines light into our darkness. 

Luke’s Gospel begins with that story. He records 

several events that are not described in the other 

Gospels. He tells how the angel Gabriel announced the 

birth of John the Baptist, the forerunner to the Messiah. 
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He then visited a young virgin named Mary to say that 

she would bear a son named Jesus who would be 

God’s Son and would fulfill the promises of the Old 

Testament. So, the key passage for this section is Luke 

1:31-32, where Gabriel speaks of her son and says, 

He will be great and will be called the Son of 

the Most High. And the Lord God will give to 

him the throne of his father David, and he will 

reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of 

his kingdom there will be no end. 

Luke tells how angels proclaim his birth to shepherds, 

and he records a few brief encounters when Jesus is a 

child. Yet that society remained unchanged. So, this 

section of Luke’s Gospel concludes with John the 

Baptist beginning his ministry. He confronted the 

darkness of sin and called people to repentance.  

The lesson for us is to be amazed. Do not become 

numb to the miraculous birth of Jesus. Celebrate it and 

let the wonder of it inspire you to start your spiritual 

journey.  



Epilogue | The Gospel Journey 

 

|175| 

SNAPSHOT 2 | LUKE 3:21-6:11 
WHO IS JESUS? 

To identify someone, we rely upon physical details like 

height, weight, hair, and facial features. We even 

associate certain characteristics with strength and 

virtue, but appearances can be deceptive. The prophet 

Isaiah foretold that the Messiah would have no beauty 

that we should desire him (Isa 53:2). So, the Gospels 

never record a physical description of Jesus. 

Luke’s next section includes a series of stories that 

reveal who Jesus is. He tells us of his baptism, his 

temptation in the wilderness, and the early days of his 

public ministry. We learn that he is the Son of God who 
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possesses ultimate authority. But he also shows 

himself to be a compassionate Savior.  

The key passage for this section is Luke 4:18-19. Jesus 

read the first few verses of Isaiah 61 and announced 

that they were being fulfilled. He said, 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because 

he has anointed me to proclaim good news 

to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim 

liberty to the captives and recovering of sight 

to the blind, to set at liberty those who are 

oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's 

favor. 

So, the lesson for us is to be informed. Gather the 

knowledge that you need for your spiritual journey. Add 

intellectual substance to your emotional amazement. 

We need to understand the nature, character, and 

purpose of Jesus. He is worthy of our full attention. 

Learn all that you can about him.  
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SNAPSHOT 3 | LUKE 6:12-49 

CROSSROADS 

Many of us approach life like an interstate highway. We 

set our goals, make our plans, and hurry to our 

destination. We never consider what we might be 

missing along the way. But if something forces us off 

the highway onto the backroads, we inevitably come to 

a crossroads where we must decide which way to go. 

In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount serves 

this purpose. Luke’s version is shorter than Matthew’s, 

even though he includes some statements that are not 

in Matthew. He recounts how Jesus raised a series of 

six crucial questions. Are we just fans or followers? Are 
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we headed toward sorrow or blessing? Are we sinners 

or sons of God, blind or clear-sighted? Are we evil or 

good, shaky or solid? 

The key passage is Luke 6:47-48, where Jesus says, 

Everyone who comes to me and hears my 

words and does them, I will show you what 

he is like: he is like a man building a house, 

who dug deep and laid the foundation on the 

rock. And when a flood arose, the stream 

broke against that house and could not 

shake it, because it had been well built. 

The lesson for this section is to make a commitment. 

The wonder of Christ’s birth and the revelation of who 

he is brings us to a crossroads. We must choose 

whether to embark on this spiritual journey. You cannot 

remain neutral.  

The next four sections in Luke’s Gospel all relate to 

moving forward in our journey. 
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SNAPSHOT 4 | LUKE 7:1-8:56 

SURPRISED BY THE SAVIOR 

We are overwhelmed with more information than we 

can possibly handle. Rather than taking the time to 

understand issues, we settle for generalizations, 

headlines, and slogans.  We just sort everything into 

tidy boxes, even people.  We peg, categorize, 

stereotype. We know that we shouldn’t, but we still do. 

We assume that we have them all figured out. We even 

do it to Jesus. 

But the fourth section in Luke’s Gospel explodes with 

surprising stories of good news. Jesus reaches out to 

people that other pious Jews would reject. He is 
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amazed by the faith of a Roman centurion. He 

interrupts a funeral procession to raise a dead young 

man.  He praises a prisoner, and has his feet kissed by 

a sinful woman. The key passage comes from that 

story. Luke 7:47-48 tells us that Jesus told the 

condescending Pharisees, 

“Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are 

many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But 

he who is forgiven little, loves little.” And he 

said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 

As the section continues, some more surprises signal 

a change in Jesus’ ministry. He begins to hide the truth 

by speaking in parables. He frightens people, 

displaying his power by calming a storm and casting 

out demons. He also works in secret to heal a woman 

and raise a young girl from the dead. 

The lesson in this section is to keep learning. To make 

progress in our spiritual journey we must stay humble 

and teachable. Never assume that you have anyone all 

figured out, particularly Jesus. 
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SNAPSHOT 5 | LUKE 9:1-11:13 

ON THE ROAD WITH JESUS 

We think education is about acquiring facts and 

regurgitating them. We associate learning with 

classrooms, books, homework and exams.  But you 

can earn degrees and be smart in the world’s eyes 

while being completely lost when it comes to handling 

basic matters of life. So, Jesus used a completely 

different approach. 

Luke’s fifth section tells us that he called people to join 

him on the road as he journeyed from town to town 

teaching and performing miracles. He wanted them to 

hear his teaching and see his actions, so that they 
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would follow his example. He trained them to step out 

in faith, loving and serving people while trusting God to 

provide.  

The key passage is Luke 9:23-24, where Luke tells us, 

And he said to all, “If anyone would come 

after me, let him deny himself and take up his 

cross daily and follow me. For whoever 

would save his life will lose it, but whoever 

loses his life for my sake will save it.” 

So, the lesson in this section is to follow Jesus. When 

we begin our spiritual journey, we become disciples. 

He expects every believer to join him in his mission. 

We must let him set our priorities and define our 

motivations. 
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SNAPSHOT 6 | LUKE 11:14-13:35 

CHRIST THE CONTENDER 

We often think of Jesus as a lamb, and rightly so. He 

presented himself as the perfect sacrifice for the sins 

of the world. So, we typically describe his character as 

being like a lamb—kind, gentle, submissive, and 

humble. But there is another side to who he is. He is 

also likened to a lion. He is coming to reign in fulfillment 

of God’s covenant with David, and this role will require 

him to be strong, powerful, and assertive. 

Luke’s sixth section presents Christ as a contender. He 

recounts several intense confrontations that Jesus had 
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with the Pharisees. He made it clear that his followers 

would face similar conflicts, yet they must be willing to 

stand for him. They must understand that during their 

spiritual journey some people will reject them because 

of their faith. 

Luke 12:8-9, our key passage from the section, tells us 

that Jesus said,  

And I tell you, everyone who 

acknowledges me before men, the Son 

of Man also will acknowledge before the 

angels of God, but the one who denies 

me before men will be denied before the 

angels of God. 

So, the lesson from this section is that we must defend 

the truth. As we progress in our spiritual journey, we 

must grow in our understanding of the ideas that God 

has revealed in his word. We must be open about our 

beliefs, contending for the faith and refuting theological 

error. We must develop a passion for God’s truth. 
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SNAPSHOT 7 | LUKE 14:1-19:27 

THE GOSPEL-SHAPED HEART 

To defend the truth like Jesus, some of us need to 

toughen up. But others of us are already hard. To be 

more like him, we need to have the callousness of our 

hearts burned away. We need to recognize our need 

for grace. We need to see people through his eyes, so 

that we feel genuine compassion.  

So, Luke’s seventh section shows us how the gospel 

message of salvation is displayed in the heart Jesus 

has for people. The stories in this section are some of 

the most familiar to us, even though they are only found 

in Luke. Jesus tells the parables of the lost sheep, the 
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lost coin, and the prodigal son. He relates the story of 

a beggar named Lazarus who died and went to 

Abraham’s side, while an arrogant rich man who 

ignored Lazarus was sentenced to eternal torment. He 

speaks of a persistent widow seeking justice, and a 

humble tax collector seeking mercy. He invites children 

to come to him and reaches out to a despised tax 

collector named Zacchaeus. 

Luke 15:7 sums up the section well. It tells us that 

Jesus said,  

Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in 

heaven over one sinner who repents than 

over ninety-nine righteous persons who need 

no repentance. 

The entire section compels us to reflect his heart. The 

gospel teaches us to weep for the lost, seek them with 

compassion, and rejoice when they are saved. We are 

not moving forward in our spiritual journey unless we 

are becoming more like Jesus. 

The last three sections in Luke’s Gospel all focus on 

reaching our final destination.  
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SNAPSHOT 8 | LUKE 19:28-21:38 

THE KING WE NEED 

Most Americans cherish freedom and independence. 

Our country was born by breaking away from a 

tyrannical king. But that heritage may prevent us from 

understanding that our deepest need is for a mighty 

savior-king who will bring the world in line with God’s 

design. Jesus often spoke about authority and the 

kingdom of God during his earthly ministry, and these 

issues come into sharp focus during the week before 

his crucifixion. 

The eighth section in Luke’s Gospel focuses on that 

week. He tells us how Jesus humbly entered 
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Jerusalem to cries of “Blessed is the King!” He sought 

peace and holiness, but the Jewish leaders resisted 

him and tested his authority. Their tense conversations 

with him only served to highlight his wisdom. At the end 

of the week Jesus revealed to his disciples that he will 

one day return, bringing God’s wrath upon the world as 

he establishes his kingdom. 

So, the key passage is Luke 21:27-28 where he says, 

And then they will see the Son of Man 

coming in a cloud with power and great 

glory. Now when these things begin to 

take place, straighten up and raise your 

heads, because your redemption is 

drawing near. 

The lesson for this section is to seek his kingdom. We 

need to recognize that the return of Jesus is the 

ultimate solution to all the problems that we see in our 

journey through this world. As we encounter sin and 

suffering, we should pray for him to come quickly. We 

must set our hope on that day, watching and waiting for 

his glory to appear. 
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SNAPSHOT 9 | LUKE 22:1-71 

THE BETRAYAL OF JESUS 

The existence of thorns can be traced all the way back 

to God’s curse in Genesis 3. When Adam and Eve 

sinned, work became painful. Their perfect world 

became infested. But that physical difficulty is also 

reflected in our relationships. Before the painful crown 

of thorns was ever placed on Jesus’ head, he faced the 

heart-wrenching problem of personal betrayal. 

The ninth section of Luke’s Gospel is one long chapter 

describing the night before Jesus was crucified. Jesus 

introduced the ordinance of communion to his followers 

to teach them of their ongoing connection with him. But 
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when he led them out to pray, they could not stay 

awake. As he anticipated what was coming, Luke tells 

us that his sweat became like drops of blood. Judas 

betrayed him to the Jewish leaders. The Jewish 

leaders betrayed the promises God had given their 

nation. His disciples fled, and Peter denied him three 

times.  

But there was still hope. The key passage, Luke 22:31-

32, tells us that Jesus said, 

Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded 

to have you, that he might sift you like 

wheat, but I have prayed for you that your 

faith may not fail. And when you have 

turned again, strengthen your brothers. 

The lesson from this section is to stay faithful 

throughout our journey. Jesus is worthy of complete 

trust and obedience, but Satan tempts us to violate our 

relationship with him and our relationships with one 

another. So, every sin is in some sense a betrayal. But 

since Jesus suffered for us, we must keep turning back 

to him. 
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SNAPSHOT 10 | LUKE 23:1-24:53 

THE VERDICT 

We have an insatiable appetite for news about high 

profile court cases. We follow the arguments and 

consider the evidence. Though we have no authority to 

do so, we arrive at our own verdict. We consider 

ourselves the perfect judge and jury. 

The final section in Luke’s Gospel presses us each to 

reach a verdict concerning the death and resurrection 

of Jesus. Luke observes the tactics and consequences 

of unbelief in Pontius Pilate, Herod Antipas, and the 

Jewish leaders. He records surprising details about the 

crucifixion of Jesus and the variety of reactions to it. He 
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presents evidence for the resurrection of Jesus and 

describes how he takes the time to lead two ordinary 

disciples to believe. He concludes with Jesus 

appearing to the apostles and pointing them to the 

benefits of his resurrection. 

The key passage is Luke 24:45-47, which says, 

Then he opened their minds to understand 

the Scriptures, and said to them, "Thus it is 

written, that the Christ should suffer and on 

the third day rise from the dead, and that 

repentance for the forgiveness of sins should 

be proclaimed in his name to all nations, 

beginning from Jerusalem.” 

So, the final lesson is to proclaim the gospel. Each 

person will stand before Jesus to hear his verdict on 

their life. We need to tell them who Jesus is and what 

he has done to save us. We need to invite them to 

repent and join us on our journey to his kingdom. 
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CONCLUSION 

We have completed our journey through Luke’s 

Gospel, but our spiritual journey continues. Where do 

you stand? 

Perhaps you are at the beginning and are just hearing 

some of these ideas for the first time. If you have never 

done so, I would encourage you to take the time to read 

the book of Luke on your own. 

You may be at the crossroads. You know about Jesus, 

but you have never made a personal commitment to 

follow him. I encourage you to start down that path 

today. Repent and believe in him. 

If you are following Jesus, have you wandered off the 

path? Do you need to recommit yourself to him?  

Perhaps you simply need to focus on one of the 

lessons we have considered today.  

May Jesus lead us deeper in our love for him!  
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QUESTIONS  
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 

What passage from Luke’s Gospel has had the 

greatest impact on you? How so?  

 

 

Which section in Luke do you most need to review? 

Why?  

 

 

How would you use the Gospel of Luke in witnessing 

to an unbeliever or helping a fellow believer grow? 
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