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4.15.18         Preparing the Witnesses      The Gospel of Luke 24:36-53 

Pastor Douglas Scalise, Brewster Baptist Church 

 Like some of you, I enjoy movies that involve a legal case. There are many 

motion pictures that feature extended courtroom or legal drama. A list of ones I 

appreciate includes in chronological order (and this isn’t an exhaustive list): 1957 

Witness for the Prosecution and Twelve Angry Men, 1959 Anatomy of a Murder, 1962 

To Kill a Mockingbird, 1979 And Justice for All, 1982 The Verdict, 1992 A Few Good 

Men and My Cousin Vinny,1997 The Rain Maker, 2001 Legally Blonde… 

 One of the things you see in many of these films is an attorney (like Tom Cruise 

or Demi Moore) preparing witnesses (in A Few Good Men it’s Dawson and Downey) for 

trial. I’m not a lawyer, but I’ve seen a lot of movies, and I suspect witness preparation 

varies from case to case and from witness to witness and there’s no one correct method 

or simple formula. But there are some basic things an attorney does when preparing a 

witness for trial. What’s interesting to me is there are a number of things an attorney 

does with a witness that Jesus does with the disciples. For example, an attorney will:  

Have the witness give an initial recitation of the facts in narrative form. Tell the story.  

Have the witness review all applicable facts because the witness may have missed or 

forgotten some. Review with the witness the evidence, and all other material that may 

be referred to in trial. Practice direct examination and cross-examination to anticipate 

questions, opposition, or objections. One attorney notes, “The testimony should be the 

best possible, but ultimately, it’s the witness who testifies, and the witness should be 

perceived as a real person.”  

Thinking about how an attorney prepares witnesses, let’s review what we’ve 

seen and heard the last two Sundays from Luke 24. For the last couple weeks we’ve 

been hearing Luke’s Resurrection Day account which begins with the women who go to 

the tomb on Sunday morning. The stone is rolled back, and two men in dazzling clothes 

announce that Jesus was raised. The women return and report the news to the disciples 

and the rest, but their testimony seemed to be an “idle tale” and was not believed. 

Peter, however, ran to the tomb and confirmed that it was empty. 

On that same day, Cleopas and another disciple from the group of Jesus’ 

followers were going to Emmaus when they encounter, but do not recognize, Jesus. 
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They express their disappointed hope that Jesus would be the one to redeem Israel, but 

Jesus explains how everything that happened was necessary according to Scripture. 

The two invite Jesus to spend the night with them. During the meal, when Jesus 

blessed and broke the bread, their eyes were opened, and they recognized Christ, but 

he vanished from their sight. They rush back to Jerusalem and report to the gathered 

believers what had happened and discover that Jesus had also appeared to Simon. 

That brings us to today’s scripture which is the conclusion of Luke’s Gospel.  

“36 While they were talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said 

to them, “Peace be with you.” 37 They were startled and terrified, and thought that 

they were seeing a ghost. 38 He said to them, “Why are you frightened, and why do 

doubts arise in your hearts? 39 Look at my hands and my feet; see that it is I 

myself. Touch me and see; for a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see that I 

have.” 40 And when he had said this, he showed them his hands and his feet. 41 While 

in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, he said to them, “Have you 

anything here to eat?” 42 They gave him a piece of broiled fish, 43 and he took it and 

ate in their presence.  

44 Then he said to them, “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

high.”  

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

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

heaven. 52 And they worshiped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; 

53 and they were continually in the temple blessing God.”  

This is an amazing account of a remarkable experience. Reading it or listening 

closely we may notice the pattern of the story is very similar to the one we heard last 
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week: the risen Christ appears, the disciples don’t recognize him, they’re scolded for 

doubting, food is shared, and they respond in wonder and joy. The only difference is 

that Jesus’ teaching them about the Scriptures is delayed to be a part of his further 

preparing them to be witnesses.  

 “Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, ‘Peace be with you’” (Luke 

24:36). Jesus greets the disciples the same way in John 20:19, 21, 26, and it’s 

appropriate considering the disciples’ fear. More than just a greeting, “peace” is a 

repeated theme in Luke beginning in the hymns of Zechariah, the angels, and 

Simeon in 1:79; 2:14, 29. As the first words of the risen Christ in Luke and John, peace 

promises not only the immediate relief of fear but also the larger focus of post-Easter life 

in Christ. This sublime moment is interrupted, however, by the disciples’ ongoing doubts 

and terror since they think they’re seeing a ghost. At the heart of today’s passage is the 

physical reality of the risen Christ. In spite of the testimony from the women at the tomb, 

Simon Peter, Cleopas and the other disciple, the apostles and those with them are 

frightened and think they’re seeing an apparition. We might say today that the disciples 

thought they were encountering the Walking Dead, not the living. There’s a significant 

difference between the Greek notion of the immortality of the soul and the foundational 

Christian belief that Jesus died and God raised him from the dead.  

To convince them he’s really present, Jesus shows them his hands and feet; 

presumably a reference to nail marks in Jesus’ hands and feet. Jesus is providing proof 

that he’s not a ghost and saying to his witnesses that Easter is forever joined to Good 

Friday, and to follow the risen Christ is to follow the one who bore the cross. More 

significant than his hands and feet, however, is Jesus’ statement: “I am (ego eimi) 

myself” (Luke 24:39). “While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, 

[Jesus] said to them, ‘Have you anything here to eat?’” (Luke 24:41). Jesus invites them 

to examine the evidence of his body and eats fish in their presence to make it doubly 

clear. After eating the broiled fish they gave him, he next reminds them that everything 

that happened to him happened in order to fulfill Scripture. The result, Jesus says, is 

that “repentance for the forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all 

nations, beginning from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things.” 
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With the emphasis on the physicality of the resurrected Jesus, Luke clearly 

wishes to demonstrate a flesh-and-bones Jesus, not a mere spiritual presence or 

apparition. Still, Luke, like us, has never seen Jesus in person, so that can’t be the key. 

The point is that Jesus is really real and truly alive! That is still worth bearing witness to, 

and it’s worth considering how Jesus is real and alive in our world today. How do our 

eyes need to be opened to perceive Jesus? Where do we touch the hands and feet of 

Jesus? How can we provide nourishment for the world that helps people experience the 

reality of Christ?  

In Luke’s account, however, confirming the physical reality of Jesus is not the 

ultimate goal. What’s more significant is how the suffering, death, and resurrection 

of Jesus help us understand what God has been accomplishing throughout all 

human history. In the reality of Jesus, the reality of God’s plan is revealed. 

In verses 44-49, Luke stresses the continuity between the words of the risen 

Christ and Jesus before Good Friday, and between Jesus and the Hebrew Scriptures 

(v. 44), “that everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the 

psalms must be fulfilled.” Throughout his Gospel Luke reminds us of the consistent 

faithfulness of God. That Jerusalem was to be the center from which the gospel was to 

go to the nations (v. 47) was dictated by Isaiah 2:3, “Many peoples will come and say, 

"Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the temple of the God of Jacob. He 

will teach us his ways, so that we may walk in his paths." The law will go out from Zion, 

the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.” But this understanding of the scriptures was not 

already in the disciples’ minds; the risen Christ opened their minds to understand and to 

see the Scriptures with new eyes. Last week I said the disciples had all the facts and 

none of the meaning. Now Jesus is trying to help prepare them to be witnesses by 

providing the meaning of what they’ve heard and seen. He is trying to connect all the 

different pieces of evidence for the disciples to build his case. For Jesus to tell the 

disciples, “Thus it is written,” is the same as saying, “It’s been God’s plan all along.” The 

new is not new, but is the old properly interpreted.  

Jesus’ life does not simply help us comprehend Scripture’s true meaning; it also 

moves us forward into the future. That’s why Jesus concludes with the charge to his 

disciples to be witnesses, proclaiming repentance and forgiveness to all nations 
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in his name; a theme that will be developed and described further in Acts. It will also 

become clear that it will take a while for the disciples to truly grasp the “all nations” part 

of what Jesus was telling them. It took repeated revelations and proddings by the Holy 

Spirit for even the apostles to realize and live the truth that God accepts from every 

nation those who turn to God. The first two major problems the church had to struggle 

with were the idea of a suffering and dying Messiah and accepting non-Jews into the 

fellowship without distinction. After almost 2,000 years, bearing witness to a crucified 

Christ and accepting all people equally continue to be struggles in some corners of the 

church.  

Jesus knew the message and inclusion of all nations would both be unexpected 

and not easily accepted by his followers. They’re not ready to preach a crucified and 

risen Messiah and they’re not ready to look favorably on sharing this news with people 

from all nations. So Jesus tells them they need to wait for the promise of power from 

God in the Holy Spirit (49). The three New Testament writers who share the most about 

the Holy Spirit are John, Paul, and Luke. For John, the Spirit is the continuation of 

Christ’s presence in the church, leading, reminding, teaching, and comforting. 

For Paul, the Spirit creates the Christian life in us and equips us with gifts for 

ministry. For Luke, the Spirit empowers the church for its mission in the world. Of 

these three aspects of the Holy Spirit, Luke’s has been the most unsettling to individuals 

and to the church as a whole, because Luke asserts that the Holy Spirit moves the 

church into areas in which it otherwise wouldn’t have gone and into activities in which it 

otherwise would not have engaged and into relationships with people they disciples 

would not have chosen or initiated. The power of the Holy Spirit is often an unsettling 

and disturbing power.  

Christ says God will empower them for the task of being witnesses, but they’re 

not yet ready to receive that power. There will be a period of waiting and we’ll talk more 

about that in two weeks.  

 Jesus is trying to prepare witnesses so he reviews with them all applicable facts 

because the disciples may have missed, forgotten, or misunderstood some. He reviews 

the evidence and all other material before departing. Notice how the disciples react to 

Jesus being taken away now (verses 50-53) compared to when he was taken away by 
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crucifixion? They will remain in Jerusalem and worship and wait with joy and 

anticipation for power from on high.  

Luke begins and ends his Gospel with a scene in Jerusalem, in the temple, at the 

hour of worship. Events in the opening scene with Zechariah and Elizabeth generate a 

sense of anticipation and excitement in the reader that God is at work and something 

marvelous is about to happen. At the conclusion of his Gospel we are once again in 

Jerusalem, in the temple, at the time of worship and once again there is a sense of 

anticipation and excitement: God is at work and something marvelous is about to 

happen.  

 

Questions for Discussion or Reflection  

1. How is “peace be with you,” a good summary of the gospel?  

 

2. Why are the disciples having such difficulty believing? Why was it necessary for 

them to see that Jesus was not a ghost?  

 

3. What task does Jesus give the disciples and what does he promise them? How 

do you think they felt about those two things?  

 

4. How do the disciples react to Jesus being taken away now (verses 50-53) 

compared to when he was taken away by crucifixion?  

 
5. How does believing that Jesus Christ is alive today shape or direct one’s life 

differently than if one believes he was merely a good teacher or a martyred 

prophet?  

 

6. In light of your circumstances how would you describe the mission field where 

Jesus has placed/sent you? Who are some of the people in that “field”? How can 

you be a witness to them?  

 

 


