
LUKE 20:1–8 
 
The Question about Jesus’ Authority 

1 On one of those days, while Jesus was teaching the people in the Temple, and announcing the good 
news, the chief priests and the scribes came up with the elders, and said to him, 2 ‘Tell us: by what 
authority are you doing these things? Or who gave you this authority?’ 

3 ‘I’ve got a question for you, too,’ said Jesus, ‘so tell me this: 4 was John’s baptism from God, or was 
it merely human?’ 

5 ‘If we say it was from God,’ they said among themselves, ‘he’ll say, So why didn’t you believe him? 
6 But if we say “merely human”, all the people will stone us, since they’re convinced that John was a 
prophet.’ 

7 So they replied that they didn’t know where John came from. 
8 ‘Very well, then,’ said Jesus. ‘Nor will I tell you by what authority I do these things.’ 

There is a debate today in Britain about how loud soldiers should shout while on parade. The 
army is anxious, it seems, that sooner or later a soldier will suffer damaged hearing because a 
sergeant-major has bellowed an order at high volume and at close range. The newspapers, 
naturally, think this is ridiculous. Orders have to be heard. It’s no use whispering on the field of 
battle. 

At the same time, the sergeant-major receives orders from more senior officers, and they 
do not normally shout. In fact, the further up the ranks you go, the less likely are the orders to 
make any noise: the commanding officer may simply write down his instructions, or speak them 
in a quiet voice to his next in command. So if someone were to come to a parade ground or 
army barracks and try to discover who was in command, and where they got their authority 
from, it wouldn’t be much good assuming that the loudest voice meant the most important 
authority. 

We might have forgotten John the Baptist by this stage of the gospel story, but Luke hasn’t, 
because Jesus hasn’t. When Jesus came into Jerusalem and threw the traders out of the 
Temple, he was acting like someone who thinks he’s in charge. But there already was an 
authority structure in the Temple, a pyramid with guards at the bottom and the chief priests at 
the top, with the High Priest himself as the most senior figure. Who does Jesus think he is to 
come in, without any accreditation, and start throwing his weight about? That is the natural 
question to ask. 

But Jesus’ answer, which seems to take them by surprise, must not have seemed natural at 
all. What has John got to do with Jesus? Is this just (as their whispered debate among 
themselves seems to suggest they think) a trick question to catch them out and make them 
look foolish in the eyes of the people? 

Not at all. The reason Jesus asks the question is because the authority he has over the 
Temple is precisely his royal, messianic authority; and his royal status and authority was 
conferred on him publicly at the time of John’s baptism, with the descent of the dove and the 
voice from heaven. If John was a true prophet, then Jesus is indeed the true Messiah, with 
authority over the Temple, because he was marked out as such as he came up out of the water. 
If, of course, John was not a true prophet—if he was simply a dangerous dreamer, leading 



people astray—then Jesus, too, may be acting out of line (as the authorities obviously think, but 
dare not say). By making John so important in the early parts of the story, Luke has already 
explained what is happening. 

Authority is therefore passing, quietly and without many people noticing, from the old 
system to the new. For Luke, writing with half an eye at least on the Roman Empire, this is 
enormously important. Jesus, for him, is the Lord of the world, the one before whom Caesar 
himself ought to shiver in his shoes; how much more is he Lord of the Temple and all that is in 
it? The high priest may make the loudest noise in Jerusalem, with his henchmen and his court, 
his access to the Roman governor, and the prestige that comes with his ceremonial and political 
role. But now his power is challenged by one who speaks more quietly, one who comes with 
prophetic and royal authority that challenges the old regime and introduces the new. From now 
on—even as he hangs on the cross that marked Caesar’s rule, mocked by the same chief 
priests!—Jesus will exercise that authority, the powerful authority of saving and healing love, 
until all acknowledge it. 

We today, living out beyond the rule of Caesar and the chief priests, may find it quite a 
complex business to come to terms with the authority of Jesus. We should of course, as 
Christians, acknowledge him as sovereign of our lives, our thoughts and actions, and seek to live 
under that authority, even when it comes (as it often does) in whispers rather than in a loud 
voice. But if Jesus is Master or Lord of the whole world, as Luke certainly believed, we have the 
task of making that lordship known. Normally it won’t be appropriate to overturn tables and 
expel people from buildings; what symbolic actions will be appropriate in our world, to make 
the point that Jesus possesses all authority in heaven and on earth? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 20:9–19 
 
The Parable of the Tenants 

9 Jesus began to tell the people this parable. ‘There was a man who planted a vineyard, let it out to 
tenant farmers, and went abroad for a long while. 10 When the time came, he sent a slave to the farmers 
to collect from them some of the produce of the vineyard. But the farmers beat him and sent him away 
empty-handed. 11 He then sent a further slave, and they beat him, abused him, and sent him back 
empty-handed. 12 Then he sent yet a third, and they beat him up and threw him out. 

13 ‘So the master of the vineyard said, “What shall I do? I’ll send my beloved son. They will certainly 
respect him!” 14 But when the farmers saw him they said to each other, “This is the heir! Let’s kill him, 
and then the inheritance will belong to us!” 15 And they threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. 

‘So what will the master of the vineyard do? 16 He will come and wipe out those farmers, and give 
the vineyard to others.’ 

When they heard this, they said, ‘God forbid!’ 17 But Jesus looked round at them and said, ‘What 
then does it mean in the Bible when it says, 

‘ “The very stone the builders refused 
Now for the corner’s top is used”? 
18 ‘Everyone who falls on that stone will be smashed to smithereens; but if it falls on anyone, it will 

crush them.’ 
19 The scribes and the chief priests tried to lay hands on him then and there. But they were afraid of 

the people, because they knew that Jesus had told this parable against them. 

One of the most dramatic scenes ever to take place in the British House of Commons occurred 
in January 1642. King Charles I went in person to the House to try to arrest five Members of 
Parliament who had opposed him. The Speaker of the House himself stood in his way, and 
prevented the king coming any further into the chamber where the Commons met. A painting 
of the incident hangs in the lobby of the Palace of Westminster to this day. It was something of 
a turning-point: another step on the road to civil war, and to the king’s eventual execution. 

No self-respecting first-century monarch would ever have allowed himself to get in that 
position; and no landowner would tolerate for very long the kind of behaviour described in this 
parable. But there are striking parallels between this story and the one Jesus told, his last 
explanation (in parable form) of what was going on in his coming to Jerusalem. The vineyard 
owner has sent messengers to the tenant farmers, to no effect. (No first-century Jew would 
have needed to be told that the owner stood for God, the farmers for Israel, and the 
messengers for the prophets.) Finally, having no one left to send, he sent his own beloved son. 
In Jesus’ own understanding, he came as the rightful King to his Father’s tenants; and they were 
barring his way, determined to keep the vineyard for themselves. Eventually they threw him 
out and killed him. 

So far, the meaning of the story is obvious—and fits like a glove with the whole of Luke’s 
gospel so far. Jesus is the rightful heir to the ancient prophets, and has come to complete their 
work, challenging Israel one more time to give to the covenant God the honour and obedience 
that is his due. Israel was charged with bearing the fruit of justice in her own life, and showing 
God’s grace to the world around. But Israel has insisted on keeping the grace for itself, 



practising injustice in its own life, and seeking to repel and resist the world around by whatever 
violence might be necessary. Israel has rejected the way of peace, and will now reject its final 
messenger (19:41–44). 

But the story doesn’t stop there. The vineyard owner will return at last (Luke has long 
prepared us for this, too), and, when he does, the judgment Israel longed to see on the pagan 
nations will be meted out on her. He will destroy the tenants, and give the vineyard to others. 
The present regime in Jerusalem, and the self-appointed guardians of Israel’s laws and heritage, 
are signing their own death warrants. Their rejection of Jesus will be taken up by God into the 
rebuilding plans for his people: ‘the stone the builders refused’, in this case the Messiah sent to 
Israel but rejected, ‘has become the head corner-stone’. 

This quotation from Psalm 118:22 (the same psalm echoed by the crowds in 19:38; it was, 
after all, a psalm of pilgrimage) uses a quite different image from that of the vineyard. Imagine 
a builders’ yard, full of stone ready for the great task. The workers are sorting out the lumps of 
marble and granite into different sizes and shapes, so they can haul them up to their places on 
the wall. There is one stone that doesn’t belong in any of the groups; they put it over by itself, 
expecting to throw it out when the job is done. But when they have almost finished, they 
discover that they need a stone of a particular shape for the very last piece, to round off the top 
of the corner. There is the stone they rejected earlier. It wouldn’t fit anywhere else, but it will 
fit here. 

To quote this verse at this point rams the message home. The workers may reject Jesus 
now, but they will find that he will be vindicated. He will be seen as the true Messiah. He will 
build the true Temple, and will himself be its chief feature, the standard by which everything 
and everyone else is to be judged (that is probably the meaning of the otherwise puzzling verse 
18). 

If this was what happened when Jesus came to Jerusalem, what should we expect to 
happen when his followers go today to the places of power and injustice? What sort of reaction 
will the gospel receive when it is announced in places where people use religion—including 
Christianity!—as a means of reinforcing their own security instead of shining God’s light into 
the world? It may well mean rejection and violence; the history of Christian martyrdom, not 
least in the last century, bears stark witness to that. 

But the vineyard owner will have the last word. Not only is the blood of the martyrs always 
the seed of the church. What happened to Jesus was not just an example of what always 
happens under these circumstances. It was the decisive victory. Ever since then, his followers 
have gone on their mission, not in order to try yet one more time to persuade the rich, the 
powerful and even the religious to accept God’s way of peace and love, but in order to declare, 
by their life and their words, that this way has already triumphed in Jesus, that the renewed 
vineyard is bearing fruit, that the new Temple is being built, with its corner-stone already in 
place. 

 

 



LUKE 20:20–26 
 
On Paying Taxes to Caesar 

20 So the authorities watched Jesus, and sent people to lie in wait for him. They pretended to be upright 
folk, but were trying to trap him in something he said, so that they could hand him over to the rule and 
authority of the governor. 21 So they asked him this question. 

‘Teacher,’ they said, ‘we know that you speak and teach with integrity. You are completely impartial, 
and you teach God’s way and God’s truth. 22 So: is it right for us to give tribute to Caesar, or not?’ 

23 Jesus knew they were playing a trick. 
24 ‘Show me a tribute-penny,’ he said. ‘This image … and this inscription … who do they belong to?’ 
25 ‘Caesar,’ they said. 
‘Well, then,’ replied Jesus, ‘you’d better give Caesar back what belongs to him! And give God back 

what belongs to him.’ 
26 They couldn’t catch him in anything he said in front of the people. They were amazed at his 

answer, and had nothing more to say. 

We went a few weeks ago to see the longest-running stage play in history. Agatha Christie’s 
play The Mousetrap has now been performed continuously for almost my entire lifetime. At the 
time of writing it has had over 20,000 performances. And it’s still pulling in the crowds. 

The plot turns, as with so many murder mysteries, on the audience’s expectation that one 
character, or perhaps another, is in fact the real culprit. Almost everyone on stage, it seems, 
might just possibly have been the murderer, and everybody is waiting eagerly to find out the 
answer. Then, near the end, it turns out after all to be … but I don’t want to spoil the story. The 
main thing is the cleverness of the writer, producer and actors in making you think one thing is 
going to happen, only then to discover something completely different. 

That is how this story of Jesus and the coin must have seemed, both when it first happened 
and when the story was then eagerly told, again and again, by enthusiastic listeners. The long 
build-up sets the scene, just like a stage play. The authorities are eager to find a way of framing 
a charge against Jesus, before his teaching inflames the crowds so much that they cause a riot. 
So they send people to him who appear to be good, devout Jews, wrestling with a question 
which was after all very difficult for many at the time. If they were observing God’s law, how 
could they possibly agree to pay taxes to a pagan overlord? Especially when the coins they had 
to use flouted Jewish law by using a picture of a human being (Caesar himself, of course) and by 
describing him in words that a Jew would regard as blasphemous. On the other hand, did they 
have a choice? Not to pay would be to court disaster. 

‘They pretended to be righteous’, says Luke, echoing chapter 18: there, Jesus tells the 
parable of the tax-collector, directed against those who ‘trusted in themselves that they were 
righteous’. Actually, what they had in mind was what Jesus himself had predicted long ago, that 
they would hand him over to the Roman governor. The trick question they had prepared looked 
as if it would do this job very well. It would either expose him as a revolutionary (by making him 
oppose the tribute), or it would show the crowds that he really wasn’t the kind of leader they 
wanted after all (by making him say that the kingdom was a purely spiritual thing, with no 
purchase on everyday reality—something the Lord’s Prayer itself would deny). How, the 
audience thinks, can Jesus possibly get out of that one? 



The heavy-handed introduction to the question, laying on the flattery as though with a 
trowel, serves to heighten the expectation that the questioners are leading Jesus right into their 
trap. Surely he won’t now be able to avoid their cunning? In terms of the drama, the audience 
now supposes that Jesus is on the spot, about to be found out, when suddenly everything is 
reversed, and the accusers (which is what they really are) become the accused. He puts them 
on the defensive right away by asking them to produce one of the coins: what are they doing 
possessing such blasphemous objects? His key question, more probing than theirs in its 
implications, gets them to admit that it is indeed Caesar’s coinage they have about their 
persons, with its haughty image of Tiberius Caesar himself, and the inscription that proclaims 
him son of God and much more besides. 

Jesus’ double-edged command, which finishes the conversation, not only answers their own 
question, but throws back such a strong challenge that the whole drama is stood on its head. 
The accusers are not just accused, but convicted. On the one hand, there is a dark 
appropriateness about giving Caesar back his blasphemous coinage. Better get rid of the stuff. 
The theme of ‘giving the Romans back what they deserve’ might itself have been heard as a sign 
that the revolutionaries, though wrong in their methods, were right in their belief that God’s 
people should not be crushed under pagan rule. But, on the other hand, the challenge to 
Jerusalem, the Temple, its rulers, and their hypocritical underlings, are all concentrated in the 
second half of the command: give God back what belongs to him. Jesus’ own accusation against 
his contemporaries is that they have consistently failed to worship their true and living God, 
and to live as his people before the world. The very Temple itself, the place where Israel was 
supposed to come and give to God what was his own, in worship, prayer, holiness and 
sacrifice—the Temple had become a brigands’ lair. Put that right, and the question of Caesar 
will in the long run sort itself out. 

Underneath the debate stands a darker theme. The accusers have failed this time; but Jesus 
knows, and Luke’s readers know, that they will soon succeed (the moment comes in 23:2, when 
they accuse him of saying what he has here refused to say). The leading Jews are going to hand 
over to Caesar not only the coin that bears his image, and his false title ‘son of God’, but the 
human being who truly bears God’s image, and who truly bears that title. But, in that act, they 
are unwittingly offering to God the one stamped with the mark of self-giving love. The cross 
itself is taken up into both Caesar’s purposes and God’s: Caesar’s favourite weapon, the cross, 
becomes God’s chosen instrument of salvation. 

It is impossible to read out of this exchange a theory of ‘church and state’ or ‘Christianity 
and polities’. It is too brief, dense and specific. However, every thoughtful Christian must 
sooner or later face those questions, and when that happens we should at least get the 
priorities right. What does it mean today to give to God what belongs to him? 

 

 

 



LUKE 20:27–40 
 
Marriage and the Resurrection 

27 Some of the Sadducees came to Jesus to put their question. (The Sadducees deny that there is any 
resurrection.) 

28 ‘Teacher,’ they said. ‘Moses wrote for us that “If a man’s brother dies, leaving a widow but no 
children, the man should marry the widow and raise up a family for his brother.” 29 Well, now: there 
were seven brothers; the eldest married a wife, and died without children. 30 The second 31 and the third 
married her, and then each of the seven, and they died without children. 32 Finally the woman died as 
well. 33 So, in the resurrection, whose wife will the woman be? The seven all had her as their wife.’ 

34 ’The children of this age’, replied Jesus, ‘marry and are given in marriage. 35 But those who are 
counted worthy of a place in the age to come, and of the resurrection of the dead, don’t marry, and they 
are not given in marriage. 36 This is because they can no longer die; they are the equivalent of angels. 
They are children of God, since they are children of the resurrection. 

37 ‘But when it comes to the dead being raised, Moses too declares it, in the passage about the 
burning bush, where scripture describes the Lord as “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God 
of Jacob”. 38 God is God, not of the dead, but of the living. They are all alive to him.’ 

39 ‘That was well said, teacher,’ commented some of the scribes, 40 since they no longer dared ask 
him anything else. 

Many churches possess a sequence of pictures that, together, tell a complete story. Sometimes 
these are in the windows, in stained glass. Sometimes they are painted on the walls or the 
ceiling. Sometimes they form a frieze, a decorated band along a wall or above the altar. What 
look like distinct pictures, when you ‘read’ them one after the other, in fact tell a complete 
story. 

The debates in Luke 20 are just like that, and it will help us to understand this one if we see 
where it comes in the sequence (which Luke has, most likely, drawn from Mark, though he has 
made his own editorial changes on the way). 

We began with the question about authority, which was raised by Jesus’ dramatic entrance 
into Jerusalem and his action in the Temple. His reply was to go back to John the Baptist and 
ask whether he was or was not a true prophet sent from God. This then led to the parable of 
the tenant farmers, which highlighted Jesus’ coming to Jerusalem as the son of the vineyard 
owner, last in the sequence of prophets but himself greater than all. This indicated that, as a 
result, he would be rejected and killed. We have then heard the question and answer about 
tribute to Caesar, which Luke has told us was intended to lead to Jesus’ handing over to the 
Romans for execution. We now have the question about resurrection; and this will be followed 
at once by Jesus’ own question about how David’s son can also be David’s Lord. Each of these is 
important in its own right; but put them together like a frieze, or like a sequence of stained-
glass windows, and what do they say? 

They tell, in miniature, the whole story of Jesus. They are a summary of the gospel. Jesus 
emerges from John’s prophetic movement; he is anointed as Messiah. He comes to Israel, to 
the towns of Galilee, and ultimately to Jerusalem, with a message of warning and pleading, the 
final message from the vineyard owner. They reject him, thereby calling down judgment on 
themselves. He is handed over to Caesar’s men for execution; and on the third day he is raised. 



As a result, his followers discover that he is not only David’s son, the Messiah (as they had 
already come to believe); he is also David’s Lord. This sequence can hardly be accidental. 

But what does it say about our present passage, the debate on resurrection? It is interesting 
that this, and its equivalents in Matthew and Mark, is the only discussion of this vital topic 
anywhere in the gospels. Jesus raises people from the dead, as we have seen, but, though this 
is wonderful, it is not yet ‘the resurrection’ in the full sense. We know, of course, what Luke 
thought the resurrection of Jesus was like; we have remarkable stories of it at the end of this 
gospel, and these stories must remain as the guide to Luke’s own view. They match well, in any 
case, with first-century Jewish views of ‘the resurrection’. 

When Jews thought of ‘the resurrection’, they had in mind a particular story, a set of 
pictures: the story of Israel, from Abraham (or even Adam) to their own time, and on into the 
future when God would raise all Israel, perhaps even all humans, from the dead, and create a 
new world for them to live in. This hope was not about what we think of as ‘life after death’, a 
non-bodily state in which people simply went on existing in some form or other. It was about a 
future event that had not yet happened, as a result of which the dead would be alive again in a 
way they weren’t at present, and all the wrongs of the world would be put to rights. 

This was what the Sadducees denied. They may have denied it because they supposed it a 
new, modern heresy; it was easier to prove it from comparatively recent books like Daniel 
(12:1–3) than from the older ones, especially the five books of Moses. Or they may have denied 
it because they realized how revolutionary it was (people who believe God is going to do that 
sort of thing are more likely to take drastic political action without fearing the consequences), 
and the Sadducees were the aristocrats, anxious for their own power. Or it may have been 
both. So they told stories to illustrate just how stupid such a belief seemed; there are other 
puzzles like this one in Jewish writings of the time. How can the dead be raised, they say, if they 
will then not be able to tell who is married to whom? 

In reply, Jesus makes two basic points. First, resurrection life will not be exactly the same as 
the present one. Death will have been abolished, and so sexual relations, and especially the 
need to continue a particular family line, will be irrelevant. Those who are raised will therefore 
be ‘equal to angels’: not in the sense that they will become angels (as folk-religion belief 
sometimes suggests), but in the sense that they will live in a deathless, immortal state. Jesus is 
not here suggesting that the resurrection will not be bodily; merely that the bodies of the raised 
will be, in significant ways, quite unlike our present ones. Those whom God counts worthy of 
‘the age to come’, as opposed to ‘the present age’ (verses 34–35), will have bodies appropriate 
for the new world in which death will be no more. 

Second, Jesus proposes that the book of Exodus, one of those the Sadducees acknowledged 
as authoritative, does indeed teach the resurrection, when it describes God as ‘the God of 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’. The patriarchs are still ‘alive to God’. This doesn’t mean they are 
already ‘raised from the dead’. Any first-century Jew would have known that was not the case. 
It means that they are alive in God’s presence, awaiting their final resurrection. The Sadducees 
denied that, while the Pharisees believed it (see Acts 23:6–9). Jesus is here firmly on the side of 
the Pharisees. 

The resurrection of Jesus, of course, gave a huge boost to his followers’ belief both about 
Jesus himself and about their own future life. But they went on telling this story about his 
debate with the Sadducees, not just because it indicated his own teaching on the subject, but 



because Easter had shown that the aristocracy, the guardians of the Temple, had been proved 
wrong. God could and did act decisively to reverse even a sentence of death. God could and 
would act decisively to overturn the Sadducees’ power and vindicate his true people. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 20:41–21:4 
 
David’s Son and the Widow’s Mite 

41 Jesus said to them, ‘How can the Messiah be the son of David? 42David himself says, in the book of 
Psalms, 

“The Lord says to the Lord of mine 
Sit here at my right hand; 
43 Until I place those foes of thine 
Right underneath thy feet.” 

44 ‘David, you see, calls him “Lord”; so how can he be his son?’ 
45 As all the people listened to him, he said to the disciples, 46 ‘Watch out for the scribes who like to 

go about in long robes, and enjoy being greeted in the market-place, sitting in the best seats in the 
synagogues, and taking the top table at dinners. 47 They gobble up widows’ houses, and make long 
prayers without meaning them. Their judgment will be all the more severe.’ 

21 1 He looked up and saw rich people putting their contributions into the Temple treasury. 2 He also 
saw an impoverished widow putting in two tiny copper coins. 

3 ‘I’m telling you the truth,’ he said. ‘This poor widow has put in more than all of them. 4 They all 
contributed into the collection out of their plenty, but she contributed out of her poverty, and gave her 
whole livelihood.’ 

‘Can you get this balloon into that box?’ I asked the little children at the party. The balloon was 
big, and the box was small. They tried squeezing it in but it wouldn’t fit. It kept oozing out 
through their fingers. One little boy suggested sticking a pin into it, but the others agreed that 
that was cheating. 

Then a little girl, with small, nimble fingers, took the balloon, and undid the knot that was 
keeping the air inside it. Very carefully she let about half the air out, and quickly tied it up again. 
Then, with a smile of triumph, she placed the balloon in the box, where it fitted exactly. 

That wasn’t quite what I’d had in mind, but I had to admit it was clever. Meanwhile, another 
child had seen the answer. The box was made of cardboard, folded double in places. She 
unglued two of its sides, and opened it up to its full dimensions. Now the full-size balloon went 
in perfectly. 

Some people, faced with questions like the one Jesus asks about David’s Lord and David’s 
son, try to solve it by letting the air out of the balloon. They imagine that God, in order to 
become human, either stopped being God altogether (the equivalent of a pin in the balloon), or 
at least shrank his divinity quite severely. The whole New Testament, including Luke, would 
disagree. For the early Christians, part of the point about Jesus was that the living God was fully 
and personally present in him, not half present or partly present. What happened in Jesus, and 
supremely in his death, was the personal action of God himself, not some deputy or demi-god. 

The real answer in this case is that the meaning of ‘Messiah’ is bigger than the Jews of 
Jesus’ day had realized. They were thinking simply of a human king like other human kings, who 
would fight their battles, rebuild their Temple, and rule with justice. The hints in the prophets 
and psalms, that when the true king appeared he would be the embodiment of God himself, 



don’t seem to have been picked up at the time. How could they be? The box appeared too 
small. The balloon wouldn’t fit. 

Of course, the illustration isn’t perfect. Nobody in their right mind would try to get serious 
theology out of a children’s party game. But the question Jesus asked—one of the very few 
questions he asked, as opposed to the questions other people asked him—went to the heart of 
explaining what he was doing in Jerusalem, and what his mission was all about. 

Much of Luke’s gospel has been warning of what will happen if Israel doesn’t obey Jesus’ 
kingdom-announcement. Now the psalm Jesus quotes (Psalm 110) speaks of the Messiah as 
one who will be enthroned until victory is attained over those who have opposed him. The 
Messiah will be exalted, and judgment will be meted out on those who have chosen the way of 
violence and injustice. And this Messiah will be one whom David himself, the supposed author 
of the psalm, does not merely see as a son (and therefore inferior), but as ‘my Lord’. The box 
labelled ‘messiahship’ is bigger than anyone had realized. It is designed to contain one who will 
share the very throne of God. 

From that point of view, we shouldn’t be surprised that the regular human measures of size 
look misleading and irrelevant. The scribes measure their own value by the length of their 
robes, the flattering greetings in public, and the places of honour at worship or at dinner. They 
are living by one scale, but God will measure them by the true one. Privately, they are using 
their legal skills to acquire legacies from widows who have nobody to speak up for them. Their 
religion is a sham, and God sees it. 

By contrast—another time when the scale of measurement works the opposite way to what 
people would expect—the poor widow who gave all she had into God’s treasury had given 
more than the rich people who gave what they could easily afford. Back to balloons again: 
when a small balloon is full of air, the air it releases may only be a small amount, but it leaves 
the balloon totally flat. Release the same amount of air from a large balloon, and you’ll hardly 
notice the difference. 

Putting together these very different stories—Jesus’ question about a matter of high 
theology, and his comment on the scribes and on a poor widow—may seem odd. But the same 
principle applies to both, and indeed because of that same principle we must insist on holding 
them together. Because God’s way of measuring reality is not our way—because it was always 
his intention that David’s Lord should become David’s son—it is also his desire that the same 
attention be given to the questions of human behaviour and integrity, on large and small scales, 
as we give to the questions of defining and defending the faith. 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 21:5–19 
 
Signs of the End 

5 Some people were talking about the Temple, saying how wonderfully it was decorated, with its 
beautiful stones and dedicated gifts. 

‘Yes,’ said Jesus; 6 ‘but the days will come when everything you see will be torn down. Not 
one stone will be left standing on another.’ 

7 ‘Teacher,’ they asked him, ‘when will these things happen? What will be the sign that it’s all about 
to take place?’ 

8 ‘Watch out that nobody deceives you,’ said Jesus. ‘Yes: lots of people will come using my name, 
saying “I’m the one!” and “The time has come!” Don’t go following them. 9 When you hear about wars 
and rebellions, don’t be alarmed. These things have to happen first, but the end won’t come at once. 

10 ‘One nation will rise against another,’ he went on, ‘and one kingdom against another. 11 There will 
be huge earthquakes, famines and plagues, terrifying omens, and great signs from heaven. 

12 ‘Before all this happens they will lay hands on you and persecute you. They will hand you over to 
the synagogues and prisons. They will drag you before kings and governors because of my name. 13 That 
will become an opportunity for you to tell your story. 14 So settle it in your hearts not to work out 
beforehand what tale to tell; 15 I’ll give you a mouth and wisdom, which none of your opponents will be 
able to resist or contradict. 

16 ‘You will be betrayed by parents, brothers and sisters, relatives and friends, and they will kill some 
of you. 17 You will be hated by everyone because of my name. 18 But no hair of your head will be lost. 
19 The way to keep your lives is to be patient.’ 

A news reader announces that an asteroid passed close to the earth. When they say ‘close’, 
they mean about half a million miles; but in terms of the solar system, that’s quite near at hand. 
It shows, as one commentator said, that the planet Earth is in a bit of a shooting gallery. If I had 
lived in ancient Greece, or Rome or Egypt, instead of being in the modern world, with efficient 
telescopes watching, and well-trained scientists ready to explain everything they see, the sight 
of a strange, moving light in part of the sky where there hadn’t been anything before would at 
once have been seized upon as a sign. Something dramatic was going to happen. 

These near misses happen about once a century. Of course, if the asteroid had hit the earth, 
something dramatic would have happened all right; not only would it make a hole nearly a mile 
across, but the energy released as it did so would be the equivalent of several atom bombs. No 
question of the significance of that. 

But in Jesus’ day dramatic and unexpected happenings in the night sky were often thought 
to signify more than just physical disaster as large objects crashed to earth. People looked at 
them carefully because they believed they would tell them about the imminent rise and fall of 
kings and empires. And when Jesus’ disciples asked him how they would know when the 
frightening events he was talking about would take place, that’s probably the sort of thing they 
had in mind. Surely Jesus would want them to know, and so would give them signs to watch out 
for? 

Jesus will give them signs of a sort (we’ll come to that in the next section), but actually the 
main thing he wants them to learn is that there will be a period of waiting, when they will have 
to be patient through dangerous and testing times. 



But what great event will they be waiting for? Luke, more than all the other gospels, has 
prepared us for the answer. His alert readers will not be surprised at Jesus’ prediction; it has 
been anticipated in many sayings over the last ten chapters or so, and Jesus’ dramatic action in 
the Temple was a prophetic sign, warning of what was to come. The Temple, the most beautiful 
building one could imagine, adorned and decorated by the skill and love of hundreds of years, 
and occupying the central place in the national life, religion and imagination—the Temple itself 
would be torn down. It had come to stand for the perversion of Israel’s call that Jesus had 
opposed throughout his public career. If he was right, the present Temple was wrong; if God 
was to vindicate him, that would have to include the Temple’s destruction. This was as 
unthinkable for a devout Jew as it would be for an American to imagine the destruction of the 
White House, the Washington Memorial and the Statue of Liberty; only much more so, because 
the Temple signified a thousand years of God’s dealings with Israel. 

Jesus’ warnings about what the disciples will face in the days to come clearly indicate that 
he will no longer be with them, but that they will still be marked out as his followers. Others 
will come pretending to be him, or to be his spokesperson (I had a letter this morning, as it 
happens, from someone claiming to be the reincarnation of Jesus). The world will be convulsed 
with wars and revolutions, all the more alarming because, without radio, television, telephones 
or newspapers, people would hear of such things by rumour from travellers, and would pass on 
the news with additional speculation until a border skirmish had been inflated, in the telling, to 
become an all-out war, and the Emperor’s occasional sneeze had been exaggerated into a fatal 
illness. 

Jesus clearly expects that amid these turbulent times his followers will be marked out as 
undesirables. People would retain a memory of Jesus as someone leading Israel astray, 
deflecting people from keeping the law, and from defending the national interest, with his 
dangerous talk of God’s kingdom, of peace and grace for all. When the going got tough, in Israel 
and in Jewish communities around the world, those who were known as Jesus’ people would be 
in the firing line; and, quite soon, non-Jewish communities would follow their example. Families 
would be split; sometimes it would seem that the Christians were the ones blamed for 
everything, the ones everybody loved to hate. If ever they needed patience, they would need it 
then. 

Jesus promises, though, that he will give them what they need during this time of waiting: ‘a 
mouth and wisdom’. This promise should not, of course, be taken as licence to ignore the hard 
work required for regular Christian teaching. It refers to the times when people are on trial for 
their lives because of their allegiance to Jesus. The story of the first generation of Christianity—
the time between the resurrection of Jesus and the fall of the Temple in AD 70—bears out these 
prophecies. And many early Christians would testify that Jesus had indeed been with them and 
given them words to say. 

But this passage, though vital in its specific reference to that first generation, has a good 
deal to say to the subsequent church as well. Wherever Christians are persecuted for their 
faith—and, sadly but not surprisingly, this is still common in many parts of the world—they 
need not only the prayers and support of their fellow-believers in more fortunate places, but 
also the comfort and encouragement of these words: ‘Don’t let anyone deceive you’; ‘a chance 
to tell your story’; ‘I’ll give you wisdom’; ‘you’ll keep your lives through patience’. These are still 
precious promises, to be learnt ahead of time and clung to in the moment of need. 



LUKE 21:20–33 
 
The Distress of Jerusalem Predicted 

20 ‘But,’ continued Jesus, ‘when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then you will know that her 
time of desolation has arrived. 21 Then people in Judaea should run off to the hills, people in Jerusalem 
itself should get out as fast as they can, and people in the countryside shouldn’t go back into the city. 
22 Those will be the days of severe judgment, which will fulfil all the biblical warnings. 23 Woe betide 
pregnant women, and nursing mothers, in those days! There is going to be huge distress on the earth, 
and divine anger against this people. 24 The hungry sword will eat them up; they will be taken off as 
prisoners to every nation; and Jerusalem will be trampled by the pagans, until the times of the pagans 
are done. 

25 ‘There will be signs in the sun, the moon and the stars. On earth the nations will be in distress and 
confusion because of the roaring and swelling of the sea and its waves. 26 People will faint from fear, and 
from imagining all that’s going to happen to the world. The powers of the heavens will be shaken. 
27 Then they will see “the son of man coming on a cloud” with power and great majesty. 28 When all 
these things start to happen, stand up and lift up your heads, because the time has come for you to be 
redeemed.’ 

29 He told them this parable. ‘Look at the fig tree and all the trees. 30 When they are well into leaf, 
you can see for yourselves and know that summer is upon you. 31 In the same way, when you see all 
these things happening, you will know that God’s kingdom is upon you. 32 I’m telling you the truth; this 
generation won’t be gone before all of this happens. 33 Heaven and earth may disappear, but these 
words of mine won’t disappear.’ 

At school we were sometimes made to write stories which included several very different 
characters and objects. ‘Write a story,’ the teacher might say, ‘including a rabbit, a telescope, a 
cathedral and a man with a wooden leg.’ Often this would involve huge leaps of the 
imagination, as young minds struggled to come up with something that met the requirements 
and yet made sense in itself. 

Many people have felt, reading Luke 21, as though Jesus is setting us a puzzle rather like 
that. How can we make sense of an event which involves armies round a city, the roaring of the 
sea, the coming of the son of man on a cloud, and the arrival of the kingdom of God? And how 
can whatever-it-is be said to happen within a generation of when Jesus was speaking? 

The best place to begin is on safe ground—safe for us in terms of our understanding of the 
text, but decidely unsafe for anyone there at the time. Verses 20–24 are clear, and fit with 
everything Luke has reported Jesus as saying up to this point. A time of great crisis is coming, in 
which the failure of Israel in general and Jerusalem in particular to repent and follow the 
kingdom-way advocated by Jesus would have its disastrous result. The Romans would come 
(they are not mentioned by name, but if anyone was likely to surround Jerusalem with armies it 
was surely them) and would lay siege to the city. The result would not be in doubt. 

When that happened, those who were able to get out and run while there was time should 
do so. Jesus’ instructions at this point are quite specific; his followers were not to imagine, out 
of false national loyalty, that they had a duty to stay in Jerusalem and go down with the ship. 
Just as the Israelites were commanded to leave Babylon in a hurry before God’s judgment fell 
on her (Isaiah 48:20; Jeremiah 50:8; 51:6, 45), so Jesus’ followers are to leave Jerusalem while 
there is still time. Violent death and enforced deportation will await those who are caught 



there. Instead of the Jews making Jerusalem a delight, the pagans will flatten it and have it all to 
themselves. These warnings, of course, came true in and after AD 70. 

But how does this square with the rest of the passage? The answer is that we must learn, 
again, how to understand the picture language that was common at the time. ‘Signs in the sun, 
moon and stars’ might well be taken literally, but such a phrase could easily mean that the 
great nations and kingdoms of the earth would be, as we say in our own picture language, 
‘going through convulsions’. Those who have lived through the fall of the apartheid regime in 
South Africa, and of the Berlin Wall, will know how quickly, and how unexpectedly, great 
changes can sweep through large systems, with huge and unpredictable consequences. Anyone 
living in the Roman Empire during the years AD 60–70 might well feel the same, particularly 
during the last two or three years of that period. After Nero’s suicide in 68, four emperors 
followed in quick succession, each one at the head of an army. The much-vaunted ‘Roman 
peace’ that Augustus and his successors claimed to have brought to the world was shattered 
from the inside. A convulsive shudder went through the whole known world. That fits verses 
25–26 exactly. 

The ‘coming of the son of man’ must then be understood, as first-century Jews would 
certainly have understood it, as the fulfilment of the prophecy of Daniel 7. One of the most 
popular prophecies of the day, this passage was believed to speak about the time when God’s 
true people would be vindicated after their suffering at the hands of the ‘beasts’, the pagan 
nations who had oppressed them. This prophecy imagines a great lawcourt scene, in which 
God, the judge, finds in favour of his people, ‘the son of man’, and against the oppressive 
‘beast’. The judgment that falls on the pagan nations is the same judgment that vindicates ‘the 
son of man’, who is then brought on a cloud to share the throne of God himself. 

The best way of understanding this passage in Luke is then to see it as the promise that, 
when the Jerusalem that had opposed his message is finally overthrown, this will be the 
vindication of Jesus and his people, the sign that he has indeed been enthroned at his Father’s 
side in heaven (see 20:42–43). Luke does, of course, believe in the ‘second coming’ of Jesus 
(Acts 1:11), but this passage is not about that. It is about the vindication of Jesus and the rescue 
of his people from the system that has oppressed them. 

Here, then, are the signs that the disciples are to look for. God’s kingdom has come near, 
and God’s city has rejected it; the fulfilment of the kingdom will involve the destruction of the 
city. All must take place within a generation, because Jesus is after all the last prophet; once the 
vineyard-owner has sent the son, he has no other messenger left (20:13). 

Christian readers, puzzling over this passage nearly two thousand years later, are often at a 
loss to know what it can say to them. For us, the destruction of Jerusalem, an act of great pagan 
brutality, is far away in the past, and we know of so many other subsequent crises that the 
church has faced that we are inclined to think of it as comparatively insignificant. We, however, 
live and preach the gospel in a world which, as Jerusalem did to Jesus, often refuses the 
summons to peace. We have at least a duty to warn our contemporaries that to reject God’s 
invitation may well lead to disaster. And in the meantime we must continue to practise 
patience. We never know when we shall need it. 

 



LUKE 21:34–38 
 
Watching for the Son of Man 

34 ‘So pray for yourselves,’ said Jesus, ‘that your hearts may not grow heavy with dissipation and 
drunkenness and the cares of this life, so that that day comes upon you suddenly, like a trap. 35 It will 
come, you see, on everyone who lives on the face of the earth. 36 Keep awake at all times, praying that 
you may have strength to escape all these things that will happen, and to stand before the son of man.’ 

37 Jesus was teaching in the Temple by day, but at night he went out and stayed in the place called 
the Mount of Olives. 38 And from early morning all the people flocked to him in the Temple, to hear him. 

Travel with me, back in time, to Jerusalem. The year is AD 58, nearly thirty years after Jesus’ 
crucifixion and resurrection. Many people in the holy city came to believe in Jesus in the heady 
days nearly a generation ago, and many of them are still here, older and more puzzled perhaps, 
but still waiting and hoping and praying. 

Things have been difficult, on and off. Once Pontius Pilate stopped being governor people 
hoped life might improve, but there was then a huge crisis over the Emperor’s plan to place a 
vast statue of himself in the Temple. The threat, fortunately, was seen off; Gaius, the Emperor 
in question, had died soon after; and when one of Herod’s grandsons, Agrippa, was made king 
of the Jews in 41 everyone in Jerusalem stood up and cheered. To be ruled by one of your own 
might be better than having governors from far away who didn’t understand local customs. 
That didn’t last, though. He too had died, struck down (said some) by God for blasphemously 
claiming the sort of divine honours that his pagan masters had given themselves. Now there 
had been a string of new Roman governors, each one (it seemed) worse than the last. But in 54, 
when Nero became Emperor, many people hoped again that peace and justice would triumph. 

All along, though, people in Jerusalem were aware of the political tensions building up. 
Revolutionary movements arose, had their moment of glory, and were brutally crushed. Some 
said the priests were secretly involved. Some said it was all the wicked brigands, refusing to let 
ordinary people go about their business in peace. Some wanted an easy-going peace with 
Rome, others were all for driving hard bargains, others again wished the Messiah would come. 
Daily life went on: buying and selling, growing crops, tending herds, woodwork, leather-work, 
moneychanging, pottery, with the daily round of Temple sacrifices, music, celebrations and the 
seasonal feasts as the constant backdrop. The Temple itself was almost complete: the 
programme of rebuilding begun by Herod the Great seventy years earlier was finally drawing to 
a close. 

And in the middle of all this, those who named the name of Jesus, who still met to break 
bread and worship in his name, and to teach one another the stories of what he’d done and 
said, were pulled and pushed this way and that. Some of them were friends of the ex-Pharisee 
Saul of Tarsus, now known as Paul. He had been here not long ago, and had caused a riot (his 
friends said his opponents had caused it, but the word on the street was that riots tended to 
happen wherever Paul went). Now he’d gone, sent to Rome for trial, and he wouldn’t be back. 
Peter, too, had gone on his travels and hadn’t been seen for years. Others were sceptical of 
Paul; he had compromised God’s law, they said, allowing Gentiles to worship God through 
Jesus without demanding circumcision. The leader of the Jerusalem Christians, the wise and 



devout James, the brother of Jesus himself, was getting older, and his prayers for the 
redemption of his people didn’t seem to be answered. 

How easy it was for Jerusalem Christians to become weary! If the gospel was producing 
exciting results, it was doing so across the sea, and they only heard about it every once in a 
while, and didn’t always like what they heard (Gentiles claiming to worship Jesus but not 
keeping the law of Moses—that sort of thing). Their lives dragged on day by day. Friends asked 
them, sometimes unkindly, when this Messiah of theirs was going to reappear, and could he 
please hurry up because much more of these Romans banging around would bring on a world 
war, and anyway look what’s happened to the price of bread, and if Jesus had really been the 
Messiah why has nothing much happened since? Not much use to say that when you met for 
worship the sense of Jesus’ presence and love was so real you could almost reach out and touch 
him. Not much of an answer to say that you had been told to be patient. Thirty years is a long 
time. All you could do would be to retell the stories, including the sayings of Jesus such as you 
find in this passage. Hang on. Be alert. Prop your eyes open—physically, perhaps, spiritually for 
sure. Pray for strength to meet whatever comes. The son of man will be vindicated, and when 
he is you want to be on your feet. 

Now travel with me to San Francisco, or Sydney, or Bujumbura, or San Salvador, in the 
twenty-first century. You emerge from the church on Sunday morning—the Pentecostal 
celebration, the Anglican Matins, the Spanish Mass—and there is the world going about its 
business, or as it may be its pleasure. Your friends think you’re odd still going to church. 
Everybody knows Christianity is outdated, disproved, boring and irrelevant. What you need is 
more sex; more parties; more money-making; more revolution. Anyway, hasn’t the church 
done some pretty bad things in its time? What about the Inquisition? (They always say that.) 
What about the Crusades? Who needs Christianity now that we have computers and space 
travel? (They said it before about electricity and modern medicine.) 

And anyway, they say, if your Jesus is so special, why is the world still in such a mess? They 
don’t want to know about the freeing of the slaves, the rise of education and the building of 
hospitals; they certainly don’t want to know about the lives that are changed every day by the 
gospel. They want to load you with the cares of this life; and, as Jesus warned, with dissipation 
and drunkenness, literal and metaphorical. They want to wear you down, to make you think 
you’re odd and stupid. Why study an old book, they say, that’s never done anyone any good? 

The answer is the same for us as it was for the Jerusalem Christians nearly a generation 
after Jesus. Keep alert. This is what you were told to expect. Patience is the key. Pray for 
strength to keep on your feet. There are times when your eyes will be shutting with tiredness, 
spiritual, mental, emotional and physical, and when you will have to prop them open. This is 
what it’s about: not an exciting battle, with adrenalin flowing and banners flying, but the steady 
tread, of prayer and hope and scripture and sacrament and witness, day by day and week by 
week. This is what counts; this is why patience is a fruit of the Spirit. Read the story again. 
Remind one another of what Jesus said. And keep awake. 

 

 



LUKE 22:1–23 
 
The Last Supper 

1 The time came for the festival of unleavened bread, known as Passover. 2 The chief priests and the 
scribes looked for a way to assassinate Jesus, a difficult task because of the crowds. 

3 The satan entered into Judas, whose surname was Iscariot, who was one of the company of the 
Twelve. 4 He went and held a meeting with the chief priests and officers, to discuss how he might hand 
Jesus over. 5 They were delighted, and promised to pay him. 6 He agreed, and started to look for an 
opportunity to hand him over to them when the crowds weren’t around. 

7 The day of unleavened bread arrived, the day when people had to kill the Passover lamb. 8 Jesus 
dispatched Peter and John. 

‘Off you go,’ he said, ‘and get the Passover ready for us to eat.’ 
9 ‘Where d’you want us to prepare it?’ they asked him. 
10 ‘Listen carefully,’ said Jesus. ‘As you go into the city a man will meet you carrying a jar of water. 

Follow him, and when he goes into a house, go after him. 11 Then say to the householder there, “The 
teacher says, ‘Where is the living-room where I can eat the Passover with my disciples?’ ” 12 And he will 
show you a large upstairs room, laid out and ready. Make the preparations there.’ 

13 So they went and found it as he had said to them, and they prepared the Passover. 
14 When the time came, Jesus sat down at table, and the apostles with him. 
15 ‘I have been so much looking forward to eating this Passover with you before I have to suffer,’ he 

said to them. 16 ‘For—let me tell you—I won’t eat it again until it’s fulfilled in the kingdom of God.’ 
17 Then he took a cup, and gave thanks, and said, ‘Take this and share it among yourselves. 18 Let me 

tell you, from now on I won’t drink from the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes.’ 
19 Then he took some bread. He gave thanks, broke it and gave it to them. 
‘This is my body,’ he said, ‘which is given for you. Do this in memory of me.’ 
20 So too, after supper, with the cup: ‘This cup’, he said, ‘is the new covenant, in my blood which is 

shed for you. 
21 ‘But look here! The hand of the one who will betray me is with me at this table. 22 The son of man 

is indeed going, as it is marked out for him; but woe betide that man by whom he is betrayed!’ 
23 They began to ask each other which of them was going to do this. 

When Jesus wanted to give his followers—then and now—a way of understanding what was 
about to happen to him, he didn’t teach them a theory. 

Theories about how Jesus’ death dealt with our sins have come and gone throughout 
church history. Many of them are profoundly moving, drawing together deep spiritual insight, 
remarkable theological understanding, and a commitment to bring God’s saving love to the 
needy world. Many of them have inspired Christian people with a new view of God’s grace and 
mercy. Theories have their proper place. But they weren’t the main thing that Jesus gave his 
followers. 

He gave them an act to perform. Specifically, he gave them a meal to share. It is a meal that 
speaks more volumes than any theory. The best way of finding out what it says is of course to 
do it, not to talk or write about it; but since this is a book, and my readers are not with me at 
the Lord’s table, let me suggest some of the things that Jesus seems to have intended—and 
some of the things that Luke, in writing about it, seems to have wanted to draw out. 



It was, first and foremost, a Passover meal. Luke has told us all along that Jesus was going to 
Jerusalem to ‘accomplish his Exodus’ (9:31). He has come to do for Israel and the whole world 
what God did through Moses and Aaron in the first Exodus. When the powers of evil that were 
enslaving God’s people were at their worst, God acted to judge Egypt and save Israel. And the 
sign and means of both judgment and rescue was the Passover: the angel of death struck down 
the firstborn of all Egypt, but spared Israel as the firstborn of God, ‘passing over’ their houses 
because of the blood of the lamb on the doorposts (Exodus 12). Now the judgment that had 
hung over Israel and Jerusalem, the judgment Jesus had spoken of so often, was to be meted 
out; and Jesus would deliver his people by taking its force upon himself. His own death would 
enable his people to escape. 

Escape from what? From the powers of evil. A little later Jesus spoke of the dark powers 
having their moment of glory (22:53). We still don’t understand the nature and power of evil 
much better than people did in Jesus’ day, but if we believe that in any sense God’s plan of 
salvation for the world was reaching its climax in Jesus it isn’t surprising that the forces of evil 
were doing their best to thwart it. Jesus has been going through a lifetime of ‘trials’ (verse 28), 
and the supreme one is now upon him. He will go through it so that his followers need not. 
They must ‘eat his body’ and ‘drink his blood’, finding their life through his death. 

Jesus had been passionately looking forward to this meal. It was, for him, the moment 
above all when he would explain to his followers, in deeds and words rich and heavy with 
meaning, what he was about to do and how they could profit from it. It’s no accident, 
therefore, that the story of the meal is interwoven with the story of betrayal. John’s gospel 
speaks of a period after Judas has left the room, in which Jesus could instruct the eleven in 
peace—though even then much of that instruction centred upon the coming persecution (John 
13:31–17:26). In Luke’s scene, Judas is there throughout, presumably slipping away unnoticed 
as the meal draws to a close. 

At the small-scale level, Judas provided what the chief priests needed: an opportunity to 
arrest Jesus when there were no crowds around. (It was to avoid this danger that Jesus made 
secret plans for the Passover celebration.) But in Luke’s understanding—and this is vital to what 
he sees going on at the supper itself—‘the satan’ is using Judas for a purpose. The satan’s 
purpose is always to accuse. Jesus is to be accused of being a deceiver, a rebel, a false prophet, 
a fake Messiah: in other words, a liar who is endangering Israel. Judas’ betrayal is the first step 
in this process of accusation. 

But Luke will tell us in a hundred ways, between now and the end of his gospel, that Jesus is 
in fact innocent of the charges laid against him, and that it is Israel itself that is guilty. The blend 
of celebration and betrayal in the scene at supper is preparing us for the blend of triumph and 
tragedy in the crucifixion itself. Jesus accomplishes his true mission by being falsely accused. He 
achieves his divine vocation by submitting to the punishment that others had deserved. As God 
took the arrogant opposition of Pharaoh in Egypt and made it serve his own ends in the 
spectacular rescue of his people, so now, through this one man at supper with his friends, we 
see God doing the same thing. When the powers of evil do their worst, and crucify the one who 
brings God’s salvation, God uses that very event to defeat those powers. 

We who, daily, weekly or however often, come together to obey Jesus’ command, to break 
bread and drink wine in his memory, find ourselves drawn into that salvation, that healing life. 



The powers may still rage, like Pharaoh and his army pursuing the Egyptians after Passover. But 
they have been defeated, and rescue is secure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 22:24–38 
 
Prediction of Peter’s Denial 
24 A quarrel began among them: which of them was to be seen as the most important? 

25 ‘Pagan kings lord it over their subjects,’ said Jesus to them, ‘and people in power get themselves 
called “Benefactors”. 26 That’s not how it’s to be with you. The most important among you ought to be 
like the youngest. The leader should be like the servant. 27 After all, who is the more important, the one 
who sits at table or the one who waits on him? The one at table, obviously! But I am with you here like a 
servant. 

28 ‘You are the ones who have stuck it out with me through the trials I’ve had to endure. 29 This is my 
bequest to you: the kingdom my Father bequeathed to me! 30 What does this mean? You will eat and 
drink at my table, in my kingdom, and you will sit on thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. 

31 ‘Simon, Simon, listen to this. The satan demanded to have you. He wanted to shake you into bits 
like wheat. 32 But I prayed for you; I prayed that you wouldn’t run out of faith. And, when you turn back 
again, you must give strength to your brothers.’ 

33 ‘Master,’ replied Simon, ‘I’m ready to go with you to prison—or to death!’ 
34 ‘Let me tell you, Peter,’ replied Jesus, ‘the cock won’t crow today before you have three times 

denied that you know me.’ 
35 ‘When I sent you out,’ Jesus said to them, ‘without purse or bag or sandals, were you short of 

anything?’ 
‘Nothing,’ they replied. 
36 ‘But now,’ he said, ‘anyone who has a purse should take it, and the same with a bag. And anyone 

who doesn’t have a sword should sell his cloak and buy one. 37 Let me tell you this: when the Bible says, 
“He was reckoned with the lawless,” it must find its fulfilment in me. Yes; everything about me must 
reach its goal.’ 

38 ‘Look, Master,’ they said, ‘we’ve got a couple of swords here.’ 
‘That’s enough!’ he said to them. 

Imagine a football manager trying to prepare his squad for the match of their lives. They are 
facing their greatest opponents, with a major trophy at stake. He needs them to be totally 
focused on the task in hand. He has just outlined to them the strategy they must follow if they 
are to have a chance of winning. He has warned them that their opponents are cunning and will 
exploit any weaknesses they show. 

But the minute he stops talking they start to squabble about who is the best player among 
them. They boast of how many goals they’ve scored, and argue about who did best in different 
games. They quarrel about who should really be playing in which position. They bicker about 
who should hold the trophy for the photographs after the match. Anything less like a team 
ready for a big game it would be hard to imagine. 

So the manager tries again. He explains to them that they’ve come a long way together; he 
has moulded them into a splendid outfit, and has great plans for where they’ll go from here. He 
warns the captain that he’s going to have a particularly difficult game, but assures him that it 
will be all right in the end. The captain protests that he’s going to play superbly, but the 
manager tells him that before half-time he will have given away two penalties and will have 
risked getting sent off. 



Then he tries another tack. This game is going to be so hard, he tells them. He won’t be 
there on the field with them. They’ll have to think for themselves. It’s going to be a fight. ‘That’s 
all right,’ says one of them brightly. ‘I just can’t wait for a chance to punch them on the nose.’ 
The manager gives up. ‘That’s enough,’ he says. ‘We’ll call a halt right there.’ 

A great football manager, Bill Shankly, denied that football was a matter of life and death. 
‘It’s much more important than that,’ he said. But the issue that the disciples faced that night at 
the supper, if Jesus was right and if Luke is right, was the most important of all time. This was to 
be the turning-point of history, and they simply weren’t ready for it. They dispute about which 
of them is going to be regarded as the greatest; Jesus answers by standing the notion of 
greatness itself on its head. When he does imply that Peter has a leadership role among them 
he makes it clear that this is only because he, Jesus, has given him protection in advance for a 
trial that would otherwise have proved fatal. As if to prove the point, Peter will this very night 
deny he even knows Jesus. 

But the strangest of Jesus’ warnings comes in the last section. They are now going to face a 
time of testing in which the power and protection they had when Jesus sent them ahead of him 
on the road (9:1–6; 10:1–20) won’t be available any longer. At that earlier stage, Jesus had won 
an initial victory over the forces of evil; now, however, he faces the greatest battle of all, which 
will involve him being hunted down as though he were a lawless brigand. And if Jesus himself is 
to go unprotected in the face of the last enemy, his followers need to watch out for themselves. 
They don’t understand that he’s talking in pictures, and seem to think he means them to get 
ready for an actual fight. When Jesus says ‘That’s enough!’ he isn’t suggesting that two swords 
would be sufficient for the job in hand (what could that possibly mean?); he is wearily putting a 
stop to the entire conversation, in which at every point they seem determined to 
misunderstand him. 

What emerges from this whole picture is the sheer loneliness of Jesus, both at the supper 
for which he had longed, and as he goes off to wait for betrayal, arrest and all that would 
follow. There are times when all Christian work carries this element: when the one entrusted 
with a vision, a vocation, a particular ministry finds that he or she has to carry it forwards 
despite misunderstanding, opposition, doubt and denial, even from close friends and 
associates. Those who want to be bearers of the promise must be prepared for this puzzle. It 
seems to be built in to the fabric of how the kingdom has come and will come. Part of Jesus’ 
own vocation, that he would bear the weight of Israel’s and the world’s sin and shame, was that 
he should do so alone; and the word ‘alone’ seems to gain new depths as we read this story. 

Through it all, though, there shine out three principles and promises that none of this 
gathering gloom can quench. First, Jesus is among his followers like a servant waiting at table. 
This standing on its head of the world’s idea of greatness is central not only to all Christian work 
and ministry; it is the key to what Jesus was about. It points to the second feature: Jesus was 
fulfilling, and knew he was fulfilling, the scriptural prophecies about the Servant, that strange 
figure, Israel in person, whom we find in Isaiah 40–55, in particular in the decisive passage 
Isaiah 52:13–53:12. ‘He was reckoned with the lawless’; at the very moment when Jesus seems 
abandoned and defeated, exactly then he is completing what scripture had foretold. 

Held between these two is the promise of the kingdom coming true at last. In a passage 
that sounds almost Johannine, Jesus assures his followers that, just as the Father has 
bequeathed the kingdom to him, so he now bequeaths it to them. They don’t understand yet 



what the kingdom is, or how it is to come. But that doesn’t make the promise invalid. Part of 
the sheer grace of the gospel, seen to good advantage in a passage like this, is precisely the way 
in which God’s work goes ahead despite the human failure all around. And that is strangely 
comforting, whether in the first or the twenty-first century. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 22:39–53 
 
Jesus is Arrested 

39 So off they went. Jesus headed, as usual, for the Mount of Olives, and his disciples followed him. 
40 When he came to the place, he said to them, ‘Pray that you won’t come into the trial.’ 
41 He then withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and knelt down to pray. 
42 ‘Father,’ he said, ‘if you wish it—please take this cup away from me! But it must be your will, not 

mine.’ 43 An angel appeared to him from heaven, strengthening him. 44 By now he was in agony, and he 
prayed very fervently. And his sweat became like clots of blood, falling on the ground. 45 Then he got up 
from praying, and came to the disciples and found them asleep because of sorrow. 

46 ‘Why are you sleeping?’ he said to them. ‘Get up and pray, so that you won’t come into the trial.’ 
47 While he was still speaking, a crowd appeared. The man named Judas, one of the Twelve, was 

leading them. He came towards Jesus to kiss him, 48 but Jesus said to him, ‘Judas! Are you going to 
betray the son of man with a kiss?’ 

49 Jesus’ followers saw what was about to happen. 
‘Master!’ they said. ‘Shall we go in with the swords?’ 50 And one of them struck the high priest’s 

servant, and cut off his right ear. 
51 ‘Enough of that!’ said Jesus, and healed the ear with a touch. 
52 Then Jesus spoke to the chief priests, the Temple guardsmen, and the elders who had come after 

him. 
‘Anyone would think I was a brigand,’ he said, ‘for you to come out with swords and clubs! 53 Every 

day I’ve been in the Temple with you and you never laid hands on me. But your moment has come at 
last, and so has the power of darkness.’ 

One of the most noticeable changes in my life in the last 30 years—apart from increasing 
baldness—has been my changing attitude to one of the sports that I loved as a young man. I 
learned to rock-climb when I was at school, and for ten or more years I did as much of it as I 
could, never with great skill but always with huge enjoyment. But now, though I love walking in 
the hills, I have no desire whatever to find myself with my toes wobbling on tiny ledges and my 
heels suspended over a few hundred feet of fresh air. 

Apart from anything else, there is a peculiarly tragic aspect to many mountaineering 
accidents. The rope that’s supposed to save, by joining the climbers together, can also kill. 
However well prepared the climbers may be, it sometimes happens that when one person falls 
he or she pulls the other climbers off the rock as well. One person’s downfall can take the 
others with them. 

That is what Jesus was most anxious to avoid in this passage. The disciples didn’t 
understand what he was doing or saying, but with hindsight we can see it. He knew not only 
that he would be arrested, tried and killed, but that it was his God-given vocation that this 
should be so. But he also knew that he must go alone into the hour and power of darkness. 
When rebel leaders were rounded up, their associates were frequently captured, tortured and 
killed along with them; it was vital that this shouldn’t happen to Peter and the rest. Jesus would 
fall, but he mustn’t drag them down with him; his vocation was to give his life for the sheep, 
not to have them killed as well. In any case, they were the ones who would carry his mission 
forward in the days to come; he had prayed for Peter particularly (22:32), and it was vital that 
he and the others should stay out of the process that would shortly engulf him. 



That’s why he tells them to pray ‘that they may escape the trial’. What ‘trial’ is he talking 
about? At one level, it’s the trial that Jesus knows will await him once he’s arrested. But this 
trial will be only the human and earthly version of the greater ‘trial’ that is coming on Jesus, on 
Israel, on the whole world. ‘Your moment has come,’ he said to the arresting party, ‘and so has 
the power of darkness.’ Like many Jews of his day, Jesus believed that Israel’s history, and with 
it world history, would pass into a moment of great terror and darkness, unspeakable suffering 
and sorrow, and that God’s redemption, the coming kingdom and all that it meant, would 
emerge the other side. This would be the ‘trial’, the ‘test’, the ‘great tribulation’. Unlike any 
other leaders of the day, Jesus believed that it was his appointed task to go into that darkness, 
that terror, all by himself, to carry the fate of Israel and the world through to the other side. He 
would face The Trial, in both senses, alone. 

Only this explains the horror that Jesus faced in the garden. Others (Socrates, famously; 
thousands of martyrs, Christian and non-Christian alike, in fame or obscurity) have gone to their 
deaths, including horrific and agonizing ones, with apparent equanimity. Jesus had just 
celebrated the meal at which he had not only foretold his own death but given his own key to 
what it would mean. Why did he now shrink? 

The best answer is that he knew this death would carry with it the full horror of darkness, of 
God-forsakenness. He was going to the place where the evil powers of the world could and 
would do their worst at every level. And part of the torture was precisely the mental agony, the 
insistent questioning: perhaps there would be another way, maybe he’d misread God’s signals, 
maybe, as with Abraham when he was about to sacrifice Isaac, now that he’d come this far 
perhaps God would do something new which would mean he didn’t have to go through with it. 
Luke’s addition of the medical detail about Jesus’ sweating drops of blood has been confirmed 
by modern research; under conditions of extreme stress and horror, this can and does happen. 

And in the middle of it, the disciples still didn’t understand what Jesus’ kingdom, his 
message of peace, was all about. Their attempts at defending him missed the point just as 
much as the swords and clubs of the guardsmen. He was neither a revolutionary fighter nor a 
military Messiah. But the time for explanations had passed. The hour of darkness had come, 
and nobody would see clearly again until the new dawn three days later. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 22:54–71 
 
Peter Denies Jesus 

54 So they arrested Jesus, took him off, and brought him into the high priest’s house. Peter followed at a 
distance. 55 They lit a fire in the middle of the courtyard and sat around it, and Peter sat in among them. 

56 A servant-girl saw him sitting by the fire. She stared hard at him. ‘This fellow was with him!’ she 
said. 

57 Peter denied it. ‘I don’t know him, woman,’ he said. 
58 After a little while another man saw him and said, ‘You’re one of them!’ 
‘No, my friend, I’m not,’ replied Peter. 
59 After the space of about an hour, another man insisted, ‘It’s true! This man was with him; he’s a 

Galilean!’ 
60 ‘My good fellow,’ said Peter, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ And at once, while he was 

still speaking, the cock crowed. 61 The Master turned and looked at Peter, and Peter called to mind the 
words the Master had spoken to him: ‘Before the cock crows, this very day, you will deny me three 
times.’ 62 And he went outside and wept bitterly. 

63 The men who were holding Jesus began to make fun of him and knock him about. 64 They 
blindfolded him. 

‘Prophesy!’ they told him. ‘Who is it that’s hitting you?’ 
65 And they said many other scandalous things to him. 
66 When the day broke, the official assembly of the people, the chief priests and the scribes came 

together, and they took him off to their council. 
67 ‘If you are the Messiah,’ they said, ‘tell us!’ 
‘If I tell you,’ he said to them, ‘you won’t believe me. 68 And if I ask you a question, you won’t answer 

me. 69 But from now on the son of man will be seated at the right hand of God’s power.’ 
70 ‘So you’re the son of God, are you?’ they said. 
‘You say that I am,’ he said to them. 
71 ‘Why do we need any more witnesses?’ they said. ‘We’ve heard it ourselves, from his own mouth!’ 

I was fortunate enough to be involved in a service commemorating the life and witness of Wang 
Zhiming. He was a Chinese pastor who, after maintaining a clear Christian witness in the days of 
Mao’s cultural revolution, was executed in front of a large crowd. He is one of hundreds of 
martyrs who, in recent memory, have given their life for the Christian faith. 

Among the things people saw in him, the things that made the authorities angry, was that 
he went on telling the truth even when it became first costly, then dangerous, and finally 
almost suicidal, to do so. Faith and truth, expressed with grace and dignity, are unconquerable. 
That’s why Wang Zhiming is portrayed in a statue on the west front of Westminster Abbey, 
while nobody today remembers his accusers or executioners. 

Luke highlights Jesus’ faith and truth as he tells what happened the night Jesus was 
arrested. Peter denies he even knows Jesus. The soldiers play games, mocking Jesus as a false 
prophet at the very moment his prediction about Peter comes true. The council quiz him, not to 
know what he really believes but to find a way of framing a charge they can take to the Roman 
governor in the morning. And in the middle of it all stands the Master, sorrowing over Peter, 
wounded by the soldiers, shaking his head over the self-serving Jewish leadership, and 
continuing to tell the truth. 



It’s a scene worth stepping into for a few moments, as we ponder what is at stake and what 
it all meant. Think of the fireside, that chilly April night. Loyalty has taken Peter this far, but as 
the night wears on tiredness has sapped his resolve. It’s a familiar problem, which sometimes 
strikes in the middle of the night but more often strikes in the middle of someone’s life, or of 
some great project. We sign on to follow Jesus, and we really mean it. We start work on our 
vocation, and we have every intention of accomplishing it. Beginnings are always exciting, if 
daunting; the midday heat, or the midnight weariness, can drain away our intentions, our 
energy, our enthusiasm. Few if any Christians will look down on Peter and despise him. Most, if 
not all, of us will think: yes, that’s what it’s like. That’s what happens. Perhaps it’s only when 
we’ve been there that, like Peter, we can start to live and work in a new way, no longer out of 
our own energy but out of a fresh, and humbling, call of God. 

Now see the guardroom where Jesus is blindfolded. Some of the guards are brutal and 
rough, ready for any sport that comes along. Others are simply doing a job, but are unable to 
stand back when an ugly mood takes over. Their colleagues would think them weak, and might 
make them the next target for their fun. One of the things that makes a bully all the more 
violent is the sight of weakness; he covers up his own inner fears by mocking others. 

This doesn’t only happen in guardrooms with soldiers. It also happens in offices and 
boardrooms, in school playgrounds and restaurant kitchens. It happens wherever people forget 
that every single other person they deal with is a beautiful, fragile reflection of the creator God, 
to be respected and cherished—and that they themselves are commanded, too, to reflect this 
God in the world. It happens, in other words, whenever people decide to make themselves feel 
good by making other people feel bad. Once again, we have all known what that’s like. 

Finally and tragically, step into the courtroom. The council members have real power, if only 
as puppets of Rome. They have inherited a thousand-year tradition of believing in the God of 
justice, and they boast of how their nation can bring that justice to God’s world. But their 
overmastering aim here is to get rid of Jesus at all costs. For the moment everything else is on 
hold. One statement from him will do, however cryptic it may be, as long as they can twist it 
and spin it to frame a charge. This is a familiar tactic to politicians, journalists and lawyers. 
Anyone with a quick mind, a ready tongue and a flexible conscience can practise it. And it 
creates innocent victims wherever it happens. 

Someone asked me today what it means to say that Jesus died for the sins of the world. I 
gave a rather rambling, but I hope adequate answer. But Luke is answering that question all 
through this passage. Peter’s weakness, the guards’ bullying, the court’s perversion of justice; 
all this and much more put Jesus on the cross. It wasn’t just a theological transaction; it was 
real sin, real human folly and rebellion, the dehumanized humanity that has lost its way and 
spat in God’s face. ‘They said many other scandalous things to him’; yes, and we’ve all done so. 
As Luke leads our eyes to the foot of the cross he means us to feel not just sorrow and pity, but 
shame. 

 

 



LUKE 23:1–12 
 
Jesus before Pilate and Herod 

1 The whole crowd of them got up and took Jesus to Pilate. 
2 They began to accuse him. ‘We found this fellow’, they said, ‘deceiving our nation! He was 

forbidding people to give tribute to Caesar, and saying that he is the Messiah—a king!’ 
3 So Pilate asked Jesus, ‘You are the king of the Jews?’ 
‘You said it,’ replied Jesus. 
4 ‘I find no fault in this man,’ said Pilate to the chief priests and the crowds. 5 But they became 

insistent. 
‘He’s stirring up the people,’ they said, ‘teaching them throughout the whole of Judaea. He began in 

Galilee, and now he’s come here.’ 
6 When Pilate heard that, he asked if the man was indeed a Galilean. 7 When he learned that he was 

from Herod’s jurisdiction he sent him to Herod, who happened also to be in Jerusalem at that time. 
8 When Herod saw Jesus he was delighted. He had been wanting to see him for quite some time 

now, since he’d heard about him, and hoped to see him perform some sign or other. 9 He questioned 
him this way and that, but Jesus gave no answer at all. 10 The chief priests and the scribes stood by, 
accusing him vehemently. 11 Herod and his soldiers treated Jesus with contempt; they ridiculed him by 
dressing him up in a splendid robe, and sent him back to Pilate. 12 And so it happened, that very day, that 
Herod and Pilate became friends with each other. Up until then, they had been enemies. 

Many plays, many novels, and many real-life episodes reach a climax when two people, long 
separated, come together at last, for good or ill. ‘We meet at last, Mr Bond!’ declares the villain 
with an ugly smile, believing he finally has the secret agent in his power. Characters in plays 
from Aeschylus to Shakespeare and beyond stare at one another: ‘Can it really be you?’ they 
exclaim. ‘It’s so good to see you at last!’ we declare as a pen-friend or distant cousin steps off 
the plane. 

We will not understand Luke’s scene between Jesus and Herod unless we sense that quality 
in it. Herod has been in the background throughout the gospel. Only Luke tells us that he had 
wanted to hunt Jesus down and kill him much earlier, during Jesus’ Galilean ministry (13:31); 
only Luke now gives us this scene where they meet at last, the present and precarious ‘king of 
the Jews’ face to face with the real and coming King. Herod had longed for this moment. He 
saw Jesus as a combination of John the Baptist, who had fascinated him with his talk but 
frightened him with his warnings, and the kind of circus artiste who can do magic stunts to 
order. 

Jesus disappoints him. He says nothing, and does no miracles. We might have expected 
that, like Moses at the court of Pharaoh, the leader of the new Exodus would either threaten 
Herod with God’s judgment or perform remarkable feats to demonstrate his claims, but Jesus 
does neither. He isn’t that sort of prophet, and he isn’t that sort of king. Luke, for whom Jesus is 
certainly both a true prophet and the true king of the Jews, places this meeting in a sequence of 
scenes designed to reveal the truth of this kingship and the falsehood of all other types. At this 
moment, the truth is more eloquently stated by silence. 

Why then did Pilate say that Jesus was innocent of the charges laid against him? Why did 
Herod noticeably not accede to the chief priests’ accusations? Partly, it seems, because it was 



obvious that Jesus was not leading the sort of revolution normally spearheaded by would-be 
‘kings of the Jews’. His few close followers were only lightly armed, and had in any case run 
away. Jesus made no threats, offered no resistance, and said hardly anything. They could see 
that the main reason he was before them was because the chief priests and their associates 
wanted to get rid of him—and both Herod and Pilate disliked them and tried to do them down, 
as part of the power struggles that dribbled on throughout this period. Once again, Jesus was 
caught at the point where competing interests and agendas met. Not only the sins, but also the 
petty aspirations, of the world conspired to put him on the cross. 

But if it’s important for Luke that Jesus and Herod meet at last, it is still more important that 
the true Lord of the world meets the representative of the political lord of the world. Luke’s 
readers know that Jesus hasn’t in fact forbidden people to give tribute to Caesar, but it was a 
plausible charge for one who, by speaking of his exaltation as the son of man (22:69), showed 
that he saw himself as the rightful and royal representative of Israel. If he was the king of the 
Jews, and would be elevated as king over all earthly powers, then Caesar too would be pushed 
down from his throne. This, as Luke implied at the start of his story (2:1; 3:1), was what the 
kingdom of God was all about. 

This double meeting of Jesus with Herod and with Caesar’s representative foreshadows the 
confrontations in Acts. There, Jesus is first heralded as king of the Jews, ending with the death 
of (a different) Herod (Acts 1–12), and is then announced as ‘another king’ (Acts 17:7), that is, a 
rival to Caesar, with the gospel finally reaching Rome itself (Acts 13–28). Jesus can be 
announced publicly as king of the world not least because, in this scene, he remains largely 
silent; that is part of the paradox of the gospel. His sovereign gentleness, and his refusal to yell 
and bluster as others would have done, already spoke volumes long before his prayer on the 
cross (23:34). 

And—another Lukan touch—there is a wonderful irony to the newfound friendship of the 
Jewish king and the Gentile ruler. Luke’s whole book has spoken of the gospel reaching out into 
the lands beyond, beyond official Judaism, beyond the racial and geographical boundaries of 
Israel, beyond prejudice and blindness, bringing together Jew and Gentile, young and old, the 
hated Samaritan, the tax-collector. Now, even without believing in Jesus, Herod and Pilate are 
reconciled. It is as though, with Jesus on the way to the cross, reconciliation cannot help 
breaking out all over the place. 

There is, of course, no real comparison between the shady deal struck between the petty 
princeling and the scheming governor, and the rich fellowship in the gospel enjoyed by Jewish 
and Gentile believers. But Luke is alert, and wants us to be too, for every sign that the world is 
becoming a new place through Jesus and his crucifixion. If even Herod and Pilate can become 
friends through this, he says to both his church and ours, think how you too could be reconciled 
with anyone at all, once you both come under the shadow of the cross. 

 

 

 



LUKE 23:13–26 
 
Pilate Pressured by the Crowds 

13 So Pilate called the chief priests, the rulers and the people. 
14 ‘You brought this man before me,’ he said to them, ‘on the grounds that he was leading the 

people astray. Look here, then: I examined him in your presence and I found no evidence in him of the 
charges you’re bringing against him. 15 Nor did Herod; he sent him back to me. Look: there is no sign that 
he’s done anything to deserve death. 16 So I’m going to flog him and let him go.’ 

18 ‘Take him away!’ they shouted out all together. ‘Release Barabbas for us!’ 19 (Barabbas had been 
thrown into prison because of an uprising that had taken place in the city, and for murder.) 20 Pilate 
spoke to them again, with the intention of letting Jesus go, 21 but they shouted back, ‘Crucify him! 
Crucify him!’ 

22 ‘Why?’ he said for the third time. ‘What’s he done wrong? I can’t find anything he’s done that 
deserves death, so I’m going to beat him and let him go.’ 

23 But they went on shouting out at the tops of their voices, demanding that he be crucified; and 
eventually their shouts won the day. 24 Pilate gave his verdict that their request should be granted. 25 He 
released the man who’d been thrown into prison because of rebellion and murder, and gave Jesus over 
to their demands. 

26 As they led him away, they grabbed a man from Cyrene called Simon, who was coming in to the 
city from outside, and they forced him to carry the crossbeam behind Jesus. 

Shakespeare peopled his plays, as Charles Dickens did his novels, with fascinating minor 
characters. Each has his or her own tale to tell; none is a mere cardboard figure. Even the bear 
in A Winter’s Tale is important. 

Among the Evangelists, Luke has the most interesting cast of minor characters, and two of 
them come into focus here: Barabbas, and Simon of Cyrene. Together they help Luke tell us not 
only what happened to Jesus, but why it happened and what it means for us. We need to think 
into their own life stories, to see the tragic day unfold from their perspective, and to learn from 
them both. 

Barabbas was not a common criminal. Luke informs us that he had been thrown into prison 
for his part in a violent rebellion that had taken place in Jerusalem. This is all we know about 
this particular rebellion, since the non-Christian historian Josephus doesn’t mention another 
uprising at this time; we can assume that such events were a regular occurrence, and that in 
the ancient world (as, alas, in the modern) the Middle East would be a place where political and 
social frustration would regularly spill over into violence, sometimes focused on particular 
targets, sometimes mindless and born of the apparent hopelessness of the cause. It was, of 
course, because of such events that both the Romans and the chief priests were nervous of 
popular or messianic movements, not least at the time of major festivals. We know about 
Barabbas, but we must assume that he was only one of many rebel leaders in the period. He 
escaped crucifixion that Passover time, but the cross claimed many, perhaps dozens or even 
hundreds, even when no major disturbance had taken place. 

Luke describes the event in such a way that we can hardly miss the point. Barabbas is guilty 
of some of the crimes of which Jesus, though innocent, is charged: stirring up the people, 
leading a rebellion. We don’t know whether he saw himself, or whether his followers saw him, 



as a possible ‘king of the Jews’, but that is not unlikely. One of them is to die, and it turns out to 
be Jesus. Luke does not explain, as Mark and Matthew do, the custom whereby Pilate used to 
release one prisoner for the crowds to celebrate the holiday (some manuscripts add an extra 
verse, verse 17, to give this explanation, but this almost certainly wasn’t originally in Luke), but 
it is clear that things come down to a choice. Either Barabbas or Jesus must die; either the one 
who stands for violent revolution, which Jesus has opposed from the beginning, or the one who 
has offered and urged the way of peace. Jesus ends up dying the death appropriate for the 
violent rebel. He predicted that he would be ‘reckoned with the lawless’ (22:37), and it has 
happened all too soon. 

Luke’s readers are by now used to seeing Jesus in company with tax-collectors and sinners. 
We have been told, from many angles and with many parables, that this was the appropriate 
and necessary focus of his ministry, embodying the outstretched love of God to all in need, 
going in search of lost sheep wherever they might be found. We were not, perhaps, quite 
prepared for it to end like this. It is one thing for Jesus to go in to eat with a man who is a sinner 
(19:7). It is a considerable step beyond that for him to go off and die the death of the violent 
rebel. 

But this is in fact the climax and focus of the whole gospel. This is the point for which Luke 
has been preparing us all along. All sinners, all rebels, all the human race are invited to see 
themselves in the figure of Barabbas; and, as we do so, we discover in this story that Jesus 
comes to take our place, under condemnation for sins and wickednesses great and small. In the 
strange justice of God, which overrules the unjust ‘justice’ of Rome and every human system, 
God’s mercy reaches out where human mercy could not, not only sharing, but in this case 
substituting for, the sinner’s fate. 

It is because of this that the call goes out, once we realize what Jesus is doing, for each of us 
to take up our own cross and follow him. This is of course where the call to Simon comes in. He 
had come on pilgrimage to Jerusalem from one of the Jewish communities in North Africa (the 
shores of the eastern Mediterranean were covered with Greek and Roman settlements, and in 
most there was a sizeable Jewish community), and found himself a pilgrim in a very different 
sense. Criminals on their way to execution normally carried the cross-piece of their own cross, 
as part of the shame and torture of the whole experience. Luke does not explain why Jesus was 
unable to carry it for himself, but it takes little imagination to fill in the blank. The previous 
twenty-four hours had exhausted him, and he could barely stagger through the streets to the 
western gate. On several occasions in the gospel Jesus has urged his followers to take up their 
cross and follow him. Here at last someone is doing so, and even more: carrying Jesus’ own 
cross, Simon becomes the model for all those who, in devotion, holiness and service, tread 
behind Jesus on the road of humility, pain and even death. 

Though Barabbas and Simon are the key to this passage, we should once more notice the 
crowds, and sorrowfully identify with them. The mixture of disappointment at a failed 
messianic movement, and fear of what might now happen if the Romans or the chief priests 
regarded them as supportive of its leader, drove the mob to make what all history has regarded 
as the wrong choice. At the same time, Luke was well aware of God’s overruling of this, too, for 
the purposes of salvation. God turns even human wrath and mistakes to serve his plans. 

And, as we reflect on the role of the small parts within Luke’s large drama, we should 
remind ourselves that our own parts, small though they may seem, may also contribute 



substantially to the work of the gospel as it goes forwards. Neither Barabbas nor Simon 
dreamed, that day, that their names would be known, and their stories told around the world, 
two thousand years hence. How much more, when we follow this Jesus and carry his cross, can 
we be sure that God will use our small labours and sufferings within his larger work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 23:27–43 
 
The Crucifixion 

27 A great crowd of the people followed Jesus, including women who were mourning and wailing for him. 
28 Jesus turned and spoke to them. 

‘Daughters of Jerusalem,’ he said, ‘don’t cry for me. Cry for yourselves instead! Cry for your children! 
29 Listen: the time is coming when you will say, “A blessing on the barren! A blessing on wombs that 
never bore children, and breasts that never nursed them!” 30 At that time people will start to say to the 
mountains, “Fall on us,” and to the hills, “Cover us”! 31 Yes: if this is what they do with the green tree, 
what will happen to the dry one?’ 

32 Two other criminals were taken away with him to be executed. 33 When they came to the place 
called The Skull, they crucified him there, with the criminals, one on his right and one on his left. 

34 ‘Father,’said Jesus, ‘forgive them! They don’t know what they’re doing!’ 
They divided his clothes, casting lots for them. 
35 The people stood around watching. The rulers hurled abuse at him. 
‘He rescued others,’ they said, ‘let him try rescuing himself, if he really is the Messiah, God’s chosen 

one!’ 
36 The soldiers added their taunts, coming up and offering him cheap wine. 
37 ‘If you’re the king of the Jews,’ they said, ‘rescue yourself!’ 
38 The charge was written above him: ‘This is the King of the Jews.’ 
39 One of the bad characters who was hanging there began to insult him. ‘Aren’t you the Messiah?’ 

he said. ‘Rescue yourself—and us, too!’ 
40 But the other one told him off. ‘Don’t you fear God?’ he said. ‘You’re sharing the same fate that he 

is! 41 In our case it’s fair enough; we’re getting exactly what we asked for. But this fellow hasn’t done 
anything out of order. 

42 ‘Jesus,’ he went on, ‘remember me when you finally become king.’ 
43 ‘I’m telling you the truth,’ replied Jesus, ‘you’ll be with me in paradise, this very day.’ 

My first day at the lumber camp was probably the hardest. I was issued with thick leather 
gloves, and sent off to the first shed, where the planks arrived after the huge trees had been 
sliced up. The boards came out sideways on a huge conveyor belt, and had to be manhandled, 
in their different sizes, on to the trucks that took them to the next stage of the process. Up till 
this point, they were heavy and wet, partly because they were freshly cut and partly because 
they had arrived at the camp by being floated down the river. This conveyor system was known 
as the ‘green chain’; this is where the ‘green’ lumber arrived and was dealt with. 

The next stage was to dry the planks, which was done in a huge drying shed, after which 
they were cut again and sent to the ‘dry chain’, where they were sorted for shipping. That’s 
where I ended up working for most of the time. By now the wood was about half the weight; all 
the moisture had been dried out of the planks, and they were easier to handle and ready for 
use. 

The contrast between ‘green’ and ‘dry’ wood supplied Jesus with one of his darkest sayings. 
But if we find our way to the heart of it we will learn a lot about what he, and Luke as well, 
thought the cross was all about. ‘If they do this,’ he said, ‘when the wood is green, what will 
happen when it’s dry?’ (verse 31). 



Jesus wasn’t a rebel leader; he wasn’t ‘dry wood’, timber ready for burning. On the 
contrary, he was ‘green wood’: his mission was about peace and repentance, about God’s 
reconciling kingdom for Israel and the nations. But, he is saying, if they are even doing this to 
him, what will they do when Jerusalem is filled with young hotheads, firebrands eager to do 
anything they can to create violence and mayhem? If the Romans crucify the prince of peace, 
what will they do to genuine warlords? 

Jesus, we must realize, knows that he is dying the death of the brigand, the holy 
revolutionary. That is part of the point. He is bearing in himself the fate he had predicted so 
often for the warlike nation; the woes he had pronounced on Jerusalem and its inhabitants (e.g. 
13:1–5) were coming true in him. The One was bearing the sins of the many. But if the many 
refuse, even now, to turn and follow him, to repent of their violence, then the fate in store for 
them will make his crucifixion seem mild by comparison. The judgment that Rome will mete out 
on them will be so severe that people will beg the earth to open and swallow them up, as the 
prophets had warned (Hosea 10:8). 

This explains the rest of the passage about the women, including its terrifying upside-down 
‘beatitude’. Much earlier in the gospel Jesus had invoked God’s blessing on the poor, the meek, 
the hungry, the mourners. Now he tells the women that they will soon invoke that same 
blessing on those who didn’t have children, who would normally be deeply ashamed of the fact 
(compare 1:25). These mothers will see their own sons grow up to revolt against Rome, and will 
watch them suffer the fate that Rome always inflicted on rebels. Jesus combines the clear 
statement of his own intention, to suffer Israel’s fate on her behalf, with the clear warning, 
echoing the warnings throughout the gospel, for those who do not follow him. 

Luke makes the same point in a different way by contrasting the two who were crucified on 
either side of Jesus. The one taunts, but the other expresses Luke’s view of the whole scene. 
Jesus, once again, is dying the death appropriate for the rebel, the brigand, the criminal; he is 
bearing the sins of the many, innocent though he himself is. 

At the heart of Luke’s picture of the cross is the mocking of Jesus as king of the Jews, which 
draws into a single stark sketch the meaning expressed by the various characters and the small 
incidents elsewhere in the narrative. Jesus has stood on its head the meaning of kingship, the 
meaning of the kingdom itself. He has celebrated with the wrong people, offered peace and 
hope to the wrong people, and warned the wrong people of God’s coming judgment. Now he is 
hailed as king at last, but in mockery. Here comes his royal cupbearer, only it’s a Roman soldier 
offering him the sour wine that poor people drank. Here is his royal placard, announcing his 
kingship to the world, but it is in fact the criminal charge which explains his cruel death. 

His true royalty, though, shines out in his prayer and his promise, both recorded only in 
Luke. Unlike traditional martyrs, who died with a curse against their torturers, Jesus prays for 
their forgiveness. Like a king on his way to enthronement, Jesus promises a place of honour and 
bliss to one who requests it. (‘Paradise’ in Jewish thought wasn’t necessarily the final resting 
place, but the place of rest and refreshment before the gift of new life in the resurrection.) The 
prayer shows that the promise is not to be taken as meaning that the only hope is in a life after 
death, vital though that of course is. Forgiveness brings the life of heaven to earth, God’s future 
into the present. 



LUKE 23:44–56 
 
The Death and Burial of Jesus 

44 By the time of the sixth hour, darkness came over all the land. 45 The sunlight vanished until the ninth 
hour. The veil of the Temple was ripped down the middle. 46 Then Jesus shouted out at the top of his 
voice, ‘Here’s my spirit, Father! You can take care of it now!’ And with that he died. 

47 The centurion saw what happened, and praised God. 
‘This fellow’, he said, ‘really was in the right.’ 
48 All the crowds who had come together for the spectacle saw what happened, and they went away 

beating their breasts. 49 Those who knew Jesus, including the women who had followed him from 
Galilee, remained at a distance and watched the scene. 

50 Now there was a man named Joseph, a member of the council. He was a good and righteous man, 
51 and had not given his consent to the court’s verdict or actions. He was from Arimathaea, a town in 
Judaea, and he was longing for God’s kingdom. 52 He approached Pilate and asked for Jesus’ body. 53 He 
took it down, wrapped it in a shroud, and put it in a tomb hollowed out of the rock, where no one had 
ever been laid. 54 It was the day of Preparation, and the sabbath was beginning. 

55 The women who had followed Jesus, the ones who had come with him from Galilee, saw the tomb 
and how the body was laid. 56 Then they went back to prepare spices and ointments. On the sabbath 
they rested, as the commandment specified. 

It really happened. It wasn’t a mistake. We didn’t get it wrong. It’s true. You can rely on it. This 
is the main emphasis of Luke’s account of Jesus’ death and burial. 

He began his book by telling ‘Theophilus’ that he could rely on these facts, and now that the 
most vital one is before us he presents his witnesses one by one. The centurion saw what 
happened, and made his comment. The crowds standing by saw what happened, and went 
home shocked and sad. Jesus’ followers, not least the women, were standing at some distance, 
but they too saw what had happened. Then the burial: again, the women saw what happened, 
and how the body was laid out. Evidence. Eyewitnesses. This is what Luke promised, and this is 
what he’s now giving us. 

But it’s not just the fact of Jesus’ death and burial that Luke is interested in at this point. He 
is equally clear that Jesus died an innocent, righteous man. In Mark’s gospel, the centurion in 
charge of the execution squad declares that Jesus really was God’s son. In Luke, his comment is 
equally positive but slanted in a different direction: he really was innocent, he was in the right, 
he was a victim not a villain, he didn’t deserve to die. Just in case anyone in Luke’s audience, 
perhaps an educated Roman, might comment that if Roman justice executed Jesus then there 
must have been some reason, Luke presents his Roman witness to make it clear, as he will do in 
Acts in relation to Paul, that Jesus was not guilty, that he had done nothing worthy of death. 
This was not, of course, the first Roman centurion to look with faith at Jesus (see 7:2–10); Luke, 
naturally, wants his likely audience to identify with men like this, Romans with their feet on the 
ground, not people to be taken in by some religious trickster. 

The third thing he is anxious to get across in this passage is that the people associated with 
Jesus’ burial were, like the minor characters Elisabeth and Zechariah at the start of the gospel, 
good and law-abiding Jews. Joseph is a member of the council, though Luke of course insists 
that he had not agreed with the verdict they had reached on Jesus. The women, eager as they 



are to anoint Jesus’ body, didn’t have time to do it on the Friday night, because the sabbath 
began at sunset and they were rightly going to observe it. It would be Sunday morning before 
they could return, and Luke has made sure that we know they will go to the right tomb. 

He has also explained enough about the burial for first-century readers to understand 
another important part of the story. Jewish burial customs varied considerably, but in this case 
the burial was to be in two stages. First, the body would be laid on a ledge in a cave, in this case 
a man-made one (though many natural caves were used for the same purpose). It would be 
wrapped up, with spices and ointments to cover the smell of rotting flesh. The expense this 
would incur was necessary because the tomb would be used again, perhaps several times, in 
the coming months before decay was complete; other bodies would be placed on other ledges. 
When all the flesh had rotted away, the remaining bones would be reverently collected and 
placed in a small ossuary, a bone-box. Unlike modern Western burials, therefore (and of course 
quite unlike cremations), an initial burial of this sort marked a stage on the road of saying a 
farewell, not the end of that road. Luke doesn’t tell us, but he assumes we know, that tombs 
like this were shut with a large rolling stone across the door (see 24:2). 

Hence the importance of knowing which tomb it was. Hence, too, the importance of our 
being told that it was a new tomb which had never been used before. Jesus’ body was the only 
one in it. There was no chance of a mistake, as there might have been had there been three or 
four bodies, at different stages of decomposition, on various shelves in a dark cave. 

So Luke’s story of Jesus’ death and burial is already looking forward, quite naturally, to the 
main purpose of the gospel: to announce to the watching Gentile world the most basic facts 
about Jesus. It is vital that we know that the one who died and was buried (and, in the next 
chapter, rose again) was the one who did and said the things described earlier in the gospel. 
But it is more vital still that we know that the one who announced God’s kingdom, and lived 
out its reality, with its solemn warnings and its lavish celebrations, was then crucified, dead and 
buried. He takes with him into the tomb the hopes and fears of Israel and the world, and as far 
as Luke is concerned they belong to him still. 

If Jesus had simply been a great prophet, his violent death would not have presented his 
followers with a theological problem. Many prophets died cruel deaths, and were venerated as 
martyrs. But Jesus’ followers believed he was not just a prophet, but the Messiah; and nobody 
expected the Messiah to die at the hands of the pagans. He was supposed to defeat them, not 
to succumb to their violence. The crucifixion might have made Jesus a great martyr, or sealed 
his career as a great prophet, but by itself it meant that he could not have been God’s anointed, 
the Messiah. 

So if Jesus had remained in the tomb, he would have been regarded by everybody, including 
his own followers, as a false Messiah, and the court would have been right to decide that he 
was leading the people astray. In addition, if Jerusalem remained unjudged, still standing for 
centuries to come, he would have been seen as a false prophet, for all his noble death. But 
already in this story there are signs of what is to come. In the midst of the darkness, the 
darkness which is both spiritual (22:53) and actual, the Temple veil is torn in two, symbolizing 
the judgment that will come on the city, the system and the Temple itself that has rejected 
Jesus and his kingdom-message. Out of the darkness comes Jesus’ cry of resignation, entrusting 
his spirit to his Father. And then, before any suggestion of Easter, the centurion speaks for all 



who, Luke hopes, will come to see in this crucifixion not just another messy death but the hope 
of the world: this man really was innocent. 

Here the narrative pauses, poised and ready for the extraordinary things that will happen 
next. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 24:1–12 
 
The Resurrection 

1 The women went to the tomb in the very early morning of the first day of the week, carrying the spices 
they had prepared. 2 They found the stone rolled away from the tomb, 3 and when they went in they 
didn’t find the body of the Lord Jesus. 

4 As they were at a loss what to make of it all, suddenly two men in shining clothes stood beside 
them. 5 The women were terrified, and bowed their faces towards the ground. 

But the men said to them, ‘Why look for the living with the dead? 6 He isn’t here—he’s been raised! 
Don’t you remember? While you were still in Galilee he told you that 7 the son of man must be handed 
over into the hands of sinners, and be crucified, and rise again on the third day.’ 

8 And they remembered his words. 
9 They went back, away from the tomb, and told all this to the eleven and all the others. 10 It was 

Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Mary the wife of James, and the others with them. They said this to the 
apostles; 11 and this message seemed to them just stupid, useless talk, and they didn’t believe them. 

12 Peter, though, got up and ran to the tomb. He stooped down and saw only the grave-clothes. He 
went back home, perplexed at what had happened. 

Many years ago, a colleague of mine in Oxford wrote a series of articles in a university 
magazine, discussing various changes that were being proposed to the way the university and 
the colleges were run. He warned of what would happen if certain things were done, and if 
certain other things were not done. His advice went largely unheeded, and in later years he 
looked back with the unsatisfying satisfaction of seeing his warnings come true. ‘If I ever write 
an autobiography,’ he once told me, ‘I shall call it I Told You So.’ 

It sometimes seems impossible for people to believe what they are being told. Even in a 
society that prides itself on thinking clearly and rationally, there are fashions in ideas just as in 
clothing, and often certain thoughts are so out of style as to be almost literally unthinkable. 
Even if people say things over and over again, if fashion dictates that we should think 
something else we will simply ignore them, or remain unable to understand them. We can’t, as 
we say, ‘hear’ them; that is, we hear the sound the words make, but they don’t go any further 
than our eardrums. 

Jesus had spoken of his own resurrection at various stages, from 9:22 onwards. Two of his 
greatest stories had ended with a strong reference to rising from the dead (15:24, 32; 16:31). 
But nobody had ‘heard’ what he was saying. They were puzzled, and understandably so; 
‘resurrection’, in that world, was what God would do in the end for all the righteous dead, 
giving new embodiment to everyone from Abraham, Isaac and Jacob down to the most recent 
righteous martyrs. Though people could speak of a prophet like Elijah or John the Baptist 
returning from the dead, what they probably meant by that was that someone would come 
who seemed to embody the same spirit, the same fiery prophecy. ‘The resurrection’ itself 
would be a large-scale event. After Israel’s great and final suffering, all God’s people would be 
given new life, new bodies. 

We shouldn’t be surprised, then, at how surprised they were on the first Easter morning. It 
wasn’t just a lack of faith that had stopped them understanding what Jesus had said in Galilee 
about his rising again. It was simply that nobody had ever dreamed that one single living person 



would be killed stone dead and then raised to a new sort of bodily life the other side of the 
grave, while the rest of the world carried on as before. 

The women, obviously, weren’t expecting it. They weren’t going to the tomb saying to 
themselves, ‘Well, we’ve got the spices in case he’s still dead, but let’s hope he’s alive again.’ 
They knew well enough that dead people remained dead. The eleven (the Twelve without 
Judas; Luke doesn’t reveal his fate until the start of Acts) certainly weren’t expecting it. If Luke 
had been making this story up a generation or more after the event, as people sometimes 
suggest, not only would he not have had women going first to the tomb (women were not 
regarded as credible witnesses in the ancient world, as this story itself bears out); he would 
have had the apostles believe the story at once, ready to be models of faith and to lead the 
young church into God’s future. Not so: it seemed to them a silly fantasy, exactly the sort of 
thing (they will have thought) that you’d expect from a few women crazy with grief and lack of 
sleep. 

Nor does Luke attempt to describe, any more than the other gospels do, the moment when 
Jesus actually arose. This part of the story is a masterpiece of suspense. The whole chapter is 
another example of his great artistry, with the long middle story (the two on the road to 
Emmaus, 24:13–35) flanked on either side by the stories of the women and the eleven. These 
opening verses raise the question: something very odd has happened, but what? The middle 
story only gives us the answer step by step, because Luke is concerned that we understand 
what it is we’re going to hear. Only then can we, the readers, meet the risen Jesus face to face 
and know who he is and what’s going on. 

The opening mood of Easter morning, then, is one of surprise, astonishment, fear and 
confusion. Yes, Jesus did say something like this would occur; he told us so all right. But we still 
don’t know what’s going on, what it all means, what will happen next. There is no sense here—
as, alas, one sometimes finds in churches around Easter time—that throughout the story of the 
passion Jesus himself was regarding the coming events as an unpleasant task which would soon 
be over, and that we can follow the story through for ourselves in the same way. Easter is 
always a surprise, whether we meet it in celebrating the feast itself, or in the sudden surges of 
God’s grace overturning tragedy in our own lives or in the world. 

No doubt our own resurrection will be as much of a surprise, in its own way, as that of 
Jesus. From the beginning, the gospel is good news not least because it dares to tell us things 
we didn’t expect, weren’t inclined to believe, and couldn’t understand. Did we expect the 
gospel would be something obvious, something we could have dreamed up for ourselves? 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 24:13–27 
 
On the Road to Emmaus 

13 That very day, two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, which lay about seven miles from 
Jerusalem. 14 They were discussing with each other all the various things that had taken place. 15 As they 
were discussing, and arguing with each other, Jesus himself approached and walked with them. 16 Their 
eyes, though, were prevented from recognizing him. 

17 ‘You’re obviously having a very important discussion on your walk,’ he said; ‘what’s it all about?’ 
They stood still, a picture of gloom. 18 Then one of them, Cleopas by name, answered him. 
‘You must be the only person around Jerusalem’, he said, ‘who doesn’t know what’s been going on 

there these last few days.’ 
19 ‘What things?’ he asked. 
‘To do with Jesus of Nazareth,’ he said to him. ‘He was a prophet. He acted with power and he spoke 

with power, before God and all the people. 20 Our chief priests and rulers handed him over to be 
condemned to death, and they crucified him. 21 But we were hoping that he was going to redeem Israel! 

‘And now, what with all this, it’s the third day since it happened. 22 But some women from our group 
have astonished us. They went to his tomb very early this morning, 23 and didn’t find his body. They 
came back saying they’d seen a vision of angels, who said he was alive. 24 Some of the folk with us went 
off to the tomb and found it just as the women had said, but they didn’t see him.’ 

25 ‘You are so senseless!’ he said to them. ‘So slow in your hearts to believe all the things the 
prophets said to you! Don’t you see? 26 This is what had to happen: the Messiah had to suffer, and come 
into his glory!’ 

27 So he began with Moses, and with all the prophets, and explained to them the things about 
himself throughout the whole Bible. 

If the story of the prodigal son has a claim to be the finest story Jesus ever told, the tale of the 
two on the road to Emmaus must have an equal claim to be the finest scene Luke ever 
sketched. It’s a shame to break it in half, as we’ve done (the story continues to verse 35); but it 
would be even more of a pity to squash it all together into one short comment, when it is as 
rich in its detail as it is in its outline. 

At the level of drama it has everything. Sorrow, suspense, puzzlement, gradual dawning of 
light; then, in the second half, unexpected actions, astonished recognition, a flurry of 
excitement and activity. It is both a wonderful, unique, spellbinding tale, and also a model (and 
Luke surely knew this) for a great deal of what being a Christian, from that day to this, is all 
about. The slow, sad dismay at the failure of human hopes; the turning to someone who might 
or might not help; the discovery that in scripture, all unexpected, there lay keys which might 
unlock the central mysteries and enable us to find the truth; the sudden realization of Jesus 
himself, present with us, warming our hearts with his truth, showing us himself as bread is 
broken. This describes the experience of innumerable Christians, and indeed goes quite a long 
way to explaining what it is about Christianity that grasps us and holds us in the face of so much 
that is wrong with the world, with the church, and with ourselves. 

The story as a whole is often used, and rightly so, as a focus for meditation, not least when 
people find themselves in difficulties. Bring your problem, your agony, on the road to Emmaus 
with Cleopas and his companion; be prepared to share it in prayer with the stranger who 
approaches; and learn to listen for his voice, explaining, leading forwards, warming your heart 



by applying scripture to what’s going on. Learn to live inside this story, and you will find it 
inexhaustible. 

The couple on the road may well have been husband and wife, Cleopas and Mary (see John 
19:25; ‘Clopas’ there is probably the same person as ‘Cleopas’ here). Though we cannot be sure 
of this, many couples have found the story a wonderful focus for bringing their lives, their 
problems and their questions before Jesus. 

Even before we start looking for deeper meanings within the story, the surface meaning 
itself is powerful enough. Cleopas must have thought at first that the stranger might have been 
a spy; it must have taken a certain amount of courage—though perhaps by then he was beyond 
caring—to reveal that the two of them were part of Jesus’ following. In any case, the story he 
tells is simple, profound and poignant. They had regarded Jesus as a prophet, and more than a 
prophet. God’s power had been present with him in his miracles and his teaching, and they 
couldn’t doubt that this was the man of God’s choice. He was the one who would redeem 
Israel. Clearly, for them, this referred (as Luke has been saying all along) to the new Exodus: just 
as Israel had been ‘redeemed’ from slavery in Egypt at the first Passover, so they had hoped 
that now Israel would be ‘redeemed’, that God would purchase her freedom. They hoped that 
Israel would be liberated once for all from pagan domination, free to serve God in peace and 
holiness. 

That’s why the crucifixion was so devastating. It wasn’t just that Jesus had been the bearer 
of their hopes and he was now dead and gone. It was sharper than that: if Jesus had been the 
one to redeem Israel, he should have been defeating the pagans, not dying at their hands! 
Cleopas’s puzzled statement only needs the slightest twist to turn it into a joyful statement of 
early Christian faith: ‘They crucified him—but we had hoped he would redeem Israel’ would 
shortly become, ‘They crucified him—and that was how he did redeem Israel.’ And it was, of 
course, the resurrection that made the difference. 

But before they could begin to understand what had just happened they had to be 
prepared. They, like everybody else in Israel, had been reading the Bible through the wrong end 
of the telescope. They had been seeing it as the long story of how God would redeem Israel 
from suffering, but it was instead the story of how God would redeem Israel through suffering; 
through, in particular, the suffering which would be taken on himself by Israel’s representative, 
the Messiah. When Luke says that Jesus interpreted to them all the things about himself, 
throughout the Bible, he doesn’t mean that Jesus collected a few, or even a few dozen, isolated 
texts, verses chosen at random. He means that the whole story, from Genesis to Chronicles (the 
last book of the Hebrew Bible; the prophets came earlier), pointed forwards to a fulfilment 
which could only be found when God’s anointed took Israel’s suffering, and hence the world’s 
suffering, on to himself, died under its weight, and rose again as the beginning of God’s new 
creation, God’s new people. This is what had to happen; and now it just had. 

It wasn’t simply, then, that they couldn’t recognize him. This is a very strange feature of the 
resurrection stories, in Matthew (28:17) and John (20:14; 21:4, 12) as well as here. There was 
nothing in the Jewish resurrection hope to indicate that this would happen, but it seems that 
Jesus’ body, emerging from the tomb, had been transformed. It was the same, yet different—a 
mystery which we shall perhaps never unravel until we ourselves share the same risen life. But 
the fact that they couldn’t recognize Jesus at first seems to have gone with the fact that they 
couldn’t recognize the events that had just happened as the story of God’s redemption. 



Perhaps Luke is saying that we can only now know Jesus, can only recognize him in any sense, 
when we learn to see him within the true story of God, Israel and the world. 

For that we need to learn how to read the scriptures; and for that we need, as our teacher, 
the risen Lord himself. This passage forms one of the most powerful encouragements to pray 
for his presence, and sense of guidance, whenever we study the Bible, individually, in pairs or in 
larger groups. We need to be prepared for him to rebuke our foolish and faithless readings, and 
to listen for his fresh interpretation. Only with him at our side will our hearts burn within us 
(verse 32), and lead us to the point where we see him face to face. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 24:28–35 
 
Jesus Revealed at Emmaus 

28 They drew near to the village where they were heading. Jesus gave the impression that he was going 
further, 29 but they urged him strongly not to. 

‘Stay with us,’ they said. ‘It’s nearly evening; the day is almost gone.’ And he went in to stay with 
them. 

30 As he was sitting at table with them he took the bread and gave thanks. He broke it and gave it to 
them. 31 Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they recognized him; and he vanished from 
their sight. 

32 Then they said to each other, ‘Do you remember how our hearts were burning inside us, as he 
talked to us on the road, as he opened up the Bible for us?’ 

33 And they got up then and there and went back to Jerusalem. There they found the eleven, and the 
people with them, gathered together. 

34 They were saying, ‘The Lord really has been raised! He’s appeared to Simon!’ 35 Then they told 
what had happened on the road, and how he was known to them in the breaking of the bread. 

Think of the first meal in the Bible. The moment is heavy with significance. ‘The woman took 
some of the fruit, and ate it; she gave it to her husband, and he ate it; then the eyes of them 
both were opened, and they knew that they were naked’ (Genesis 3:6–7). The tale was told, 
over and over, as the beginning of the woes that had come upon the human race. Death itself 
was traced to that moment of rebellion. The whole creation was subjected to decay, futility and 
sorrow. 

Now Luke, echoing that story, describes the first meal of the new creation. ‘He took the 
bread, blessed it, broke it, and gave it to them; then the eyes of them both were opened, and 
they recognized him’ (verse 31). The couple at Emmaus—probably Cleopas and Mary, husband 
and wife—discover that the long curse has been broken. Death itself has been defeated. God’s 
new creation, brimming with life and joy and new possibility, has burst in upon the world of 
decay and sorrow. 

Jesus himself, risen from the dead, is the beginning and the sign of this new world. He isn’t 
just alive again in the same way that Jairus’s daughter, or the widow’s son at Nain, were. They, 
poor things, would have to face death again in due course. He has, it seems, gone through 
death and out the other side into a new world, a world of new and deathless creation, still 
physical only somehow transformed. We shall look at this in more detail when we read the 
next, and last, section of the gospel. 

Luke has, of course, told the story in such a way as to help us live in it ourselves. We too are 
invited to listen to the exposition of the Bible, to have our hearts burning within us as fresh 
truth comes out of the old pages and sets us on fire. In this and the following passage Luke 
emphasizes what the church all too easily forgets: that the careful study of the Bible is meant to 
bring together head and heart, understanding and excited application. This will happen as we 
learn to think through the story of God and the world, of Israel and Jesus, not in the way our 
various cultures try to make us think, but in the way that God himself has sketched out. Only 
when we see the Old Testament as reaching its natural climax in Jesus will we have understood 
it. Equally, we will only understand Jesus himself when we see him as the one to whom 



scripture points, not in isolated prooftexts but in the entire flow of the story. And, when we 
grasp this, we, like Cleopas and Mary, will find our hearts burning within us. 

So, too, we are invited to know Jesus in the breaking of the bread. The way Luke has 
described the simple mealtime takes our minds back to the upper room, and to many other 
meals that Jesus had shared with his followers. Cleopas and Mary, not being members of the 
Twelve, were not present at the Last Supper, but what Jesus did then was (apart from the 
special words) typical, most likely, of the way he had always broken bread with them. But Luke 
also intends that his readers should see this simple meal pointing forwards, to the breaking of 
bread which quickly became the central symbolic action of Jesus’ people. Though Jesus was no 
longer physically present, they were to discover him living with and in them through this meal 
(Acts 2:42). Scripture and sacrament, word and meal, are joined tightly together, here as 
elsewhere. Take scripture away, and the sacrament becomes a piece of magic. Take the 
sacrament away, and scripture becomes an intellectual or emotional exercise, detached from 
real life. Put them together, and you have the centre of Christian living as Luke understood it. 

There is one more sign of Luke’s artistry to be discovered here. He has told this story as part 
of his framework for the entire gospel. In 2:41–52 we read how Mary and Joseph went a day’s 
journey away from Jerusalem, and then, realizing Jesus wasn’t with them, looked for him for 
three days before discovering him in the Temple with the learned teachers. ‘Didn’t you know’, 
he said to the frantic Mary, ‘that I would have to be getting involved with my father’s work?’ 
Now here we have a different couple, likewise at the end of three days’ agony of mental and 
spiritual searching. ‘Didn’t you know,’ says Jesus to them, in effect, ‘that I would have to be 
doing my Father’s work?’ The whole gospel story is framed between these very human scenes. 
Luke has invited us to accompany him on a journey of faith, faith that will take us through 
anxiety and sorrow to meet the Jesus who has accomplished his Father’s work, and longs to 
share the secret of it—and the gift of his own presence—with us, his followers. 

Luke has therefore described for us, as he said he would, the new Exodus that Jesus would 
accomplish at Jerusalem (9:31). The real slave-master, keeping the human race in bondage, is 
death itself. Earthly tyrants borrow power from death to boost their rule; that’s why crucifixion 
was such a symbol of Roman authority. Victory over death robs the powers of their main threat. 
Sin, which means humans rebelling against God and so conspiring with death to deface God’s 
good creation, is likewise defeated. Jesus has led God’s new people out of slavery, and now 
invites them to accompany him on the new journey to the promised land. The road to Emmaus 
is just the beginning. Hearing Jesus’ voice in scripture, knowing him in the breaking of bread, is 
the way. Welcome to God’s new world. 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 24:36–53 
 
Jesus’ Promise and Ascension 

36 As they were saying this, Jesus himself stood in the midst of them, and said, ‘Peace be with you.’ 
37 They were terrified and alarmed, and thought they were seeing a ghost. 

38 ‘Why are you so disturbed?’ he said. ‘Why do these questionings come up in your hearts? 39 Look 
at my hands and feet; it really is me, myself. Touch me and see! Ghosts don’t have flesh and bones like 
you can see I have.’ 

40 With these words, he showed them his hands and feet. 
41 While they were still in disbelief and amazement from sheer joy, he said to them, ‘Have you got 

something here to eat?’ 42 They gave him a piece of baked fish, 43 which he took and ate in front of them. 
44 Then he said to them, ‘This is what I was talking to you about when I was still with you. Everything 

written about me in the law of Moses, and in the prophets and the psalms, had to be fulfilled.’ 45 Then 
he opened their minds to understand the Bible. 

46 ‘This is what is written,’ he said: ‘the Messiah must suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, 
47 and in his name repentance, for the forgiveness of sins, must be announced to all the nations, 
beginning from Jerusalem. 48 You are the witnesses for all this. 49 Now, look: I’m sending upon you what 
my Father has promised. But stay in the city until you are clothed with power from on high.’ 

50 Then he took them out as far as Bethany, and lifted up his hands and blessed them. 51 As he was 
blessing them, he was separated from them and carried into heaven. 

52 They worshipped him, and went back to Jerusalem in great joy. 53 They spent all their time in the 
Temple, praising God. 

Luke’s closing scene, for all its joy and excitement, brings into focus for us the real problem of 
what happened at Easter. What sort of a body did Jesus have? How could it at the same time be 
solid and real, with flesh and bones, able to eat baked fish, and to demonstrate that it wasn’t a 
ghost—and also to appear and disappear apparently at will, and at the end to be carried into 
heaven? Just what sort of a body are we talking about? 

That, I think, is the hardest thing for us to grasp about the resurrection. It takes St Paul a 
long chapter to thrash it out (1 Corinthians 15), and many misunderstand it even then. People 
often think that ‘resurrection’ simply means ‘life after death’ or ‘going to heaven’, but in the 
Jewish world of the first century it meant a new embodied life in God’s new world; a life after 
‘life after death’, if you like. But the new body which will be given at the end is not identical to 
the previous one. In an act of new creation parallel only to the original creation itself, God will 
make a new type of material, no longer subject to death, out of the old one. In Jesus’ case, of 
course, this happened right away, without his original body decaying, so that the new body was 
actually the transformation of the old one. For the rest of us, whose bodies will decay, and 
whose bones may well be burnt, it will take a complete act of new creation. 

The new body—and this is the point—will belong in both the dimensions of God’s world, in 
both heaven and earth. (At the end of the book of Revelation, heaven and earth will finally be 
joined together into one, so there won’t be any shuttling to and fro; the two dimensions will be 
fused together at last.) At the moment our bodies are earthly only; Jesus’ new body is at home 
in both earth and heaven. If our mental pictures of ‘heaven’ need adjusting to allow for this 
startling possibility, so be it. Only this explains the otherwise very puzzling stories, here and in 
John’s similar account. Of course the resurrection, and the ascension, stretch our minds and 



imaginations further than we normally like. We who live, even as Christians, with our thinking 
conditioned by the world of sin and death, find it a huge struggle to adjust to God’s new world. 
That is part of the challenge of the gospel. 

But if our minds are still reeling from trying to take all this in—and it seems, not surprisingly, 
as though that’s how the disciples were too—then what Jesus has to say in his last days with 
them is very practical, and points the way to the whole mission of the church. People often ask 
me, What, after all, is the point of Jesus dying and rising again? It’s no doubt very nice for him 
to be alive again, but what does it have to do with the rest of us? The answer is here, in a few 
sentences which will take a lifetime, and in fact all the history of the church, to work out. The 
church is to be rooted in scripture and active in mission. ‘Repentance and forgiveness of sins is 
to be proclaimed to all nations.’ The Bible always envisaged that when God finally acted to fulfil 
all the promises made to Abraham, Moses and the prophets, then the whole world would be 
brought into the embrace of God’s saving and healing love. That is what must now happen. 

‘Repentance’ and ‘forgiveness of sins’ are not, therefore, simply a matter for the individual, 
though they certainly are that. At the heart of being a Christian is the personal turning away 
from sin, and celebrating God’s forgiveness, which is after all at the heart of the Lord’s Prayer 
itself. But these two words go much wider as well. They are the agenda which can change the 
world. 

Today’s world is full of disputes, large and small, only a few of which get into the 
newspapers. Nations, ethnic groups, political factions, tribes and economic alliances struggle 
for supremacy. Each can tell stories of the atrocities committed by their opponents. Each one 
claims that they therefore have the right to the moral high ground, and must be allowed 
redress, revenge, satisfaction. But, as anyone who has studied the complicated history of the 
Middle East, Rwanda or Northern Ireland will know, it is simply impossible to give an account of 
the conflict in which one side is responsible for all the evil and the other side is a completely 
innocent victim. The only way forward is the one we all find the hardest at every level: 
repentance and forgiveness. The resolute application of the gospel, under the Lordship of the 
risen Jesus, is the only way forward towards the creation of new hope and possibilities. The 
extraordinary work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, under the 
leadership of Archbishop Desmond Tutu, showed the way in the last years of the twentieth 
century. He offers a wonderful example: who will follow? 

Jesus promised his followers that they would be equipped with power from God to engage 
in their new tasks; the book of Acts is the story of what began to happen as a result. But Luke’s 
gospel ends, as it began, in the Temple at Jerusalem. Worship of the living God, now revealed 
in Jesus of Nazareth, is at the heart of Luke’s vision of the Christian life.1 
 

 
1 Tom Wright, Luke for Everyone (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2004), 
233–302. 


