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Luke 24.44-53, Acts 1.1-11. Where to from here? 
 

In the lectionary for today’s text there is a wide choice as it is either Easter 7 or Ascension Sunday. I 

have chosen this text from the Ascension texts, partly because I have preached on all the Easter 

Sunday texts here and one of the things I value about using the lectionary is it forces me to look at 

new texts rather than just pull out old sermons, and the risk of doing that as we get older is we become 

stale and boring both to ourselves and others . So I have not preached on this text in at least thirty 

years and have enjoyed working with it seeing what God might want to say from it.  

 

It also has the value of being part of Luke’s Easter story and the last time I preached here was in this 

same chapter a few verses earlier the story of the Emmaus road – and it is connected to that although 

with a bit of a gap. Being an Easter text of course it raises all the questions the resurrection of Jesus 

raises. What actually happened at Easter? What kind of 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 demonstrate it wasn’t a 

ghost, as we read just a couple of verses earlier, and at the same time appear and disappear apparently 

at will, pass though locked doors, and at the end be taken up into heaven? 

 

It is difficult for us to imagine what happened that Easter Sunday morning, particularly for we raised 

in a scientific material world. Been having some interesting conversations recently with a young 

Chinese student in NZ for two years. Become interested in church and Christianity. Some studies 

around Easter, and she said do Christians believe that “Jesus was actually raised from the dead, came 

back to life?” “Yes I said, it is at the heart of Christianity. If it wasn’t for belief in that Christianity 

would never have come into being.” Of course she has been raised in a completely atheistic system so 

she responded “But scientifically that is impossible” in an enquiring kind of way. “Yes I said it is, and 

if you believe science tells us everything there is to know about reality then you could never believe 

it. But if you think, believe, trust, there is something beyond the material world, believe there is a 

God, and that God’s world actually sometimes intersects with our world, so science cannot tell us 

everything that does goes on, then of course it is possible.” And that is the critical question. Is what 

can be measured by science all that there is? She is still searching, still asking questions.   

 

Now of course exactly what happened we don’t know, and the stories tell us enough to know that 

Jesus came back in some kind of bodily form, it was a different kind of body, so that people did not 

recognise him immediately and he could pass through locked doors. The apostle Paul gives us some 

hints of that different kind of body we too will one day have in 1 Corinthians 15, but nonetheless as 

NT scholar Tom Wright points out despite all we don’t know we do know something happened in 

time and space and the early followers knew Jesus was back from the grave, raised to new life. 

 

But if our minds are still reeling from trying to take all this in – and it seems, not surprisingly, as  

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 sometimes ask me, hat 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 us today? 

 

The answer is here in a few sentences which will take a lifetime, in fact all of the history of the church 

(which has been going on for two millennia so far) to work out. The church is to be grounded in 

scripture and active in mission. Everything written about me in the law of Moses and the prophets 

and the psalms must be fulfilled… that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the 

third day and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all 

nations.  Grounded in scripture and active in mission. 

 

The Bible always envisaged that when God finally acted in the Messiah to fulfil all the promises he 

made to Abraham, Moses and the prophets, then the whole world, not just Israel, but all the nations  

would be brought into the embrace of God’s saving and healing love. That is what must happen now, 

that is why I was raised from the dead so that this might happen. 
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“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 sins and 

celebrating God’s forgiveness, which is after all at the heart of the prayer Jesus taught us to pray. But 

these two words go much wider as well. They are the agenda which can change the world. 

 

Today’s world is full of conflict and dispute, alienation and violence, large and small, only a few of 

which get into the newspapers and television screens. But those that do are a constant reminder of that 

reality. Nations, ethnic clans, political factions, tribes, economic alliances, religious groups, families, 

individuals struggle for supremacy. Each can tell stories of atrocities committed by their opponents. 

Each one claims they therefore have the higher moral ground and must be allowed redress, revenge, 

satisfaction. “An eye for an eye a tooth for a tooth.” But that is never the way forward and as we know 

only continues the cycles of conflict, alienation and violence. 

 

The only way forward is the one we all find the hardest at every level: repentance and forgiveness. 

The application of the gospel, the good news Jesus lived to proclaim and died and rose again to make 

possible, is the only way forward towards the recreation of the world the way God always envisaged 

it. Easter is the first day of living in this new possibility.  

 

One of the great stories of this being applied was the extraordinary and totally unexpected turn that 

events took in South Africa following the release of Nelson Mandella. I don’t know if any of you read 

his autobiography “Long Walk to Freedom” or saw the film. Powerful story. Mandella was eventually 

released from prison with no conditions on his freedom, a demand he never wavered from. And the 

critical moment was his first television appearance, and with the leadership of the white South African 

government listening intently, he said “You want revenge. I want revenge. We all want revenge. But I 

have forgiven them and if I have forgiven them then you can forgive them.” And he had paid the price 

which gave his words such power. And then when he became President he set up the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission under the leadership of Archbishop Desmond Tutu, which paved the way 

for forgiveness and reconciliation between enemies and meant that although there have been some 

challenges, South Africa as apartheid ended and the blacks took power did not descend into the cycle 

of retribution and violence many were sure it would and has gradually been evolving toward 

becoming the Rainbow Nation that Mandella dreamed of. Why? Because some key people on both 

sides, particularly Mandella and president de Klerk, a practising Christian, believed the words of Jesus 

about forgiveness and repentance. 

 

In contrast the most intractable conflict in the world today is in the Middle East. And the major reason 

it goes on from generation to generation is that neither Judaism or Islam have any really strong 

doctrine of forgiveness. Christianity is based on it.  

 

But of course forgiveness and repentance come down to what we do in the end more than what we 

say. Do we act towards people as if we have forgiven when we say we do, and do we change the way 

we behave when we say we will. Just before this when Jesus was showing them it really was him he 

showed them his hands and feet (remember how the couple on the Emmaus Road recognised him). 

When the disciples touched his hands and feet what came to mind. Of course his death and suffering 

that forgiveness might be possible. But also the hands that healed by mixing saliva and mud and 

touching the blind man’s eyes, that touched the untouchable leper, that raised a dead girl up, that 

signalled acceptance to an unclean woman who had been bleeding for years, that broke bread and 

blessed the cup he shared with them. And the feet that carried Jesus all those miles to meet with 

people, that allowed a prostitute to anoint them, that carried him into a Samaritan village to converse 

with someone who was not just a Samaritan but even worse a woman, and into a graveyard to heal a 

Gerasene demoniac. 

 

You are witnesses of these things he said, and then he promised he would send them power from on 

high to enable them to do it. The same Holy Spirit who Luke tells us had filled Jesus and empowered 
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him to do all that he did. At the beginning of his ministry in Luke 4 Jesus says The Spirit of the Lord 

is upon me, …to bring good news to the poor, …release to the captives, …sight to the blind… 

and freedom to the oppressed. That same Spirit Jesus has given to empower us to say and do the 

things that he did. 

  

There is a clear connection between their being witnesses and the gift of the Spirit, as there is in 

John’s gospel when Jesus says As the Father has sent me so I am sending you and then breathed on 

them and said Receive the Holy Spirit. Unfortunately we have tended to focus on the great 

commission as just being Matthew 28, which puts it in the sense of command and our obedience 

which can lead to a very legalistic understanding, whereas it is actually a number of texts and John 

and Luke (which includes a more detailed account in Acts 1) puts it in a much more dynamic sense of 

God through the Spirit being active in doing this and our call is to join in what God is doing – a much 

more exciting prospect. The clear implication in all these texts are they, and we, are unable to be 

witnesses without the Spirit. Makes sense, after all if Jesus did what he did by the power of the Spirit 

how much more are we dependent on the Spirit to do and be what we are sent to do and be.  

 

I was pretty involved in the charismatic movement of the 1970s and 1980s and had a book published 

at the end of last year on one of the key leaders and churches in that – who was the most significant 

person in my Christian journey. And I have a great sense of grief over the charismatic movement, as 

does he. For Murray the link between the Spirit and mission was central and he never forgot that 

which is why his ministry and the church continued to be effective and vibrant for the 40 years he was 

the minister. He prayed for me to be filled with the Spirit and the first clear result for me was a 

freedom to be able to talk to people about Jesus and faith and to pray with them which I had never 

been able to do. 

 

But it seems to me that the charismatic movement failed to deliver on the high hopes it promised 

because many of those involved forgot this link: that the Spirit was given so that we might be 

witnesses engaged in Christ’s mission for the world and became distracted with all kinds of other side 

issues. And so the power of the Spirit gradually faded away and so we have all these aging dwindling 

churches, remembering the good old days of the 70s and 80s, and hoping God will turn up and do it 

again.  

 

That is one bunch of churches, but on the other hand we have another bunch of churches who were 

afraid of too much of the Spirit, deeply suspicious of any idea of some sort of unseen power who 

might do things beyond human control. And so we have churches trying to be witnesses without the 

empowering presence of the Spirit and so are impotent. I deeply believe that our greatest need today is 

not for new gimmicks or programmes or structures or music but a renewal of the church in such a way 

that connects the work of the spirit in our midst with our engagement in God’s mission in Christ in the 

world.  

 

Anyway back to the text, it doesn’t finish with the promise of the Spirit as his parting gift but tells us 

that he led them out of the city lifted up his hands and blessed them (hands which still carried those 

scars – the last thing they saw) and while he was blessing them was taken up to heaven. Luke 

summarises the ascension here and fills out the details in Acts 1, linking Luke and Acts together – 

which we always need to do. It is a continuation of the same story, because as Luke tells us at the 

beginning of Acts In my former book… I told you all that Jesus began to do and teach, until he 

was taken up into heaven. The clear implication is that Jesus continued to do and to teach after his 

ascension. How? Through the Holy Spirit who is the Spirit of Jesus which Jesus had promised to send 

to them – and did on Pentecost. Last week’s Lectionary gospel, John 14 makes clear, that Jesus will 

send another counsellor – or comforter, or advocate depending on your translation – the Spirit of 

truth.  

 

In Luke’s fuller account in Acts after Jesus departs and tells them to get on with it – to be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, and… Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth – their initial 
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response is to stand gazing up toward heaven, and so God sends a couple of angels to tell them Why 

do you stand looking up toward heaven? In other words have your forgotten already what Jesus 

said. Stop hanging around looking up speculating on when some apocalyptic act of God will restore 

the kingdom, look down at the earth and get on with the task he left you with of being active in 

mission, being witnesses to the ends of that earth. John Stott comments on this: 

It was the earth not the sky which was to be their preoccupation. Their calling was to be 

witnesses not stargazers. The vision they were to cultivate was not upwards in nostalgia to the 

heaven which had received Jesus, but outwards in compassion to a lost world which needed 

him. It is the same for us.  

 

But we do that in the power of the Spirit who although she cannot be seen is the active presence of 

Jesus still at work in our world today. There is a wonderful woodcut of the ascension of Jesus by 

Albert Durer. If you look closely at the picture – not up in the clouds but on the ground – you can see 

footprints on the earth. Durer has carefully outlined Jesus footprints down on the level where the 

disciples are still standing with their mouths open. 

 

The artist is portraying the fact that Jesus is indeed still present in this world and with us, and if we 

look in the right direction and in the right places we can see the footprints of where he still is actively 

working – and our calling still remains the same to follow where he is going and calling us to join in 

what he is doing.  

 

Christ is indeed ascended to the right hand of God and one day will come again, but by the Spirit is 

still present in the world. When the world today looks round for the risen Christ, when they want to 

know what that means, it is us they look at. Not just listening to our voices, nor looking at our kind 

faces. But just as Jesus was recognised by these disciples. By our hands and feet – what have we done 

with them, where have we gone with them, how are we using them? As we are empowered by the 

Spirit so we are witnesses to Christ by continuing what he began both in our deeds and our words. Do 

we act out and so proclaim a gospel of redemption and forgiveness? We are still the body of Christ in 

the world, the way in which God’s presence can be seen and heard, but also touched and felt. 

 

 

 


