
Sermon 125: Luke 24:48-49: Empowered Witnesses 

OUTLINE 

God’s purposes for witnesses 
God’s empowering of witnesses 

INTRODUCTION 

When I say the word witness what comes to mind?  Maybe at first it is the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses.  Or maybe you think of evangelism and witnessing.  Perhaps you think of the 
Great Commission and recognize the call to be witnesses to all nations.  I am sure that some 
of you even think of the legal aspect of being a witness, as bearing testimony to historical 
realities.  Some with a little Greek might even know that the Greek word for ‘witness’ is 
martureo from which we get our English word martyr.  Today as we continue looking at 
Jesus Great Commission in Luke’s gospel we want to note two aspects, firstly we want to go 
to the OT and look at the biblical background to this concept of what a witness is for.  We 
will see how this will give us focus as we go about being witnesses.  Secondly, we want to 
recognize that the Spirit has been given to empower our witness.  So our two points are 
God’s purposes for witnesses; and God’s empowering of witnesses. 

God’s purposes for witnesses 

V48, ‘You are witnesses of these things.’  In our look at the great commission so far we have 
established that our message is based on the Bible, and the Bible is all about the Christ of 
history who has fulfilled the promises and prophecies of the OT.  We have also seen that we 
have a message that talks about sin, a message that calls for repentance and a message 
that offers the hope of the forgiveness of sins through faith.  We want to add to our 
understanding of what it means to be a witness by allowing the OT to inform our 
understanding.   

The OT teaches us that our God is a missionary God.  This surprises a lot of people because 
they assume that God was only concerned about Israel in the OT and that He only concerns 
Himself with the nations in the NT.  This is not the case.  The promise of sending a Savior 
into the world to save sinners was given to Adam from whom the whole human race would 
come.  And even when God makes a promise to Abraham we see it is a promise that the 
nations would be blessed through him, Gen. 12:1-3, ‘Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go from 
your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. 
2 And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so 
that you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I 
will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”  We now know that 
Jesus was the promised seed of Abraham through whom all the nations will know the 
promise of blessing given to Abraham.  That is why Paul says that all those who believe are 
children of Abraham, Gal. 3:7-9, ‘Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of 
Abraham. 8 And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, 
preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, “In you shall all the nations be 
blessed.” 9 So then, those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of 
faith.’  However, God also had a purpose for glorifying Himself before the nations through 
Israel.  One of the ways He wanted to do this was from Israel being a witness.   

This idea of Israel as a witness is found in Isaiah 41ff.  If you know this second part of the 
book of Isaiah you will know that brings a lawsuit against the false gods of the nations.  
V21-24, ‘Set forth your case, says the Lord; bring your proofs, says the King of Jacob.  Let 



them bring them, and tell us what is to happen. Tell us the former things, what they are, 
that we may consider them, that we may know their outcome; or declare to us the things to 
come.  Tell us what is to come hereafter, that we may know that you are gods; do good, or 
do harm, that we may be dismayed and terrified.  Behold, you are nothing, and your work is 
less than nothing; an abomination is he who chooses you.’  Here we can see God 
challenging these gods to a contest to prophesy the future.   

Then as with any good court case you have to call in your witnesses.  God calls upon the 
worshippers of the false gods to be their witnesses and He calls upon Israel to be His 
witnesses, 43:8-12, ‘Bring out the people who are blind, yet have eyes, who are deaf, yet 
have ears!  All the nations gather together, and the peoples assemble.  Who among them 
can declare this, and show us the former things?  Let them bring their witnesses to prove 
them right, and let them hear and say, It is true.  “You are my witnesses,” declares the Lord, 
“and my servant whom I have chosen, that you may know and believe me and understand 
that I am he.  Before me no god was formed, nor shall there be any after me.  I, I am the 
Lord, and besides me there is no savior.  I declared and saved and proclaimed, when there 
was no strange god among you; and you are my witnesses,” declares the Lord, “and I am 
God.’   

However, Israel herself is just like the idolaters, she is a rebellious people and is blind and 
deaf, 42:18-19, ‘Hear, you deaf, and look, you blind, that you may see!  Who is blind but my 
servant, or deaf as my messenger whom I send?  Who is blind as my dedicated one, or blind 
as the servant of the Lord?’  So God promises to heal His people that they can be His 
witness; Is. 42:6-7, 16.  Chapter 43 is all about God mercifully restoring and forgiving His 
people.  Isaiah 53 comes in as a prophecy of Christ showing how God will heal His people 
and restore them to their witnessing function of bearing testimony to the nation that He 
alone is God and there is no other.  If you were a first century Jew and you heard the words 
‘You are My witnesses.’  Your mind would go back to Isaiah and God’s promise to heal Israel 
to enable them to be a light to the Gentiles through the Suffering Servant bearing the guilt 
of their sins.  You would immediately be struck with the fact that YHWH calls them ‘my 
witnesses,’ but in the NT Jesus call us ‘my witnesses.’  Contrary to the error of the JWs Jesus 
is God, for God is one God in three persons, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and 
Jesus too can say, ‘my witnesses.’  But you would also be aware of the call to confront the 
nations about the godness of God, that all other gods are lies.  We would be confronted with 
the task of iconoclasm, the pulling down of false gods.   

This is a focusing aspect of our mission.  God will not give His glory to another, He alone is 
God, to glorify Him is our purpose as creatures made in His image.  The whole purpose of 
being His image is to shine back to Him that glory that He deserves.  When Paul described 
his mission as an apostle he put it this way in 2 Cor. 10:3-5, ‘For though we walk in the 
flesh, we are not waging war according to the flesh. 4 For the weapons of our warfare are 
not of the flesh but have divine power to destroy strongholds. 5 We destroy arguments and 
every lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take every thought captive to 
obey Christ.’  In a world of false religions, or wrong philosophies, of erroneous worldviews, 
we have a large task in asserting the supremacy of God and the sufficiency of Christ.   

We might think that because we live in the post-modern West where we have seen the 
triumph of materialism and new atheism and evolution that idolatry and the worship of 
other gods in not an issue, it always is.  Because as human beings we have hearts that are 
made for God, there is a god-shaped gap that we need to fill.  The great folly of sin is that 
we feed our hearts with the creation and not the Creator.  For this reason we still have the 
job to call all people to acknowledge the true God and to put away their senseless idolatry.  
Os Guiness gives a good definition of an idol, ‘An idol is something within creation that is 



inflated to function as a substitute for God. All sorts of things are potential idols, depending 
only on our attitudes and actions toward them. If this is so, how do we determine when 
something is becoming an idol? Idolatry may not involve explicit denials of God’s existence 
or character. It may well come in the form of an over-attachment to something that is in 
itself perfectly good… An idol can be a physical object, a property, a person, an activity, a 
role, an institution, a hope, an image, an idea, a pleasure, a hero – anything that can 
substitute for God.’   Alec Motyer gives a simpler definition, ‘The idol is whatever claims the 1

loyalty that belongs to God alone.’  For this reason there may be intellectual atheists but 
there are no heart atheists.  All people are idolaters at heart and must be called back to the 
truth worship of the true God.  This then is part of our message, we must tell all people that 
they have been made to be worshippers of God but have given their loyalty, worship and 
sacrifices to those things that are not God, they have treated finite things as infinite.  Why is 
talking about sin as idolatry important?  Because it reminds us that sin is not simply 
breaking a list of laws making sin seem like something small and legalistic but it is a 
personal affront against the only true God.  All sin is idolatry because all sin is a denial of 
God’s authority for another’s authority, a replacement of His will for another’s, the offering of 
our service which He alone is due to another.  Stephen Charnock puts it this way, ‘All sin is 
found in secret atheism. Every sin is a kind of cursing God in the heart. A man at every sin 
aims to set up his own will as his rule, and his own glory as the end of his actions. Every sin 
is an effort to turn from the worship of God to the worship of self. At root, sin is self-
worship.’    2

But our job as witnesses is not only to show that God is the true God and sin a terrible evil, 
we must also show how their idols are not gods but lies.  In Isaiah 44:9-20 we have the 
famous exposé of the folly of idolatry, the absolute absurdity and self-contradiction that is 
involved in the error of idolatry.  You cant help read it with a smile on your face as God talks 
about a man chopping down a tree with one half he makes a fire and cooks his food and 
then with the other half he makes a god, and then bows down to it.  When we preach the 
gospel we have to expose the inadequacy, the inconsistency, even the absurdity of the gods 
we prefer before God.  We have to highlight the lies that we believe as we put infinite hope 
in finite things.  We look to the things of this creation that are as weak as we are for 
security, identity, happiness, peace, meaning, significance, purpose and hope.  God speaks 
through the prophet Jeremiah this way highlighting the sinfulness and the insanity of 
choosing an idol over God, Jer. 2:10-13, ‘Has a nation changed its gods, even though they 
are no gods?  But my people have changed their glory for that which does not profit.  Be 
appalled, O heavens, at this; be shocked, be utterly desolate, declares the Lord, for my 
people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living waters, and 
hewed out cisterns for themselves, broken cisterns that can hold no water.’  This means that 
we are not only driven by a zeal for God’s name that He would receive the glory He 
deserves, but we are also driven by compassion as we witness the futility and the emptiness 
that a life serving anything but God must yield.   

The bible has a graphic way of highlighting the negative effects on the worshippers of false 
idols, Ps. 135:18, ‘Those who make them become like them, so do all who trust in them.’  
We become like what we worship.  So those who worship idols that are deaf and blind are 
described to those who do not see or hear.  Those who worshipped the golden calf in the 
wilderness were called ‘stiff-necked’ just like a statue; or as having ‘broken loose’ Ex. 32:24 
like an animal that has gone wild and has slipped its restraints.  If we worship human 
freedom and self-determination then we will become slaves to that very notion, we become 
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like what we worship.  But for those who worship a God who is holy and loving, just and 
merciful, patient and kind.  A God who loves His enemies, gives to us according to grace at 
the highest cost to Himself.  If this is the God we worship, we will seek to emulate what we 
adore, we will become more and more like Him.   

Friends all of this to say that we have a task as witnesses, a task defined by God in the OT 
that we are called upon to prove His glory, to expose the lies behind other gods, to talk 
about the self-destructive dangers to serving anything but the true God, calling people to 
repentance and to accept the free offer of forgiveness from our folly in Christ.  As we look at 
the book of Acts we see the original witnesses going about this sort of business.  They 
confronted the false religion of Judaism; they clashed with Samaritan Sorcerers; they cast 
out demons; caused many who practiced magic in Ephesus to convert; bumped heads and 
caused a riot with the Diana Cult; they argued with Philosophers in Athens; and bore 
testimony before kings and rulers and in Rome the home of Caesar worship itself.       

God’s empowering of witnesses 

V49, ‘And behold, I am sending the promise of my Father upon you. But stay in the city until 
you are clothed with power from on high.’  In order for us to perform this task of 
mythbusting, of standing against prevailing opinions, of being the minority when the 
majority disagree, or overcoming satanically inspired deceptions that may have be part of 
the cultural psyche, we need help.  Jesus tells His disciples that He is going to send the Holy 
Spirit.  Now you will notice that the Holy Spirit is not mentioned by name but is mentioned 
in Acts 1:8, ‘But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you 
will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the 
earth.”  We learn from Luke 24:49 that it is appropriate to speak of both the Father and the 
Son as sending the Spirit something that the Orthodox church have always disagreed with 
the Western church on.  Jesus also refers to the fact that the Spirit was promised.  When 
was the Spirit promised?  Firstly, Jesus Himself promised the coming of the Spirit as the 
Spirit of truth, John 14:16-17, who would lead the apostles into all truth 16:13; who would 
be a Helper and Teacher 14:26; who would bear witness to Christ and enable their witness, 
15:26; and would convince the world of sin, righteousness and judgement, 16:8-9; the role 
of the Spirit is to glorify Christ 16:14.  Secondly, the Father promised the Spirit through His 
prophet John the Baptist who promised that the Messiah would baptize us, Luke 3:16, ‘John 
answered them all, saying, “I baptize you with water, but he who is mightier than I is 
coming, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the 
Holy Spirit and fire.’  Prior to this of course is the promise Peter mentions on the Day of 
Pentecost from Joel 2:28-32 and the promise of the New Covenant in Ezek. 36:26-27.  Paul 
tells us in Gal. 3:14 that the promise of the Spirit was implied even in the Abrahamic 
covenant.   

The coming of the Spirit accomplishes many things.  He creates the Church by uniting us to 
Christ; He is the author of scripture as He inspires their writings, but Jesus focuses our 
attention on the Spirit given to empower the church for its task in witnessing.  There is the 
way that the Spirit enabled the original witnesses the apostles and there is the way that the 
Spirit continues to work in the church where there are no longer any living apostles and 
prophets.  The original eye witnesses the apostles had what Paul calls the signs of the 
apostles attest to their ministries 2 Cor. 12:12.  Shadows healing people, napkins healing 
people, the dead being raised, blinding sorcerers, etc.  You and I are not apostles and do 
have the signs of the apostles, or the authority of the apostles, 1 Cor. 14:37, nor do we have 
the special ministry of the Spirit by which the apostles were able to remember every word of 
Christ, and be led into all truth.   



Despite the fact that we are not apostles the Holy Spirit is still present with the church until 
the end of the age.  So in what way can we expect the Spirit to empower us as we go about 
our witnessing for Christ?  

Firstly, we have already mentioned the role of the Spirit in John 16:8-11, ‘And when he 
comes, he will convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment: 
9 concerning sin, because they do not believe in me; 10 concerning righteousness, because I 
go to the Father, and you will see me no longer; 11 concerning judgment, because the ruler 
of this world is judged.’  When we speak the truth of God the Spirit of God attends our 
words.  We do not go alone with merely the power of our wit and personalities to turn 
people to God.  We recognize that we are preaching to dead hearts that cannot pry 
themselves loose from their sins apart from the power of the Spirit.  Here Jesus promises 
that when we declare the truth that we are sinners, that God is righteous and therefore 
must judge sin, the Spirit drives these truths home with power to convince of their truth.  
Your ability in public speaking, your ability to think on the spot and come back with a clever 
response, your education level, or philosophical ability, none of these are effective in 
bringing the dead back to life.  The good news is that we have the Spirit who does the work 
we cannot do on dead hearts so that our feeble and weak words, our incoherent and 
incomplete arguments land with supernatural force to convert sinners.  We should take 
efforts to train ourselves, and arm ourselves with good answer to hard questions but our 
final confidence is not in ourselves but in the power of the Spirit.   

Secondly, the ministry of the Spirit of truth to our own hearts as Christians makes us more 
ready to speak, even bold.  Convinced by the Spirit of the truth of our adoption and 
salvation we are filled with a joy that we want to share.  Convinced by the Spirit of truth 
that eternity is at stake, that heaven and hell hang in the balance, we are more ready to risk 
ourselves.  Convinced by the Spirit of truth of that God is worthy of glory we seek 
worshippers for His name.  convinced by the Spirit of truth that sin is a terrible evil that 
dishonours God and destroys humanity we preach for salvation from sin.  Convinced of the 
willingness of Christ to save His enemies we invite all to come and receive.  Convinced of 
how free salvation is we publish it unashamed.  Convinced of the devil’s deceptions we are 
moved with pity and love for the sinner and seek their salvation.   

Thirdly, we have a Spirit written bible.  It cannot be underestimated how privileged we are 
to have our bibles, the very word of God.  Teachings for our instruction; law for our 
direction; rebukes for our correction; promises for our encouragement; revelations about 
God and His work for our adoration. 

Fourthly, we have the personal presence of God with us forever, God will never leave or 
forsake us, He is with us always until the end of the age. 

Let us conclude.  Christ has sent His church to be His witnesses, this means that we are to 
testify to His glory, to the lies and deceptions of idols and the emptiness and enslavement of 
sin.  But He does not send us out unarmed, God Himself goes with us, fitting and equipping 
us for our task.  The question that remains is, are we fulfilling our role as witnesses.          
   
     


