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WHO IS JESUS?

People have varied opinions about who Jesus is. This is nothing new—they 
always have. Jesus once asked His disciples, “Who do the crowds say that I am?” 
(Luke 9:18). They replied that some thought He was John the Baptist, others 
thought He was Elijah or some other ancient prophet. While each of those 
answers reflected a high opinion about Jesus, they all fell short of Jesus’ true 
identity and mission.

Because it’s not enough to know what others are saying about Him, Jesus asked 
His disciples: “But you … who do you say that I am?” (Luke 9:20). After affirming 
Peter’s reply that Jesus was “God’s Messiah,” He taught them His mission would 
involve suffering—a cross. Jesus’ death on the cross, however, wouldn’t be an 
accident nor a tragedy; it would be the fulfillment of God’s eternal plan for our 
salvation. Jesus added that the cross would not be the final word, but He would 
be raised on the third day.

Who do you say Jesus is, and what will you do with Him? He said, “I am the 
way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” 
(John 14:6). Right now, He is waiting for you. 

Admit to God that you are a sinner. Repent, turning away from your sin.

 By faith receive Jesus Christ as God’s Son and accept Jesus’ gift of forgiveness 
from sin. He took the penalty for your sin by dying on the cross.

 Confess your faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. You may pray a prayer 
similar to this as you call on God to save you: “Dear God, I know that You love 
me. I confess my sin and need of salvation. I turn away from my sin and place 
my faith in Jesus as my Savior and Lord. In Jesus’ name I pray, amen.”

After you have received Jesus Christ into your life, tell a pastor or another 
Christian about your decision. Show others your faith in Christ by asking for 
baptism by immersion in your local church as a public expression of your faith.
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Coaches talk about setting the tone early. They preach about the importance 
of warming up with purpose, tucking in your jersey, and taking the field 
with enthusiasm. They know of the importance of that first play, first pitch, 
and first shot. Teams only win at the conclusion of the game, but they can 
lose it at the beginning. Beginnings matter. 

In Luke’s Gospel, we discover a great deal about the beginning of Jesus’ life. 
We find out about a priest named Zechariah who saw an angel but couldn’t 
tell anyone about the visit. We are told about Zechariah’s wife, Elizabeth, 
who was pregnant when she was visited by Mary, her relative who had also 
encountered an angel. At the birth of Jesus, we are introduced to shepherds 
and to Simeon and Anna. We are also told about a conversation between a 
twelve-year-old and teachers in the temple. 

These beginnings set the tone for what was to come. Zechariah was told 
that his son would prepare the way for the Messiah. Mary was told that 
she would supernaturally conceive a child who would be called the Son of 
God. Shepherds sought and found the Savior. Simeon pointed to a day when 
Mary’s soul would be pierced. Jesus would have more conversations with 
those teachers in the temple. Beginnings matter.

During our study of the first nine chapters of Luke, we will discover 
the importance of these beginnings and how they move us toward the 
conclusion: the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus. Our prayer is that 
we will be reminded of God’s redemptive plan, knowing that God invites 
each of us to be included in that redemption. 

In His service, 

G. Dwayne McCrary

dwayne.mccrary@lifeway.com

FROM THE TEAM LEADER
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When people ask me about my faith, I normally do not begin by stating, 
“I am a Christian” or “I attend a Southern Baptist church.” I’m not ashamed 
of these labels, and both statements are true. However, I want people—
especially those who might be unfamiliar with the gospel—to understand 
that my faith above all is a personal, transforming relationship rather than 
some type of institutional membership. For this reason, I simply say, “I am 
a follower of Jesus.”

Describing my faith in this way also reminds me that I need to continue 
learning about Jesus and relating His words and actions to my own. So, my 
prayer and aim for these studies in Luke 1–9 is that we all will engage with 
God’s Word not merely as a historical or literary exercise but as a spiritual 
journey designed to strengthen and refine our “follow-ship” of Jesus.

WRITER

The Gospel of Luke—sometimes referred to as the Third Gospel because of 
its place in the New Testament—nowhere names the book’s human author 
in its main content. Neither is the author’s name revealed in the Book of 
Acts, the sequel volume to the Gospel of Luke. When, therefore, did these 
two inspired works become associated with Luke? For that matter, what do 
we even know about Luke’s identity? 

The earliest existing copy of the Third Gospel is a papyrus document that 
dates around AD 200 and bears the title “According to Luke.” Indeed, all early 
listings of the New Testament writings identify Luke as the writer of both 
the Third Gospel and the Book of Acts. Such early and strong evidence for 
authorship may have resulted from the fact that the writer was well known 
to Theophilus [thee AHF fih luhs], the named recipient and probable sponsor 
of both volumes (see Luke 1:3-4; Acts 1:1).

The name “Luke” appears only three times in the New Testament—in 
Colossians 4:14, 2 Timothy 4:11, and Philemon 24. These passages depict 
Luke as Paul the apostle’s trusted coworker and a beloved physician. Because 
Paul never directly referred to Luke as being Jewish, many Bible students 
conclude that Luke was a Gentile. However, Luke’s familiarity with Jewish 
customs and the Old Testament Scriptures give strong reason to conclude 
that he was closely connected to Judaism—perhaps a God-fearer—prior to 
his becoming a follower of Jesus Christ. 

Additional information about Luke can potentially be gleaned from the 
so-called “we” passages in the Book of Acts (16:10-17; 20:5-15; 21:1-8; and 
27:1–28:16). Some Bible students suggest that the appearance of the first-

INTRODUCTION TO LUKE
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person plural pronoun “we” in these passages indicates Luke joined Paul’s 
missionary team in certain places as they traveled and ministered. 

SOURCES

The Third Gospel’s introductory dedication informs readers that Luke 
“investigated everything from the very first” and then wrote it down in 
an “orderly sequence” (1:3). He explained that “original eyewitnesses and 
servants of the word” handed down the accounts to later generations of 
believers (1:2). About forty percent of Luke’s Gospel closely parallels the 
content of Mark’s Gospel. Thus, if Mark’s Gospel was based largely on the 
recollections and testimony of Simon Peter, as many scholars believe, then by 
extension Peter was one of the eyewitness sources underlying Luke’s Gospel. 

Another large portion of the Third Gospel parallels the content in the 
Gospel of Matthew. Bible scholars differ on the question of whether Matthew 
(also one of Jesus’ original twelve disciples) was a source for Luke or both 
writers drew from a common eyewitness source. Nevertheless, if the same 
material Luke cited was also used and affirmed by Matthew, then Matthew 
in effect served as an eyewitness supporting the truthfulness of the material 
common to the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. 

Finally, some narrative accounts and teachings are unique to Luke’s 
Gospel. Where would Luke have gotten these materials? As a missionary 
companion of Paul, he would have had access to numerous believers and 
multiple documents that provided eyewitness accounts of the life of 
Jesus. These followers’ memories and testimony could provide additional 
eyewitness accounts. Thus, Luke’s careful historical research implied in his 
Gospel’s introduction gives us great confidence today that we too may “know 
the certainty of the things” (1:4) concerning Jesus Christ. 

DATE

The Book of Acts narrates the ministry of Paul up to the point of his first 
Roman imprisonment (see Acts 28:16,30) but does not mention his second 
Roman imprisonment and death (hinted at in 2 Tim. 4:6). Thus, some Bible 
scholars conclude that Luke-Acts was written in the early AD 60s. These 
scholars also point out that Luke did not include in either volume a clear 
indication of the Jewish rebellion in AD 66 or the destruction of Jerusalem 
and its temple in AD 70. The argument is that Luke would not have omitted 
their fulfillment unless they had not yet occurred.

Other Bible scholars assert that since Luke used the Gospel of Mark as one 
of the sources for his Gospel, the date of completion and circulation of Mark’s 
Gospel necessarily has a bearing on the date of Luke-Acts. If, as seems likely, 
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that (1) Mark was in Rome with Peter near the time of the apostle’s death 
(see 1 Pet. 5:13), (2) Mark’s Gospel was based largely on Peter’s memories and 
testimony of Jesus, and (3) Peter was martyred during the period of Emperor 
Nero’s persecution of Christians in the mid-60s, then it follows that Mark’s 
Gospel would be dated in the mid-to-late 60s. These factors could push the 
completion date of Luke-Acts to a time in the decade of the 70s or even later.

PURPOSE

Luke stated the purpose of his Gospel in the introduction (1:1-4). He 
researched and organized the eyewitness accounts of Jesus’ life and teachings 
so that Theophilus—probably a believer and financial patron of Luke’s 
efforts—would “know the certainty of the things about which [he had] been 
instructed.” Given this situation, Luke’s purpose in writing was to provide 
an account that was well-researched, historically accurate, and organized in 
an orderly manner. Luke’s intent was not, however, just to produce a superior 
book. His ultimate intent was to undergird believers’ confidence in the gospel 
message and the instructions for life and faith this message offers.

KEY THEMES

Jesus’ birth and childhood—Luke’s birth narrative prominently features 
supernatural (angelic) visitations announcing the arrival of Jesus and Jesus’ 
forerunner, John. Jesus’ birth was a divinely ordained event marking the 
dramatic intervention of God into history, the arrival of God’s Messiah for 
the salvation of all who would receive Him. The joyous announcements by 
angels and the hymns of praise by Zechariah and Mary are highpoints of 
Luke’s birth narratives. 

The gospel for all people—The Gospel of Luke, especially in tandem with 
Acts, presents a gospel that welcomes all people to faith in Jesus. Gentiles are 
presented in a generally positive light, and secular authorities consistently 
make either a positive or neutral response to the gospel and its messengers. 
Christianity is presented as a faith concerned with the kingdom of God and 
not a secular threat to the political rule of Rome. Some Bible scholars argue 
that Luke’s efforts present such a compatible picture of Christianity in the 
Roman empire that Luke-Acts may have been produced, at least in part, as a 
document to support Paul at his trial before Caesar. 

Appreciation of women as followers—One notable feature of Luke’s Gospel 
is the repeated mention of women connected to the life and ministry of 
Jesus. A number of women provided financial support for Jesus (8:1-3). Luke 
included the account of Mary choosing to sit at Jesus feet in the position of a 
disciple and Jesus’ defending her when her sister Martha objected (10:38-42). 
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 I. Preparation for the Ministry of Jesus (1:1–4:13)

  A. Formal Prologue (1:1-4)

  B. Births of John the Baptist and Jesus (1:5–2:20)

  C. Childhood and Early Adulthood of Jesus (2:21-52)

  D. Ministry of John the Baptist (3:1-22)

  E. Genealogy of Jesus (3:23-38)

  F. Testing of Jesus by the Devil (4:1-13)

 II. Jesus’ Ministry in Galilee (4:14–9:50)

  A. Early Preaching (4:14-44)

  B. Calling of disciples, then apostles (5:1–6:16)

  C. The Sermon on the Plain (6:17-49)

  D. Faith Issues; the Sending out of the Twelve (7:1–9:17)

  E. Peter’s Confession and the Transfiguration (9:18-50)

III. Jesus’ Ministry in Judea and Perea (9:51–19:44)

IV. Climax of Jesus’ Ministry in Jerusalem (19:28–24:53)

ON THE C OV ER

Denarius coin depicting Tiberius;  

c . AD 14-37; silver

OUTLINE OF LUKE
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Planned
God’s promises point to His redemptive plan for His creation .

A friend of mine recently bought a house. In the process, the house’s former 
owner and his agent gave some assurances and promises that proved false 
or were never kept. One can imagine the problems and disappointment 
this situation created for my friend. It is all too easy in the wake of such 
disappointment to become cynical about other people.  

Thankfully, most of us probably have friends we know we can rely on. If 
they tell us they will keep certain information private, we never hear a word 
of it leaking out. If they tell us they will help with some project, we can count 
on them to keep their promise and stay with us until the job is done. We value 
business people who consistently act with integrity and fairness. Such people 
are a treasure. They teach us the value of a reliable and honest friend. From 
them we learn to trust and know that they will not take advantage of us.

In this session’s Bible passage, we will be reminded that God always 
answers the prayers of His people and always keeps His promises to us in 
His Word. Sometimes His answers to prayer may not be what we want or ask 
for. Sometimes His answers may involve a delay that we cannot comprehend 
at the time. However, the account of John’s birth to Zechariah and Elizabeth 
in their old age reminds us that sometimes God’s answer to our prayers 
might seem to be a “no” when it is actually an answer of “yes, but not yet.” In 
those times of “not yet,” we are called to live by faith—trusting in the good, 
righteous, all-wise God to whom we pray. Our faith in such circumstances is 
not wishful thinking but the confident anticipation of God’s action fulfilling 
His promises. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 1:1-25

Can you imagine meeting with the early church and hearing the many 
eyewitnesses to Jesus’ ministry excitedly telling their piece of His story? 
Amazing events remembered and life-changing teachings retold must have 

Session 1   |   Luke 1:13-25
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swirled through the early church. Luke was not an eyewitness to these 
events, but the introduction to his Gospel (1:1-4) tells us that he carefully 
investigated and organized many eyewitness accounts. Others may have 
tried to compile such accounts into a whole, but Luke was led by the Spirit to 
contribute his efforts to this important task. He wanted Christians to know 
with certainty the truth of the words and works of Jesus because they form 
the foundation of the faith and witness of the church. 

Luke began his account by placing the events surrounding the birth of 
Jesus in their historical setting. The account starts while Herod the Great 
was king of Judea (47–4 BC), but the main characters are an elderly Jewish 
couple, the priest Zechariah, and his wife, Elizabeth. Both are described as 
righteous individuals who lived “without blame” in the Lord (1:6) yet “had no 
children” (1:7). Children were considered a blessing from the Lord, and many 
Jews interpreted childlessness as divine punishment for some sin. Luke did 
not want his audience to make this mistake concerning this righteous couple.

Zechariah was descended from Moses’ brother, Aaron. Twenty-four 
family clans that descended from Aaron (see 1 Chron. 24:1-19; Neh. 12:1-7) 
shared an annual responsibility for the priestly duties in the temple. Since 
far more priests were eligible than needed, the honor of such service went to 
tribe members selected by lot. The lot fell to Zechariah, and he was assigned 
to “enter the sanctuary of the Lord and burn incense” (1:9). Yet it was God, 
not random chance, that brought Zechariah to the temple that day. 

The altar of incense (see Ex. 30:1) stood inside the holy place in front of the 
curtain that separated the most holy place, or holy of holies. The burning of 
incense symbolized the people’s prayers rising to God. The priest’s task was 
to place incense on the altar and prostrate himself before the Lord in prayer 
while the people outside prayed (see 1:10). As Zechariah was performing this 
duty one day, an angel appeared on the right side of the altar. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

PRAYER ANSWERED (Luke 1:13-17)

Even good people can become so accustomed to their religious routines that 
they are shocked when God intervenes. Zechariah may never have served in 
the holy place before; however, he probably had participated in the crowds 
of people praying outside the sanctuary for God to send the Messiah and 
deliver His people. Furthermore, Zechariah and Elizabeth undoubtedly had 
privately prayed many times for God to bless them with a child. Nonetheless, 
the appearance of an angelic messenger shocked and terrified the aged priest. 
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VERSE 13

But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, because 

your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a 

son, and you will name him John.

In the Scriptures, the appearance of an angelic messenger often strikes fear 
in anyone who encounters one (see Num. 22:31; Judg. 6:22; Dan. 10:10; 
Matt. 28:2-4). Why? It is reasonable to think that in the presence of holiness, 
most people grow afraid because they are suddenly made aware of their 
own sinfulness. Similarly, people in the presence of an unfamiliar power 
fear their vulnerability. And in the presence of the unexpected, people fear 
the unknown. Such thoughts likely ran through Zechariah’s mind when he 
realized that an angel was standing beside the altar of incense inside the 
holy place. The priest’s fear must have been obvious, for the angel quickly 
encouraged Zechariah to not be afraid. The angel was not delivering a 
message of judgment but of good news.

Zechariah no doubt had been engaged in prayer concerning the Jewish 
nation as well as the crowd of worshipers gathered in the temple courtyards. 
Evidently, however, he had also continued to pray about his personal needs 
and aspirations—including the fact that he and his wife, both well along in 
years, remained childless. The angel informed Zechariah that his prayer had 
been heard. The attentive and powerful God of Israel was about to answer 
one of this priest’s fervent prayers. But which prayer? 

God’s response to Zechariah’s prayer was intensely personal—your wife 
Elizabeth will bear you a son—but also was connected to a much greater 
divine purpose. For this reason, God specified that the aging couple give 
their newborn son the name John. The Hebrew version of this name means 
“Yahweh [the Lord] has been gracious.” God was indeed being gracious to 
Zechariah and Elizabeth in giving them a son and heir. Only later would they 
(and their son) realize the extent to which John would be the forerunner of 
God’s grace to the nation of Israel and to all humanity!

VERSE 14

There will be joy and delight for you, and many will rejoice 

at his birth.

Luke’s Gospel teems with references to joy. Accounts of the amazing acts of 
God frequently include mentions of the joy these acts produce. The angels 
brought great joy to the hearts of the shepherds (2:10). The gospel message 
brings joy to those who receive it in faith (8:13). Disciples who see the power 
of God at work through them experience joy (10:17). Joy fills heaven at the 
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repentance of sinners (15:7). The disciples rejoiced at meeting the resurrected 
Jesus (24:41). 

God’s gift of a son to Zechariah and Elizabeth would give this righteous 
couple not only joy but also delight. The Greek term rendered delight refers 
to an outward exultation, a joy so compelling that it is expressed vocally and 
physically. Perhaps because of their advancing age, Zechariah and Elizabeth 
must have lost hope at times. Imagine their reaction to discovering that God’s 
answer to their prayers all along had never been “no” but rather “not yet.” 

The angel further told Zechariah that his son’s birth would bring a 
blessing to more than just the parents. The phrase many will rejoice could 
refer to the people of God as a whole, although the Gospels reveal that not 
all the Jewish people would rejoice as a result of John’s prophetic ministry. 
In particular, some religious and political leaders would feel threatened by 
John’s ministry, leading ultimately to John’s execution by Herod Antipas 
(see Mark 6:17-29). However, the rejection and wicked actions by some would 
not (and could not) diminish the greatness of John’s ministry or the joy that 
he brought to many people. John’s life and ministry would demonstrate that 
service to God in a godless, fallen world often has rejection and tragedy as 
its companions. Yet even in the midst of these factors, the called of God find 
meaning, joy, and fulfillment. 

VERSE 15

For he will be great in the sight of the Lord and will never drink 

wine or beer. He will be filled with the Holy Spirit while still in his 

mother’s womb. 

Why would the birth of John bring joy to so many people? The angel’s words 
in verses 15-17 answer this question. First, John will be great in the sight 
of the Lord. This statement underscores two realities about John in relation 
to God: (1) God’s foreknowledge of John’s life and purpose; and (2) God’s 
approval of John’s ministry. The revelation that God would be pleased with 
John and his service must have delighted Zechariah. Parents typically rejoice 
when their children succeed in life, and hearing that John would serve God 
with distinction must have inspired great joy in this righteous priest. 

Second, John will never drink wine or beer (“strong drink,” KJV; ESV; 
“fermented drink,” NIV). The Greek word translated beer refers generally 
to any fermented drink made with produce other than grapes. Some Bible 
students conclude from this statement that John would be under a Nazirite 
vow, which included abstaining from alcoholic drink (see Num. 6:1-4; 
compare Judg. 13:3-5). While this might be a possible interpretation of 
the angel’s description of John’s life, avoiding strong drink was only one of 
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several requirements involved in a Nazirite vow (see Num. 6:5-12). In any 
case, John’s commitment to avoid all strong drink would be an expression of 
his devotion to the Lord and the seriousness of his life’s calling. 

Third, John will be filled with the Holy Spirit. In the Old Testament, 
the Spirit of God is described as coming upon individuals for a specific time 
or task, often for the purpose of prophesying God’s message (see 1 Sam. 
10:10; Ezek. 11:5). The statement that John would be Spirit-filled while still 
in his mother’s womb highlights the grand plan of God and the important 
role John would play in that plan. Empowered and led by the Spirit, John 
would grow up to speak and act on God’s behalf. He would rebuke sinners 
and called for repentance. Yet, he would also be a prophetic voice of hope, not 
just wrath. His words would direct the righteous to faithfulness and greater 
service. Simply put, he would prepare people to welcome the Messiah. 

VERSE 16

He will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God. 

Fourth, John will turn … Israel back to the Lord their God. This statement 
assumes that many Israelites in the first century AD had wandered away from 
God, not understanding Him rightly and thus not relating rightly to Him. 
Sadly, Israel’s past contained far too many episodes of the people’s rebelling 
against their faithful Creator, Deliverer, and Lord (see Judg. 2:16-19; 2 Kings 
17:13-20). 

The Greek word rendered turn echoes the Old Testament command to 
repent or turn away from sin. It depicts a person following after a false god 
or sinful path but then turning from that path to follow after the true God. 
While some Jewish people in John’s day genuinely sought to follow God, 
others did not. The group known as Pharisees focused so rigidly on their 
religious traditions that they elevated human rules above a relationship 
with the living God. The sect known as Sadducees trusted more in the raw 
power of Rome than in God. People called Zealots often turned to violence 
and rebellion. Still others embraced Greek philosophy or the mythical gods 
of Homer. Many people, though, lived in quiet, daily desperation. John 
would call all of these groups of people to repent, and many would do so in 
anticipation of the Messiah. 

VERSE 17

And he will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to  

turn the hearts of fathers to their children, and the disobedient 

to the understanding of the righteous, to make ready for the  

Lord a prepared people.”
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Fifth, and most significantly, John would prepare God’s people in anticipation 
of a great new movement of God. This would involve going before him. The 
him that John will go before refers to “the Lord their God” mentioned in 
the preceding verse. The wording echoes Malachi 3:1, in which the Lord 
promised to send His “messenger” to “clear the way” before Him.

Then in an echo of Malachi 4:5, the angel further revealed that John 
would serve the Lord in the spirit and power of Elijah. Later during 
John’s ministry, some people wondered if he was actually Elijah having 
been reborn (see John 1:21). They were aware from the Old Testament that 
Elijah had not died but had been taken up to heaven by God in a whirlwind 
(see 2 Kings 2:1). John the Baptist would deny that he was a reappearance 
of Elijah. Rather, he was one whose life and calling mirrored that of the 
ancient prophet of the Lord. 

John’s empowered life and calling would center around turning the hearts 
of fathers to their children and the disobedient to the understanding 
of the righteous. The first of these two activities may mean either that 
godly fathers would begin to train their children in the Lord’s ways or that 
repentant children would influence their unfaithful fathers to turn back 
to the Lord. Either way, these two activities anticipated renewed unity and 
obedience to the Lord within families and between generations. In short, 
John’s ministry would make ready for the Lord a prepared people. As the 
prophet Isaiah also had foreseen many years before John’s birth, a repentant 
and prepared people would clear the way for the glory of the Lord to appear 
in a new and life-changing way (see Isa. 40:3-5).  

As stunned as Zechariah was by the news that he would have a son, he 
must have been even more amazed by the angel’s revelation of what his son 
would do. “Your son will be a joy to his parents and a blessing to others.” 
Any parent would love to hear these words. But the allusions to the words of 
Malachi and Isaiah marked John’s birth as truly special. God was answering 
the prayers of Zechariah and Elizabeth, and so much more!

 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the section on “John the Baptist” (pp. 911–913) in the article titled 

“John” in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How 

did John’s life and ministry serve as a bridge between the old covenant 

with Israel and the new covenant in Jesus Christ? What does it mean to you 

to be part of a “prepared people” awaiting the return of Christ?
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DOUBT EXPRESSED (Luke 1:18-20)

As a righteous man and priest, Zechariah knew the scriptural accounts of 
God’s miracles performed in Israel’s past. Yet faced with an angelic promise 
of the amazing birth of a son whom God would work through powerfully to 
prepare His people, Zechariah expressed doubt. 

VERSE 18

“How can I know this?” Zechariah asked the angel. “For I am an 

old man, and my wife is well along in years.”

The words how can I know this (literally, “According to what shall I know 
this?”) are a request for proof to confirm an astounding claim. Interestingly, 
Abraham had made the same inquiry of God when told that he would have 
innumerable descendants and be given possession of the promised land (see 
Gen. 15:4-8). Perhaps Zechariah’s doubt sprang more from a knowledge of 
his own limitations than from a lack of confidence in God’s power.

Zechariah expressed the obvious facts: he was an old man and his wife 
was well along in years (“well stricken in years,” KJV; “advanced in years,” 
ESV). Elizabeth was far beyond her child-bearing years. Moreover, why 
would God use them, an elderly couple, to bring this child into the world? 
Was there not a multitude of faithful younger couples available? Zechariah 
seemed to be asking, “Why me?” or more precisely, “Why us?” Perhaps with 
more time to reflect, Zechariah might have remembered the many instances 
when God used unexpected people to do big things and weak people to do 
mighty things to make His unlimited power all the more evident. In his 
amazement and confusion, however, Zechariah responded with personal 
doubt and asked for a sign to confirm the truth of the angel’s words.

VERSE 19

The angel answered him, “I am Gabriel, who stands in the 

presence of God, and I was sent to speak to you and tell you 

this good news.

The angel responded to Zechariah’s question by identifying himself as 
Gabriel, who stands in the presence of God. Gabriel and Michael are 
the only two angels mentioned by name in the Bible. (For Gabriel: see Dan. 
8:16-18; 9:21; Luke 1:19,26. For Michael: see Dan. 10:13,21; 12:1; Jude 9; 
Rev. 12:7. “Satan,” a fallen angel, probably is not a proper name but rather 
a title meaning “adversary” or “accuser.”) Both angels are identified as 
archangels in interbiblical, non-canonical Jewish writings. Consequently, 
Zechariah would have known the name Gabriel and that this angel served 
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God as an authorized emissary bringing truth and understanding. Gabriel’s 
message could (and should) be accepted as coming from God Himself. 

While Luke did not describe Gabriel as having features such as a white 
garment, brilliant aura, or booming voice, the angel’s sudden appearance in 
the temple’s holy place nonetheless would have surprised Zechariah. Such 
an unexpected visitation might help explain Zechariah’s doubts. Gabriel 
revealed his name as a response to Zechariah’s uncertainty. Better than a 
sign, Zechariah received the truth from an absolutely reliable source sent 
from God to share good news.  

VERSE 20

Now listen. You will become silent and unable to speak until the 

day these things take place, because you did not believe my words, 

which will be fulfilled in their proper time.”

Whatever its cause, Zechariah’s doubts had personal consequences. Gabriel 
did not promise a sign but rather delivered a reprimand and a punishment. 
In a sense, though, the punishment served as a type of confirming sign for 
Zechariah as well as for the gathered worshipers.

The phrase now listen (“And, behold,” KJV; ESV; “And now,” NIV) is 
a command to pay attention to what was about to happen. Because of 
Zechariah’s hesitancy to believe God’s gift and promise, the elderly priest 
would become silent and unable to speak for a certain period of time—
until the day these things take place. While the phrase these things could 
refer narrowly to John’s birth or more broadly to John’s entire ministry, that 
Zechariah regained his ability to speak shortly after John’s birth and naming 
indicates the shorter time frame was intended (see Luke 1:63-64).

Gabriel clarified that Zechariah’s hesitancy—at least initially—was 
a refusal to believe the angel’s message and thus an unwillingness to trust 
in God’s activity in and through the aged couple. Gabriel further clarified 
that Zechariah’s unbelief would not prevent God from fulfilling His plan. All 
of the things that God had in store would be fulfilled in their proper time. 

While Zechariah’s punishment was God’s discipline for his unbelief, 
it also served a positive purpose. It revealed to the people that something 
special had happened in the temple that day. Moreover, it probably served 
to limit the speculation and public scrutiny that would have descended on 
Zechariah and Elizabeth had the angel’s words been repeated for the crowd. 
Ultimately, Zechariah and Elizabeth as well as the crowd of worshipers (then 
and today) would all see clearly that God has the power to do what He says 
He will do. God’s people in every age can rely on His promises, living with all 
confidence and hope in Him.
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REALITY SEEN (Luke 1:21-25)

People at the temple were surprised by the length of time Zechariah spent in 
the holy place and his inability to speak when he came out. When Zechariah 
returned home, Elizabeth became pregnant just as Gabriel had promised.

VERSE 21

Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah, amazed that 

he stayed so long in the sanctuary. 

As the crowd of worshipers waited for Zechariah to perform his ministry 
inside the holy place, they grew concerned. Coming into close proximity to 
the most holy place (the holy of holies) could be dangerous even for a priest. 
Some early Jewish texts indicate that the priest was expected to perform 
his duties and leave the sanctuary promptly. The longer the priest remained 
inside the holy place, the more the people worried that something had gone 
wrong. Zechariah thus made the people anxious when he stayed so long in 
the sanctuary. 

VERSE 22

When he did come out, he could not speak to them. Then they 

realized that he had seen a vision in the sanctuary. He was 

making signs to them and remained speechless. 

The people must have been relieved to see Zechariah emerge and yet became 
concerned again when he could not speak in order to pronounce the typical 
blessing on the gathered worshipers. Eventually the people concluded that 
Zechariah had seen a vision while he was in the sanctuary. The Greek 
term rendered vision describes an experience in which a person sees God or 
perceives a revelation from God that reveals something previously unknown. 
Zechariah attempted to communicate with the worshipers by making signs, 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Angel” on pages 66–67 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does angelic visitation 

compare and contrast to other ways mentioned in Scripture that God 

conveyed His will to people (prophets’ declarations, dreams, and so 

forth)? How do the Scriptures provide believers today an absolutely 

reliable source for learning God’s will?
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but he remained speechless. Based on Luke 1:62, some Bible students 
suggest that Zechariah was rendered temporarily both mute and deaf. 

VERSE 23

When the days of his ministry were completed, he went 

back home. 

Whether Zechariah’s days of … ministry ended with this event is unclear. 
Perhaps he continued to perform his priestly duties without being able to 
speak (or hear). Doing so would have been consistent with his righteous 
character and commitment. In any case, at the end of his week of service 
Zechariah went back home to the hill country of Judah (see 1:39).

VERSES 24-25

After these days his wife Elizabeth conceived and kept herself 

in seclusion for five months. She said, “The Lord has done this 

for me. He has looked with favor in these days to take away my 

disgrace among the people.”

The phrase after these days does not provide a precise indication of time 
but rather lets readers know that John’s conception occurred sometime 
after Zechariah returned home and as the result of normal marital relations 
between Zechariah and Elizabeth. Elizabeth’s pregnancy was miraculous 
in its timing but not in its nature. Nevertheless, it would underscore God’s 
power to do the impossible for a young Jewish maiden named Mary, whose 
pregnancy would indeed be uniquely miraculous in nature (see 1:35-37).

Bible scholars have debated the possible reasons Elizabeth kept herself in 
seclusion for five months. The phrase could simply mean that she limited 
her public activities in order to not call attention to her unexpected pregnancy. 
Whatever the reason for delaying a public announcement, Elizabeth privately 
celebrated that the Lord had looked with favor on her. With the birth of 
this child, the Lord would effectively take away Elizabeth’s disgrace among 
the people. Zechariah knew that John’s birth would be a much greater act of 
God’s favor than even Elizabeth could imagine at the time!

E XPLORE FURTHER

What are some life concerns about which you have prayed over the years? 

How did God answer your prayers? How can you encourage others to pray 

and search the Scriptures for answers to their life concerns? 
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Conceived
God involves humanity in the redemptive plan of His creation .

Each year, Gateway Seminary in California (where I work and teach) hosts 
several people on campus who serve internationally but have returned home 
on temporary stateside assignment. We provide housing for the families, 
and they in turn interact with students both by teaching classes and having 
informal conversations. In the process, these visitors help students understand 
what it is like to work with believers in other cultures and witness to people 
in non-Christian settings. Some of the settings in which these believers work 
are hostile to any form of gospel activity. 

Recently one of these visitors to the seminary—a friend of mine—told 
an amazing story of God’s intervention in his work. While driving to an 
assignment in a predominantly Muslim country, he stopped to get fuel for 
his vehicle and a snack to eat. He noticed an angry-faced man standing 
outside the station, holding an automatic weapon. No one else seemed 
alarmed by the armed man’s presence, but my friend admitted that he found 
it unsettling. The scowling man was still standing in the same place, rifle at 
the ready, when my friend drove away from the store. 

A few miles down the road, however, my friend began to think about 
going back to the station and talking to the man. The more he tried to resist 
the impulse, the stronger it became; so my friend returned to the station 
and found the man standing outside with his weapon positioned at the 
ready just as before. My friend slowly approached the man and asked who 
he was and why he was standing there. Far from being hostile, the man 
seemed eager to talk about a dream he had. In the dream, a mysterious 
figure told him to stand in front of that station the next day and wait for a 
messenger. Then the man asked my friend if he was the messenger and, if 
so, what message he had for him. My friend proceeded to tell the man about 
Isa (Jesus), and the man soon became a believer—the first in his family and 
one of the few in the region. 

Testimonies such as this convince me that God uses ordinary people 
sometimes in extraordinary ways in His redemptive plan for humanity. This 
was surely the case when God chose to use Mary, a young Jewish peasant 
girl, to bring the Messiah into the world. We should not underestimate the 

Session 2   |   Luke 1:26-38
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difficulty Mary faced as she contemplated and responded to God’s call on 
her life. In this session’s Bible passage, we will explore an encounter, an 
invitation, and a very difficult decision. Mary’s faithful response will inspire 
us all to listen, look, and respond in faith when God presents us with divine 
opportunities to be involved in His redemptive plan.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 1:26-80

Each of the four New Testament Gospels begins in its own unique way. Mark’s 
Gospel starts with the preaching ministry of John the Baptist. John’s Gospel 
begins by introducing Jesus Christ as the preexistent “Word” who was at 
the same time “with God” and “was God” (John 1:1). Matthew’s Gospel and 
Luke’s Gospel are similar in that they both present narratives related to the 
birth of Jesus and His family history. However, they are also distinct in that 
Matthew’s Gospel emphasizes the fulfillment of messianic prophecies while 
Luke’s Gospel highlights spiritual encounters announcing the arrival of the 
Messiah-Son of God. 

After the opening presentation of his Gospel account to Theophilus, Luke 
described the angel Gabriel’s visit to Zechariah in the temple and prediction 
of the birth of John, the Messiah’s forerunner (Luke 1:5-25). On the heels 
of that encounter, Luke reported that Gabriel then visited Mary in Nazareth 
to announce that she would give birth to Jesus the Messiah (1:26-38). Luke 
then described a visit the pregnant Mary made to see her also-expecting 
relative, Elizabeth, with whom she proclaimed a hymn of praise magnifying 
the Lord’s greatness (1:39-56). Following the announcement of John’s birth 
and naming, Luke recorded Zechariah’s Spirit-led proclamation of a stirring 
prophecy of redemption (1:57-80). Each of these joyous, revelatory events 
anticipated the birth of Jesus and provided divine confirmation that God 
was sending His Messiah into the world.

This Bible study session focuses on the encounter between Gabriel and 
Mary in which this angelic messenger announced to a virgin Jewish maiden 
(engaged but not yet married) that she had been graciously favored by God to 
give birth to the Messiah. The account is compelling by itself, but the series of 
encounters and pronouncements the Gospel of Luke records at its beginning 
piles revelation on top of revelation—each reinforcing the other. Together 
these accounts serve to confirm the truth that God, through the birth of the 
infant Jesus, sent His Son into the world as Messiah and Redeemer for all 
who would repent and turn to Him in faith.  
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

THE GREETING (Luke 1:26-29)

Angelic appearances and announcements might seem commonplace in 
the pages of Scripture. But viewed from the perspective of Israel’s history, 
particularly the four hundred years prior to John the Baptist’s birth, such 
visitations were rare. As amazed as Zechariah was by his encounter, as a 
priest in the temple offering incense and prayer to the Lord he at least was in 
a setting that helped make sense of what he experienced. Several months later 
Gabriel appeared again, this time to an ordinary person in an ordinary place. 

VERSE 26

In the sixth month, the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town 

in Galilee called Nazareth, 

The phrase the sixth month refers to the stage of Elizabeth’s pregnancy. By 
including this detail, Luke sought to tightly interweave the narratives of the 
forerunner’s birth and the Messiah’s birth. Luke further reported that God 
sent the same angel, Gabriel, to deliver another important announcement. 
This time, however, Gabriel did not appear in the temple in Jerusalem but in 
a small town in central Galilee called Nazareth. 

Under the Roman Empire at the time, the promised land of Israel was 
divided into three main regions that lay west of the Jordan River. Going from 
south to north, the region of Judea lay in the south, the region of Samaria lay 
in the central highlands, and the region of Galilee lay in the north. Because of 
its location and history, the region of Galilee was home to a higher percentage 
of Gentile residents than lived in the region of Judea. 

Nazareth lay in the southern portion of Galilee, situated about halfway 
between the southern tip of the Sea of Galilee and the Mediterranean Sea. 
The village was populous enough to have a synagogue (see Luke 4:16), yet 
modern archaeologists estimate that in the first century AD its population 
did not exceed five hundred residents. Nazareth was primarily an agricultural 
village, although some of its residents may have worked in nearby Sepphoris, 
a large town that the Rome-backed rulers set about restoring and expanding 
in the early first century. 

VERSE 27

to a virgin engaged to a man named Joseph, of the house of 

David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 
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God sent Gabriel to a virgin whose name was Mary. The name Mary is 
a shortened version of the Greek name Mariam, which is equivalent to the 
Hebrew name Miriam. A number of key women in Scripture bear this name, 
including the sister of Moses and Aaron in the Old Testament (see Num. 
26:59). Mary of Nazareth’s family history is uncertain, although some 
Bible scholars suggest that the genealogy of Jesus reported in Luke 3:23-38 
proceeds through Mary’s family line rather than Joseph’s until the two lines 
merge in David, king of Israel. 

Luke identified Mary as a virgin at the time of Gabriel’s visit. He used the 
Greek term (parthenos) that referred to a young, unmarried woman who had 
not yet had sexual relations with a man (1:34). Luke’s largely Gentile audience 
would have understood the miracle of a virginal conception as confirmation 
of a divine event. The Gospel of Matthew seems to address a predominantly 
Jewish audience and thus stresses fulfilled prophecy, connecting Mary’s 
virginal conception to the fulfillment of Isaiah’s Immanuel prophecy (see 
Isa. 7:14; Matt. 1:23). Both Gospels, to be sure, stress the importance of the 
virgin birth in the foundation of Christian faith. 

Although Mary was not yet married, she was engaged (“espoused,” KJV; 
“betrothed,” ESV; “pledged,” NIV) to a man named Joseph. Engagement, 
or betrothal, in the first century involved a commitment just as binding as 
marriage. The period of engagement typically lasted about a year; during that 
year the girl continued to live with her family and was forbidden from having 
sexual relations with her betrothed husband. Ending a betrothal required 
cause and a legal process, just like the divorce of a married couple. 

The Gospel of Matthew reveals more details about Joseph than Luke’s 
Gospel. In Matthew 1:18-25, Joseph is described as a righteous man who 
decided to quietly end his engagement to Mary when he discovered she was 
pregnant. Before he could act, however, he received a dream-visit from an 
angel who assured him of Mary’s purity and explained, using Isaiah 7:14, the 
nature and purpose of her miraculous conception. Joseph accepted the word 
of the angel and the prophecy about the child Mary would bear. 

Luke’s Gospel (as well as Matthew’s Gospel) specify that Joseph was a 
descendant of the house of David. This designation was important because 
it showed the fulfillment of many Old Testament prophecies stating that the 
Messiah would be born in the family line of Israel’s beloved king. The Lord 
had made a covenant promise to David: “When your time comes and you 
rest with your ancestors, I will raise up after you your descendant, … and 
I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever” (2 Sam. 7:12-13). While 
containing a number of different names, the genealogies in both Matthew’s 
Gospel (1:1-17) and Luke’s Gospel (3:23-38) serve the purpose of identifying 
Joseph—and thus Jesus—as descendants in the lineage of King David. 
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VERSE 28

And the angel came to her and said, “Greetings, favored woman! 

The Lord is with you.”

Luke reported that the angel Gabriel came to Mary in Nazareth. The term 
translated came typically means “to enter” into a place. This could mean 
simply that the angel entered the village of Nazareth. More likely, however, it 
referred more specifically to the house or building where Mary was. Since no 
other people were mentioned as being present—and given the nature of the 
conversation—the exchange between Gabriel and Mary likely was private. 

The angel greeted Mary in positive terms as a person blessed by God’s 
presence and favor. The Greek term rendered greetings (“hail,” KJV) was 
a formal term of address that in spoken form probably engendered a sense of 
joy. That is, the term evoked an expectation of hearing good news. Similarly, 
the phrase favored woman communicated to Mary that God had chosen to 
shower His grace on her. The form of the word favored implies a past action 
that produces a present reality. God’s gracious activity had brought Mary to 
this defining moment in her young life.   

The final part of the greeting, the Lord is with you, identified the Giver 
of grace and provided assurance to Mary of God’s ongoing care. These are 
comforting words for a person’s here and now, but they can also foreshadow 
a coming time of hardship when such reassurance and strength would be 
desperately needed. How would a young woman such as Mary in a small 
farming village understand these words? In what way had she been favored? 
And what challenging circumstances might the assurance anticipate? 

VERSE 29

But she was deeply troubled by this statement, wondering what 

kind of greeting this could be.

Luke wrote that Mary became deeply troubled by the angel’s greeting. The 
phrase describes a person who is perplexed and trying to understand the 
implications of something said or seen. The term rendered troubled did not 
necessarily imply a negative response but it could include the elements of 
uncertainty and fear. Uncertainty often generates anxiety. 

God had blessed Mary, was with her, and had brought her to this moment 
for some important purpose. Yet she did not yet understand the reason God 
had done this or what would come next for her. Mary’s story was unique in 
many ways. But it also reminds us that God is active in our world before we 
ever see the evidence. It challenges us to remain sensitive to His activity in 
our lives, to regularly ask the reason God has placed us where we are, and to 
discern how He might use us to serve His will. 
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THE DECLARATION (Luke 1:30-33)

Gabriel’s words confused Mary. She did not understand who this messenger 
was or why he would greet her as he did. The greeting was positive, to be sure, 
but what message would follow such a greeting? 

VERSE 30

Then the angel told her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have 

found favor with God. 

As with his previous announcement to Zechariah, Gabriel’s announcement 
to Mary began with the assuring words do not be afraid. The unexpected 
appearance of an angel could be startling at the least or terrifying if the 
messenger brought a message of reprimand or judgment. Gabriel repeated  
the assertion that Mary had found favor with God, stressing again God’s 
initiative to extend grace to Mary. God’s favor was not something Mary had 
earned by her character or efforts. God extends grace to anyone as a result of 
His nature and will, not as a thing earned. 

VERSE 31

Now listen: You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you will 

name him Jesus. 

The phrase now listen (“and, behold,” KJV; ESV) calls for giving close 
attention to what the angel was about to say. Here was the good news that 
would change not only Mary’s life but also the world’s destiny: Mary would 
conceive and give birth to a son who was to be named Jesus. The pattern 
of the announcement echoed Old Testament revelations of significant births 
(see Gen. 16:11; Judg. 13:5; Isa. 7:14). The name Jesus is the Greek form of the 
Hebrew name Joshua, which means “Yahweh saves.” At this point, Mary must 
have already begun to anticipate that the Child would play a remarkable part 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the articles titled “Galilee” (pp. 608–610) and “Nazareth, Nazarene” 

(pp. 1148–1149) in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and 

Expanded. What does it mean to you that God chose a relatively unknown 

young woman from a small, remote village to be the mother of the 

Messiah? What message does this fact send to believers today about 

serving the Lord?
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in the redemptive plan of God. With the angel’s next words, the nature and 
work of that Child would become even clearer. 

VERSE 32

He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High, and 

the Lord God will give him the throne of his father David. 

Following the announcement of the Child’s name, Gabriel delivered a series 
of descriptive phrases and titles that made clear Jesus would be the long-
awaited, promised Messiah. The phrase will be great indicates that the 
Child would play a pivotal, prominent role in the kingdom of God. The same 
descriptive term was used previously in Scripture regarding Moses (Ex. 11:3), 
Mordecai (Esth. 10:3), and John the Baptist (Luke 1:15). 

Next, Gabriel announced that Jesus would be called the Son of the Most 
High. The phrase Most High is a title used in the Old Testament of the Lord 
God (see Deut. 32:8; 2 Sam. 22:14; Ps. 7:17; Dan. 4:25). Thus, the title Son of 

the Most High is equivalent to saying Jesus is the Son of God. While Scripture 
speaks of others as children of God or sons of God in a covenant context (see 
Deut. 14:1; John 1:12; 2 Cor. 6:18), Mary would soon hear that Jesus is the 
Son of God in a way that no other person or group could claim (Luke 1:35). 

In addition, the Child would be born to rule. God would give him the 
throne of his father David. Luke had already identified Joseph as being a 
descendant of King David (Luke 1:27). Luke never clearly identified Mary’s 
tribe by birth, although some Bible scholars suggest that the genealogy in 
3:23-38 reflects Mary’s ancestral line. Other scholars point out that Mary’s 
kinship to Elizabeth (see 1:36), whom Luke expressly identified as one of the 
“daughters of Aaron” (1:5), suggests that Mary was of the tribe of Levi. In any 
case, her betrothal to Joseph (from a legal standpoint) would have brought 
Mary into the tribe of Judah and the family line of King David. 

At the time of Jesus’ birth, the throne of … David was empty. The people 
of Israel had been dominated for hundreds of years by foreign powers. The 
Rome-appointed ruling family of Herod the Great was Idumean (Edomite) by 
descent. Further, Herod and his descendants served as client kings over the 
Jews, not as legitimate descendants of King David. For this reason, most Jews 
eagerly looked forward to a deliverer who would restore the kingdom of Israel 
to its former glory. Mary may have understood the angel’s words—at least 
initially—to mean her Child would ascend to Israel’s throne.

VERSE 33

He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and his kingdom 

will have no end.”
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Gabriel’s next description left no doubt as to the Child’s identity as the 
Messiah. King David had many descendants, but only the Messiah would 
reign over the house of Jacob forever. The phrase house of Jacob harked 
back to the Abrahamic covenant (see Gen. 12:1-3) that was then renewed 
with David (see 2 Sam. 7:8-16). The prophet Isaiah had foreseen in the eighth 
century BC that one day a Child would be born who would govern from the 
throne of David forever in a reign of peace, justice, and righteousness (see Isa. 
9:6-7). When Gabriel told Mary her Child’s kingdom would have no end, 
that promise could mean only one thing: Mary would give birth to the Lord’s 
anointed one, the Messiah. 

THE QUESTION (Luke 1:34-37)

The angel’s prophetic announcement was clear and bold, yet surely startling. 
Perhaps many questions flooded into Mary’s mind—questions such as “Why 
me?” and “Why now?” But only one question came forth, a query regarding 
the one major barrier Mary saw in being able to serve God in the way that 
was presented to her. 

VERSE 34

Mary asked the angel, “How can this be, since I have not had 

sexual relations with a man?”

Mary asked the angel how she would be able to give birth to a child when 
she had not had sexual relations with a man. The words how can this 
be can also be translated “how will this be.” In other words, Mary was not 
requesting proof or a sign. She was not doubting God’s power but rather was 
affirming her sexual purity. She was betrothed to be married, yes, but she 
was a virgin. She had not been intimate with a man. 

It seems evident that Mary perceived her conception would occur before 
she was married, while she was a virgin. (The angel had not revealed this fact.) 
Perhaps this realization brought to her mind the prophecy of Isaiah 7:14. If so, 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Messiah” on pages 1087–1092 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How do the many 

fulfillments of prophecy in the life and ministry of Jesus bolster your 

faith in Him? What role can these fulfilled prophecies play in convincing 

unbelievers of the truth of the gospel?
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then Mary was not objecting that this could not happen to her because she 
and Joseph had not yet been intimate. Rather, she was asking how she, as a 
virgin, would be able to conceive a child. 

VERSE 35

The angel replied to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and 

the power of the Most High will overshadow you. Therefore, the 

holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.

The angel answered Mary’s question by making two parallel statements. 
First, he explained that the Holy Spirit would come upon Mary. Second, 
Gabriel declared that the power of the Most High would overshadow Mary. 
Neither of the words rendered come upon and overshadow is used anywhere in 
Scripture as a euphemism for sexual relations. No human agency would be 
involved. Mary’s pregnancy would happen as the result of God’s sovereign, 
creative power. Just as God brought the universe and life into existence in 
the beginning by the sheer power of His spoken word, He would decree that 
Mary would become pregnant—and she would!

Consequently, although the Child would legally be the son of Joseph and 
thus a descendant of David, the holy one to be born would, in fact, be 
called the Son of God. While others might be received as children of God 
by virtue of a covenant relationship, Jesus Christ would be (and is forever) 
the unique, eternal Son of God. 

VERSES 36-37

And consider your relative Elizabeth—even she has conceived a 

son in her old age, and this is the sixth month for her who was 

called childless. For nothing will be impossible with God.”

Though Mary had not asked for proof or a sign, the angel’s next statement 
provided evidence that God could accomplish what might seem impossible 
from a human perspective. Elizabeth, Mary’s elderly relative (“cousin,” 
KJV), was already in the sixth month of her pregnancy with John 
(the Baptist). Moreover, Elizabeth’s advanced age was only part of this 
miraculous event. She had been childless for her entire married life—
and not by choice. The Greek word rendered childless usually referred to a 
woman’s being barren, that is, incapable of having children. Yet here was 
Elizabeth, now entering the final trimester of her God-given pregnancy. 
The underlying truth of Gabriel’s reference to Elizabeth’s situation is that 
Mary could depend on the power of God. There were differences between 
the two women’s situations, but each circumstance would (and did) prove 
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that nothing will be impossible with God. Human barriers cannot hinder 
God from bringing about His redemptive plan for His creation.

THE COMMITMENT (Luke 1:38) 

VERSE 38

“See, I am the Lord’s servant,” said Mary. “May it happen to me as 

you have said.” Then the angel left her. 

God could do whatever He desired with Mary, yet her embracing of the will 
of God for her life was an important step. Her statements I am the Lord’s 
servant and may it happen to me as you have said reveal much about 
Mary. First, the statements reveal that she accepted the angel’s prophetic 
message as God-given truth. Further, they express Mary’s deep conviction 
that through God’s power all things are possible. Put succinctly, she believed 
God’s word is true and His power is unlimited. 

Mary likely understood at some level how radically her life was about to 
change. Her reputation—and perhaps her life—would be at risk the moment 
it became known that she was pregnant. Joseph would know the unborn 
Child was not his. If he rejected her, then the prospects of scandal, divorce, 
and maybe even stoning were very real. By submitting herself humbly to 
God’s will and plan, Mary expressed an impressive level of faith in God. 
Her example challenges us all to live in faithfulness to the God we know 
rather than allow what we do not know to prevent us from living faithfully 
according to His revealed will. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Virgin, Virgin Birth” on pages 1634–1635 in the 

Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. In your view, 

what truths about God are made evident in the fact of the Messiah’s virgin 

birth? What truths about humanity are made evident?

E XPLORE FURTHER

How difficult would it be for you to surrender completely to God’s revealed 

will when it did not make sense to you at the time? What are some 

instances in which you faced such difficulty? How did you respond to God  

then, and what difference has your response made in your life today?
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Proclaimed
Jesus brings salvation to all who trust in Him .

Each year, various faculty members at Gateway Seminary lead groups of 
students to participate in direct missions efforts in overseas locations. The 
groups usually partner with in-country personnel to advance existing work 
and ensure that new believers have someone in country to help them grow 
once the student teams return home. One such group recently worked in 
a remote, mountainous area of the world. The students’ goals were to visit 
remote villages, engage in direct witness, and identify unreached areas where 
follow-up was needed. 

At the end of one especially rugged day, the students and their guide came 
to a village where arrangements had been made for them to spend the night. 
In the guest house where they stayed, the group prayed over their meal and 
sang some Christian songs. When the curious house manager asked what 
they were doing, they told her they were Christians and asked if she knew 
Jesus. The woman admitted that she did not but would ask around the 
village the next day to see if perhaps Jesus lived in a neighboring village. 
Team members graciously told their host about the gospel message. While 
she appeared interested in their message, she expressed concern that her 
husband might not allow her to become a follower of Jesus. 

The next day the team discovered that no one in the village had ever heard 
the gospel. That evening, however, the guest house manager informed the 
team that her husband not only gave her permission to become a follower 
of Jesus but also wanted to hear the message for himself. By the time the 
team had to move on, everyone in this village had heard the story of Jesus. 
Some had believed; others had not. But even among the unbelieving villagers 
some asked to hear more about the gospel. The students returned from this 
experience having witnessed the unquestionable power of the good news. 

In this session’s Bible passage, a group of shepherds received a similarly 
unexpected proclamation of the good news. They were told that the long-
awaited Messiah had been born. They would find Him not in the king’s palace 
in Jerusalem but in Bethlehem, wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a 
manger. That message of hope and salvation still reverberates in every corner 
of the world today. Jesus brings salvation to all who trust in Him.  

Session 3   |   Luke 2:4-19
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 2:1-20

The first chapter of Luke records the angelic predictions and circumstances 
that surrounded the births of John the Baptist and Jesus (1:5-56), and 
then gives an account of John’s birth (1:57-80). Chapter two opens with 
accounts of the birth of Jesus (2:1-7) and the announcement of His birth to 
a group of shepherds outside Bethlehem (2:8-20). With these accounts, Luke 
emphasized God’s direct intervention in human history. The Child born into 
humble surroundings to a Jewish virgin would not become merely another 
good man or notable historical figure. He would be God’s Son, delivered into 
the stream of human history according to God’s timing for the purpose of 
accomplishing God’s will. 

Luke’s intent to stress the historical, factual nature of Jesus’ birth also led 
him to stress its setting both in time and in location (2:1-3). He explained 
that the birth of Jesus occurred during the rule of Caesar Augustus over 
the Roman Empire and, more precisely, when the Roman government was 
conducting an empire-wide census.  Further, Luke also associated the census 
project with a regional ruler, Quirinius [kwih RIN ih uhs]. 

The title Caesar Augustus refers to the Roman emperor Octavian, who 
ruled from 31 BC to AD 14. Historians today debate the actual timing of the 
census Luke mentioned. The Greek term Luke used in 2:2 can mean either 
“during” or “before” Quirinius’s administration in Syria. Roman historical 
records highlight a census that included the Jews and was associated with 
Quirinius in AD 6. This census was notable in Roman records because it—
and the taxation that followed it—led to a significant Jewish rebellion. 

On the other hand, Rome maintained a pattern of conducting a census in 
Egypt every 14 years. If a similar pattern was maintained also in Galilee and 
Judea, then there may also have been a census process that began sometime 
around 8 BC. These facts, together with well-documented historical events 
such as the death of Herod the Great in 4 BC (after Jesus’ birth; see Matt. 
2:1,19-20), lead most Bible historians therefore to conclude that Jesus was 
born sometime between 7–4 BC. 

How, then, did the modern calendar come to divide history into BC 
(before Christ) and AD (Anno Domini, or “the year of the Lord”) at a point 
several years after Jesus’ birth? The explanation relates to a decision by an 
influential sixth-century AD Christian monk and mathematician, Dionysius 
Exiguus, to date all historical events based on their relationship to the birth 
of Jesus. He estimated that Jesus’ birth occurred 525 years before the time 
of his calculations. These factors shaped subsequent calendars and continue 
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to be reflected in our modern Western calendar. Unfortunately, Dionysius’ 
calculations were inaccurate by several years. As a result, when modern 
historians estimate the birth year of Jesus as compared to other historical 
events, they arrive at a date several years earlier than Dionysius estimated. 
However, this oddity in our calendar has no impact on the historicity of the 
Christ event. We have good reason to accept Luke’s reporting that Jesus was 
born during the reign of Caesar Augustus, shortly after the launching of 
a Roman census and some time before the death of Herod the Great. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

FULFILLED (Luke 2:4-7)

The angel Gabriel had informed Mary she would conceive and give birth to the 
Messiah (Luke 1:28-33), but did not provide many other details. According 
to Matthew’s Gospel, further details were revealed to Joseph in a dream, 
including that the Child’s name was to be Jesus and that Joseph was to 
proceed with his marriage to Mary (see Matt. 1:20-25). Luke returned to the 
narrative of Jesus’ birth with the account of the couple’s travel from Nazareth 
to Bethlehem to comply with a Roman census. Luke’s greater emphasis, 
however, was on what God was doing to fulfill His plan. 

VERSE 4

Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee, to 

Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he 

was of the house and family line of David, 

The Roman Empire periodically conducted censuses for administrative and 
taxation purposes. However, residents of occupied provinces often resented 
the process and occasionally rose up in rebellion against it. Luke reported 
the carrying out of the census decreed by Caesar Augustus in matter-of-
fact terms. There appeared to be no resistance in Galilee and Judea; indeed, 
“everyone went to be registered, each to his own town” (Luke 2:3). This is 
consistent with Luke’s emphasis in both his Gospel and Acts that the church 
as a godly, spiritual movement was not a threat to civil authorities. Only if 
civil authorities required believers to violate their faith would they refuse to 
comply, and even then their responses were not rebellious or violent. Thus, 
the depiction of Joseph’s compliance with the census anticipates the behavior 
of Jesus’ followers presented later in Luke’s Gospel and Acts. 

Joseph and Mary currently lived in the town of Nazareth in Galilee. 
However, this census project required Jewish men to register in the location 
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of their ancestral roots. Luke had mentioned previously that Joseph was 
a descendant of David (1:27). Thus, Joseph needed to travel roughly ninety 
miles to Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem. 

The village of Bethlehem was located about five miles south of Jerusalem 
in the hill country of Judea. In Scripture, the phrase city of David often refers 
to Jerusalem, a city David conquered, expanded, and made his capital (see 
2 Sam. 5:6-9). In this instance, however, the phrase points to David’s birthplace, 
not his capital (see 1 Sam. 16:4-13; 17:12). By identifying Bethlehem in this 
way, Luke clearly linked the birthplace of Jesus to the prophesied birthplace 
of the Messiah, a descendant of David who would come out of the village of 
Bethlehem (see Mic. 5:2). 

The reminder that Joseph was of the house and family line of David 
explains why Joseph and Mary traveled to Bethlehem and reinforces Jesus’ 
Davidic lineage. While a Roman requirement took the couple to the city of 

David, in a greater sense their travel would fulfill a divine prophecy and 
reveal the hand of God at work even in secular affairs. 

VERSE 5

to be registered along with Mary, who was engaged to him and 

was pregnant. 

The Greek verb rendered to be registered (“taxed,” KJV) was commonly 
used for entering one’s name in the official register of a tax list. The phrase 
along with Mary could imply that Mary also had to register. However, 
typical Roman policy of the time did not require the registration of men’s 
wives. Luke’s wording likely means simply that the couple traveled together, 
not that they both were required to register. 

Luke further reminded the readers of his Gospel that Mary was engaged 
(“espoused,” KJV; “betrothed,” ESV; “pledged to be married,” NIV) to Joseph 
and was pregnant (“great with child,” KJV; “expecting a child,” NIV). 
Typically in first-century Jewish society, an engaged woman continued to live 
in her father’s house until after the wedding. Certainly an engaged young 
woman would not travel as a wife with her betrothed. Mary’s situation, 
however, was far from normal. Further, Matthew’s Gospel seems to indicate 
that Joseph married Mary (but did not have sexual relations) before she gave 
birth to Jesus (Matt. 1:24-25). In any case, it seems certain that the social 
situation for Mary in Nazareth was strained and perhaps dangerous. Joseph 
refused to leave her alone in that situation while he traveled to Bethlehem. 
The travel would be difficult, especially for a woman in the advanced stage 
of her pregnancy. However, we can assume that God protected and provided 
for them on their journey.  
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VERSES 6-7

While they were there, the time came for her to give birth. Then 

she gave birth to her firstborn son, and she wrapped him tightly 

in cloth and laid him in a manger, because there was no guest 

room available for them. 

Luke’s description of Jesus’ birth is brief and simple. Sometime after Joseph 
and Mary arrived in Bethlehem, the time came for her to give birth. How 
long the couple had been in the town when she gave birth to her firstborn 
son is not stated. Neither did Luke record much detail about their lodging 
accommodations—only that there was no guest room available for them. 

The Greek word translated guest room (“room … in the inn,” KJV) could 
refer to an inn. In a small village such as Bethlehem, however, it probably 
described extra quarters that were in or attached to a private home (see, for 
example, Luke 22:11). Elsewhere in his Gospel account, Luke used a different 
Greek word in reference to an inn where travelers paid to stay for a time (see 
Luke 10:34). Since Joseph was connected to Bethlehem by lineage, he likely 
had relatives in the village. Proper hospitality called for a relative to provide 
space to visitors, if possible. Evidently, all such lodgings were taken.

The placing of her newborn infant in a manger, or feeding trough, 
indicates that Mary and Joseph had to make do in a space normally used 
for animals. First-century Jewish homes typically consisted of living space 
for the family, lodging space for a guest, and an area where a family’s few 
animals could be fed and sheltered for the night. Luke’s account is so brief 
that the exact nature of Jesus’ birthplace remains a matter of speculation. 
It might have been a covered stable or a pen incorporating a small shelter or 
cave. Whatever the case, it would certainly not be a sterile or comfortable 
environment in which to give birth. The location highlighted the humble 
circumstances into which Jesus the King was born. He was not born in a 
palace, delivered by caring midwives, tended to by doting servants, and 
guarded by armies. He came to a humble couple in a small village in the 
humblest of circumstances.

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the articles titled “Bethlehem” (pp. 196–197) and “Ephrathah” (p. 502) 

in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How did 

God use an ordinary event in an extraordinary way to fulfill a prophecy 

concerning Bethlehem and the Messiah? How has God worked through 

ordinary events in your life to accomplish something extraordinary?
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ANNOUNCED (Luke 2:8-14)

An angel announced the Messiah’s birth to a group of shepherds watching 
over sheep outside Bethlehem. The angel told the shepherds where they 
could find the Child and declared that the birth was good news for all people. 

VERSE 8

In the same region, shepherds were staying out in the fields and 

keeping watch at night over their flock. 

The phrase the same region refers to the fields around Bethlehem where 
shepherds tended their grazing flocks. In certain seasons, the shepherds kept 
their flocks in the fields at night. Doing so required that some shepherds 
remain awake and alert all night to protect the sheep from predators or thieves. 

In much ancient literature, shepherds are described as being on the lowest 
rungs of society, usually poor and often disreputable. In the Scriptures, 
however, shepherds often appear in a more positive light. For example, the 
young David had the task of shepherding his family’s flocks (see 1 Sam. 
16:11-12). During His ministry, Jesus described Himself as the “good 
shepherd” (John 10:11). Given these positive associations, God may have 
chosen shepherds as the witnesses of the angelic celebration not merely 
because they were a conveniently located audience or were examples of 
common and needy humanity but rather as representatives of the ministry 
that the Messiah would perform as the Savior and good Shepherd. 

VERSE 9

Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the 

Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 

In the Old Testament, people at times encountered “the angel of the Lord,”  
who—in some instances at least—seemed to be the presence of the Lord 
Himself (see Gen. 22:15-18; Ex. 3:2-6; Judg. 6:22-24). Luke, however, specified 
that an angel of the Lord appeared to the shepherds outside Bethlehem and 
stood before them, indicating that this was a created being who came as 
a messenger from God. Nonetheless, it was a divine appointment, for the 
glory of the Lord shone around them. The phrase the glory of the Lord refers 
to the majestic brightness associated with God’s presence (see Ex. 40:34-38). 

The unexpected transformation of the nighttime into the brightness of the 
glory of God terrified the shepherds. The Greek term rendered terrified (“sore 
afraid,” KJV; “filled with great fear,” ESV) describes a state of extreme fear. In 
Scripture, the appearance of an angel often evoked fear. In this instance, the 
added manifestation of God’s glory multiplied the shepherds’ terror.
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VERSE 10

But the angel said to them, “Don’t be afraid, for look, I proclaim 

to you good news of great joy that will be for all the people: 

As with Gabriel’s assurance to Zechariah (Luke 1:13) and Mary (1:30), 
the angel who appeared to the shepherds immediately calmed their fear. 
He brought no threat of judgment but rather good news of great joy … 
for all the people. To bring good news in a secular context might mean the 
announcement of some great benefit, such as a festival, or some gift to the 
citizens from a ruler or prominent person. However, this angel’s message of 
good news would focus on the arrival of a Child whose birth would bring great 

joy not only to the new parents but also to all the people. Jewish shepherds 
hearing those words may have understood the announcement in terms of 
the people of Israel. Ultimately, however, Luke’s Gospel and especially the 
Book of Acts reveal that the good news included both Jews and Gentiles. 

VERSES 11-12

Today in the city of David a Savior was born for you, who is the 

Messiah, the Lord. This will be the sign for you: You will find 

a baby wrapped tightly in cloth and lying in a manger.” 

What announcement could bring great joy to all the people? The angel 
explained that a Savior for the people had been born that very day in the 
city of David (Bethlehem, not Jerusalem). The newborn Child was not only 
a Savior but also was the Messiah, the Lord. The prophets of God had long 
prophesied about the coming of a descendant of David who would deliver 
God’s people and establish an everlasting reign. Yet, the shepherds likely 
expected the promised Messiah to be an earthly ruler who would reestablish 
a free and enduring nation of Israel. 

The three titles Savior, Messiah, and Lord are grouped together in this way 
only here in the New Testament. The title Savior would be reflected also in the 
Child’s name, Jesus, which means “the Lord saves.” The Hebrew title Messiah, 
like its Greek equivalent Christ, means “anointed one.” In some contexts, the 
title Lord (Greek, kurios) was used as a term of respect similar to the English 
word sir. In other contexts, it could refer to someone as an owner or master—
that is, as one who exercised authority over others. 

Up to this point in his Gospel, Luke had used this term primarily in 
reference to the Lord God (see 1:16,46,68,76). While Luke did not expand on 
the meaning of the title in this reference to Jesus, its use clearly set the stage 
for his later presentation of Jesus as God Incarnate. In the shock and fear of 
the moment, the shepherds heard unbelievably good news: the long-awaited 
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Messiah, the Lord who would bring deliverance to His people, had been 
born nearby on that very day. The text does not record that the shepherds 
expressed any doubts or even asked questions. Yet, as with other angelic 
announcements in Luke, a sign was given. The shepherds could know the 
truth of the good news by seeking out and finding in Bethlehem a baby 
wrapped tightly in cloth and lying in a manger. 

VERSES 13-14

Suddenly there was a multitude of the heavenly host with the 

angel, praising God and saying: Glory to God in the highest 

heaven, and peace on earth to people he favors!

Previously in Luke’s Gospel, the pre-conception announcements about John 
and Jesus involved the miraculous appearance of one heavenly messenger 
to Zechariah and Mary, respectively. Similarly, the announcement of Jesus’ 
birth to the shepherds initially involved the appearance of one angel. 
However, it was as though heaven could not be contained in its joy! The 
good news of the actual birth of Jesus brought forth a chorus of praise by 
a multitude of the heavenly host. 

The Greek term rendered suddenly emphasizes an unexpected occurrence. 
As if the appearance of one angel was not terrifying enough, the presence of 
an angelic multitude giving loud praise to God must have been overwhelming 
for the shepherds. While the term translated multitude means simply “a large 
number,” the phrase the heavenly host refers to the entire army of angelic 
beings that serves the Lord God (see 1 Kings 22:19). 

The praise voiced by the heavenly host expressed an affirmation of God 
and what He would accomplish for humanity through Jesus. The summary 
of the chorus of praise consists of two affirmations. First, the angels 
exclaimed, “Glory to God in the highest heaven!” To ascribe glory means 
to affirm the majesty and greatness of someone—both who the person is 
and what the person has accomplished. The angelic host proclaimed God’s 
unmatched majesty and greatness in the infinitely vast, eternal realm of the 

highest heaven. 
Second, the heavenly host praised God for what He would accomplish by 

sending His Messiah as a Child born to a young Jewish virgin. There would be 
a marvelous benefit brought to sinful humanity by the birth of Jesus. God’s 
grand plan of salvation—His work through Jesus—would bring peace on 
earth to people he favors (“peace, good will toward men,” KJV; “peace among 
those with whom he is pleased,” ESV). The phrase peace on earth does not refer 
primarily in this context to the absence of conflict among humans; rather, 
it refers to the establishment of peace between God and those on whom He 
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pours out His grace, or favor. The angels were not celebrating the goodness 
of people or some general positive attitude of God toward His creation. They 
were glorifying God for demonstrating His grace toward sinners. 

FOUND (Luke 2:15-19)

An angel and the heavenly host informed the shepherds of the Messiah’s 
birth and how to find the Child. But would the shepherds leave their fields 
and sheep to search for the Savior? Would you have done so? 

VERSE 15

When the angels had left them and returned to heaven, the 

shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go straight to Bethlehem 

and see what has happened, which the Lord has made known 

to us.” 

At some point the angels … left the shepherds, returning to their heavenly 
realm. Evidently, what followed next was an excited discussion among the 
shepherds about what to do in response. Should they leave the fields and 
sheep? Should they investigate the matter? It appears that rather quickly 
they agreed on a course of action: go straight to Bethlehem and see what 
has happened. The statement is emphatic and implies an eagerness on the 
part of the shepherds to personally verify the great event the Lord had 
made known to them. Such is the magnetic attractiveness of the good news! 

VERSE 16

They hurried off and found both Mary and Joseph, and the baby 

who was lying in the manger. 

The shepherds hurried to Bethlehem and found the sign the angel had 
described. There was the baby, surrounded by Mary and Joseph, wrapped 
in swaddling cloths, and lying in the manger. Luke did not indicate how 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the articles titled “Lord” (pp. 1024–1026) and “Savior” (p. 1419) in 

the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How would 

you explain to an unbeliever what these titles, as applied to Jesus, mean 

in your daily life? In what ways can you express praise to God for sending 

Jesus as Lord and Savior?  
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long the search took—only that it was successful. Local shepherds who knew 
the village and its residents likely would make short work of such a search. 

VERSES 17-18

After seeing them, they reported the message they were told 

about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the 

shepherds said to them. 

Having confirmed with their own eyes the sign given by the angel, the 
shepherds then reported the message they were told concerning the 
Child. They no doubt began by telling Mary and Joseph, but they did not 
limit their testimony to the couple. Probably the shepherds’ search created 
an excitement among the villagers and may have drawn a crowd to the 
manger scene. In any event, all who heard the shepherds’ testimony were 
amazed (“wondered,” KJV; ESV) by it. The Greek term rendered amazed can 
also mean “to marvel at” or “to be astonished.” In other words, the range of 
responses to the shepherds’ gospel testimony may have run the gamut from 
stunned skepticism to excited anticipation. 

VERSE 19

But Mary was treasuring up all these things in her heart and 

meditating on them. 

This verse lends support to the view that one of Luke’s primary sources—
particularly for events surrounding Jesus’ birth—was none other than 
Mary. Who other than Mary would have known that she treasured up all 
these things in her heart and meditated on them? Nevertheless, she valued 
the additional confirmation of the angel Gabriel’s message to her concerning 
her Child. She may have wondered about how future events would unfold, 
but what was a matter of speculation to most observers—Would this Child 
be the One?—was a matter of certainty for Mary. Faith does not require all 
the facts. God’s promises remain true, even when we must wait to see His 
word come to pass and the promises unfold. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

When has deep reflection about God’s saving work in Jesus Christ caused 

you to respond in ways similar to the shepherds’ experience (determined 

searching)? To the crowd’s experience (amazement)? To Mary’s  

experience (treasuring up and meditating)?
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Anticipated
Jesus is the promised Messiah .

My wife, Beth, and I have two sons. When the boys were young, our family 
took several long road trips. Anyone who has ever traveled by automobile 
with small children can imagine what these journeys were like. We would 
sometimes set a cooler between them in the back seat as a divider. We also 
would play lots of travel games to keep their minds busy. 

For the most part, the boys proved to be good travelers. From time to time, 
however, I would hear their bickering start—quietly at first, then increasingly 
louder. “He took my toy,” one would say. “He won’t stop touching me,” the 
other would retort. My two all-time most head-shaking complaints from the 
boys were “He’s looking out my window!” and “He is breathing my air!” 

Probably the most frequent question that wafted from the back seat was 
“Dad, are we there yet?” On one trip we gave each of our boys a roll of nickels 
at the start. We told them that at the end of the trip they could use the 
money to buy whatever they wanted. However, if along the way they asked 
the question about whether we were there yet, an answer would cost a nickel. 
The ploy worked with one son but not with the other. Anticipation easily 
turned into frustration. Waiting was not fun. 

Traveling children are not the only ones who grow weary. Israel’s historical 
and spiritual journey from the time of David to the time of Jesus stretched 
out for centuries—almost a thousand years. Many Israelites must have 
wondered when their Messiah would arrive, or if He would ever arrive. Even 
people of faith can become frustrated when their journey includes more 
hardship and lasts longer than they expected. 

The apostle Peter responded to frustrated anticipation that occurred in the 
early church. Some in the church began to doubt the promise of the Lord’s 
return. Peter told believers in his day that “with the Lord one day is like a 
thousand years, and a thousand years like one day” (2 Pet. 3:8). God’s timing 
is not like human timing; a seeming delay from the human perspective does 
not invalidate God’s promise. 

The Bible passage to be studied in this session introduces us to two 
people of faith who lived in a sustained state of anticipation that God would 
fulfill His promises about the Messiah. Anticipation of this wonderful fact 

Session 4   |   Luke 2:25-38

40 E        B  

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



sustained these individuals and gave them purpose. While it is easy to 
say that people of faith must live with confidence, living a life of faith and 
hope can be difficult. Hardships come. Time drags on. And still it seems 
that fulfillment is delayed. The accounts of Simeon and Anna show us the 
importance of anticipating daily that God is still active. The passage also 
illustrates for us the joy that comes when God’s people ultimately see the 
Lord bring His promises to fulfillment. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 2:21-38

Luke 2:21-24 sets the stage for the pronouncements by Simeon and Anna. 
In this brief passage, Mary and Joseph demonstrated their devotion to the 
Lord. They acted in obedience to the Mosaic law, performing the required 
rituals of covenant dedication and purification of a firstborn son. Further, 
they named the Child “Jesus” in obedience to the command given by the 
angel (see Matt. 1:21; Luke 1:31). Mary observed the laws of purification 
related to giving birth and the offering of a burnt offering at the temple.

Mary and Joseph’s carrying out the law’s ritual requirements at the 
temple became the backdrop for two prophetic affirmations of Jesus’ 
messianic mission. In the first instance, a righteous man named Simeon 
lived in anticipation of seeing the Lord’s promised Messiah before his death 
(Luke 2:25-35). That anticipation was fulfilled when Mary and Joseph 
brought Jesus to the temple. Simeon prophesied that the baby Jesus was the 
embodiment of God’s salvation, yet the Child’s destiny would not be realized 
without also bringing some pain into Mary’s life. 

In the second instance, an elderly prophetess named Anna approached 
Mary, Joseph, and the baby Jesus at the temple and began to thank God 
(2:36-38). Afterward, she spoke to other temple worshipers about Jesus in 
connection with God’s promised redemption of Jerusalem.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

ANTICIPATED (Luke 2:25-27)

By the first century AD, the prophets who had predicted the coming Messiah 
were long dead. Several hundred years had passed and, except for a brief 
period of independence under the Hasmonean Dynasty (110–63 BC), all 
that the people of Israel had experienced was domination by foreign powers. 
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Many in Israel seemed to have lost hope in God’s promises, but not all. Some 
clung stubbornly to the prophetic hope of the coming Deliverer. 

VERSE 25

There was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon. This man 

was righteous and devout, looking forward to Israel’s consolation, 

and the Holy Spirit was on him. 

The Hebrew name Simeon (the name’s Greek form is Simon) probably means 
“he hears.” It first appears in Scripture in Genesis 29:33, where Jacob’s wife, 
Leah, gave her second son this name, suggesting it related to God’s hearing 
her complaint of being unloved. One notable person named Simeon who lived 
around the time of Jesus’ birth was a grandson of the famous rabbi Hillel 
and the father of Gamaliel, a rabbi who mentored the young Pharisee named 
Saul/Paul (see Acts 22:3). However, the name Simeon was common among 
Jewish men in the first century. Luke did not specify this Simeon’s family 
background. Rather, he identified Simeon simply as a man in Jerusalem 
and highlighted four aspects of Simeon’s piety.

First, Simeon was righteous (“just,” KJV). A righteous person lives 
according to a recognized high standard of behavior. For first-century Jews, 
this meant living according to the Mosaic law and engaging in the expected 
religious behaviors of the day. The apostle Paul would later observe that such 
works-based righteousness was of no value in salvation from the curse of sin. 
Only the righteousness (right-standing with God) that God provides sinners 
through faith in Christ results in eternal salvation (see Phil. 3:7-9). 

Second, Simeon was devout. This term refers to a devotion that couples 
attitudes with actions. Luke used the term in Acts to describe men who risked 
the ire of Jewish leaders by burying Stephen and lamenting his murder (see 
Acts 8:2). Paul later used the same word to describe the disciple and gospel 
witness Ananias (see Acts 22:12). Claims of devotion are not as convincing 
as deeds of devotion; when the devout risk life and limb in service to God, 
the genuineness of their devotion is clearly seen. 

Third, Simeon was looking forward to Israel’s consolation. The phrase 
Israel’s consolation referred to the expectation that the Messiah, when He 
appeared, would bring comfort to God’s people by ending the oppression and 
hardships they suffered and establishing a time of independence, peace, and 
prosperity. Simeon had not given up on this divine promise. 

Fourth, Simeon was a man on whom the Holy Spirit obviously rested. 
The permanent indwelling presence of the Spirit would not come upon 
believers until the Day of Pentecost (see Acts 2:1-4). Nevertheless, Simeon 
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gave evidence that he was blessed with a special empowering of God’s Spirit. 
His actions and words resulted from more than mere human insight.   

VERSE 26

It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not 

see death before he saw the Lord’s Messiah.

Simeon had received a remarkable blessing from the Lord. The Holy Spirit 
revealed to him that he would see the Lord’s Messiah appear on the 
scene during his lifetime. The Greek term rendered revealed typically refers 
to a divine communication that provides information, a warning, or an 
instruction not available otherwise to the recipient. Luke did not describe 
the manner in which Simeon received this promise or how Simeon would 
recognize the Messiah. Those would be aspects of the promise revealed at the 
appropriate time and by the Spirit’s power. 

VERSE 27

Guided by the Spirit, he entered the temple. When the parents 

brought in the child Jesus to perform for him what was 

customary under the law, 

Simeon entered the temple on the same day that Joseph and Mary brought 
in the child Jesus to perform for him the required sacrifices. According 
to Leviticus 12:1-4, the birth mother was to avoid entering the temple for 
forty days after a male child’s birth to complete her days of purification. 
After those days, she was to bring and offer a series of sacrifices on behalf of 
herself and the child. But why did Simeon pick that day of all days to visit the 
temple? According to Luke, he did so because he was guided by the Spirit. 
In other words, this was a divine appointment that would accomplish two 
great things: (1) fulfill God’s promise to Simeon; and (2) affirm Jesus as the 
Lord’s Messiah. 

The word translated temple refers to the larger temple complex, including 
the courtyards open to women and Gentiles. The expanded temple complex 
was still under construction in Herod’s time. The walled enclosure measured 
approximately one thousand feet by fifteen hundred feet and could contain 
thousands of worshipers in the various courtyards. Yet, Simeon’s encounter 
with the infant Messiah was destined to occur. God would see to it! 

Simeon’s confidence in the promise God gave him supplied this man with 
a purpose and hope that energized each day. May we who are believers also 
start each day with the expectation of seeing the promises of God fulfilled!
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RECOGNIZED (Luke 2:28-35)

Guided by the Holy Spirit, Simeon recognized the infant Jesus as the 
promised Messiah. Simeon praised God for fulfilling His promises, blessed 
Joseph and Mary, and prophesied what Jesus’ birth meant for Israel. 

VERSE 28

Simeon took him up in his arms, praised God, and said,  

Luke emphasized that it was the Spirit’s guidance that brought Simeon to 
the temple complex and led him to an encounter with Joseph, Mary, and the 
infant Jesus. Presumably, it was also the Spirit’s leadership confirming for 
Simeon that this Child was indeed the promised Messiah. 

Simeon is not described as a priest, yet he performed actions that were 
priestly in nature. He took Jesus up in his arms and praised God. Later 
he expressed a blessing on the family and uttered a prophecy concerning the 
Child and Mary (see Luke 2:34-35). Perhaps Luke was concerned primarily to 
show that divinely orchestrated events rightly lead to Spirit-inspired praise. 

VERSE 29

Now, Master, you can dismiss your servant in peace, 

as you promised. 

Simeon’s declaration while holding the infant Jesus in his arms represents 
the third hymn of praise expressed by human participants in Luke’s birth 
and infancy narrative. Mary’s song of praise (Luke 1:46-55), Zechariah’s 
prophecy (1:68-79), and Simeon’s declaration all celebrated the great work of 
salvation that the Lord was accomplishing for His people. Simeon’s hymn is 
brief, consisting of three couplets. 

Verse 29 represents the first couplet of the praise hymn. In it, Simeon 
affirmed the Lord’s sovereignty and celebrated the fulfillment of the Lord’s  
promise to him. The words now, Master, you can dismiss your servant in 
peace mark both the authority of the Lord and the completion of Simeon’s 
long task of waiting for the Messiah’s appearance. The Greek word rendered 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Holy Spirit” on pages 759–761 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What do the verses in 

this section reveal about the Holy Spirit’s multifaceted work in the lives 

of believers?
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dismiss means “send away” or “permit to leave.” Often the term also carried the 
sense of being released from an obligation. The use of the terms Master and 
servant leave no doubt as to Simeon’s humble, submissive attitude regarding 
God’s sovereign rule in his life. Further, Simeon’s statement possibly 
indicated that he was advanced in age. More than anything else, however, it 
revealed that his most important life purpose had been completed. He could 
die with great peace of mind. 

VERSES 30-31

For my eyes have seen your salvation. You have prepared it in the 

presence of all peoples—

These two verses comprise the second couplet of Simeon’s brief hymn of 
praise. The term for  indicated that Simeon was about to reveal the specific 
reason he could now die in peace. With his own eyes he had seen the Lord’s 
salvation. In this context, salvation refers to the same reality as “Israel’s 
consolation” (2:25) for which Simeon had long hoped and anticipated. This 
Child was the Lord’s Messiah who would bring deliverance and comfort to 
God’s people.

Simeon had seen God’s plan for salvation revealed in the great acts of God. 
Through the lessons taught in the law, through the symbolism of sacrifice 
and temple rituals, through the wisdom of the prophets and holy writings, 
eyes of faith could see God’s plan unfolding for the deliverance not only of 
Israel but also of all peoples. 

VERSE 32

a light for revelation to the Gentiles and glory to your 

people Israel.

The third and final couplet of Simeon’s hymn celebrates the impact that 
Jesus would have on all of humanity. Jesus’ coming provided a light for 
revelation especially for Gentiles who did not have the benefit of God’s 
revelation of Himself in the covenant, the law, through the prophets, and 
through the Scriptures. Gentiles included every people group not a part of 
Israel. In Acts, Luke revealed with increasing clarity that through Jesus the 
light of salvation was also for the Gentiles and that salvation did not require 
conversion to Judaism (see Acts 15; 26:22-23). 

Simeon also proclaimed that Jesus would be God’s glory to His people 
Israel. The fact that God chose to bring the Savior to all humanity through 
Israel gave the covenant nation a unique role and special status (see Isa. 
46:13). The glory that would come to Israel would not be the result of their 
own doing but from the incarnate presence of the Lord Himself. In these two 
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simple lines, Simeon—with the Spirit’s guidance—expressed the essence of 
the gospel that would unfold in the work and words of Jesus Christ.

VERSE 33

His father and mother were amazed at what was being said 

about him. 

Although Mary and Joseph both had received angelic announcements and 
testimony from the shepherds regarding Jesus’ nature and mission, they 
still were amazed at what was being said about him. Perhaps it was the 
situation as a whole that evoked their wonder. They likely never expected 
a seemingly random stranger to approach them in the crowded temple 
courtyard and declare that their Child was the Messiah. Further, none of 
the previous revelations about Jesus had given explicit testimony about 
His bringing salvation to the Gentiles as Simeon’s testimony had done. Yet, 
Simeon had even more amazing testimony to offer.

VERSE 34

Then Simeon blessed them and told his mother Mary, “Indeed, 

this child is destined to cause the fall and rise of many in Israel 

and to be a sign that will be opposed—

Simeon then blessed the family. The word translated blessed can refer simply 
to speaking well of people—that is, complimenting or praising them. In this 
context, though, the term more likely carries a priestly, spiritual meaning of 
calling down God’s gracious power on someone. Considering the words of 
warning that follow, Simeon must have had some sense of the hardship the 
family would face and the divine protection they would need. 

Simeon warned Mary that her child was destined to cause the fall and 
rise of many in Israel and to be a sign that will be opposed. In spite of the 
wonderful news that Jesus would bring salvation to Jews and Gentiles alike, 
His work would not be welcomed by all; some people would outright reject 
Jesus. The prophets of Israel had long asserted that God’s great acts were a 
blessing to those who follow Him but a source of stumbling and destruction 
to those who reject Him (see Isa. 8:14-15; 28:14-16; Ps. 118:19-24). The New 
Testament writers later affirmed this same truth was fulfilled in Jesus (see 
Luke 20:17-18; 1 Pet. 2:6-8). The same remains true today as well. Believers 
might grieve over those who reject the gospel, but they should never be 
surprised that it happens. Mary received this painful truth, but persisted on 
the path the Lord laid out for her. Even so must the church today be faithful 
in its mission whatever the level of positive (or negative) response. 
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VERSE 35

and a sword will pierce your own soul—that the thoughts of many 

hearts may be revealed.”

Simeon’s warning about the mixed reactions of people to the Messiah led to a 
more personal warning about the impact of these events on Mary. He warned 
that a sword would pierce her soul. The term Luke used for sword describes 
not the Roman short sword but rather a large broadsword sometimes used 
by Rome’s enemies. Such a sword could inflict substantial damage. The Greek 
term rendered soul refers to the life force animating a living being. In relation 
to human beings, it refers to the essence of a person and sometimes to a 
person’s deep-seated emotions. Thus, Simeon warned that Mary’s present 
joy, amazement, and hope would one day include bitter anguish that could 
only be felt by one who had loved so deeply. Surely this was a foreshadowing 
of the day Mary would watch as Jesus, beaten and humiliated, hung on a 
cross and died—not for His own crimes but for the sins of the world. 

Simeon’s final words were a further revelation about the mixed responses 
to the Messiah. Many English Bible translations use dashes or parentheses 
around the personal warning to Mary as an indication that the uncovering 
of the thoughts of many hearts connects directly to the end of verse 34. 
The New International Version flips the two halves of verse 35 to indicate this 
connection. In any case, Simeon’s final words emphasize that the Messiah’s 
life and work would reveal what people truly believed about God and His 
promises. The Messiah’s opponents would not go quietly, but their opposition 
was itself part of God’s plan. The hostility of some people to the things of God 
that they hid under a guise of religious pretense would soon be exposed. 

SHARED (Luke 2:36-38)

Another affirmation of Jesus as the Messiah came from Anna, a prophetess and 
elderly widow who had been fasting and praying at the temple. She approached 
the baby Jesus, thanked God, and then began to tell other worshipers about 
Him in relation to God’s promise of redemption for Jerusalem. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Salvation” on pages 1403–1404 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are various ways 

that people might use the words “save” and “salvation” today? What was 

the salvation that Simeon recognized as he looked at the baby Jesus?
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VERSES 36-37

There was also a prophetess, Anna, a daughter of Phanuel, of the 

tribe of Asher. She was well along in years, having lived with her 

husband seven years after her marriage, and was a widow for 

eighty-four years. She did not leave the temple, serving God night 

and day with fasting and prayers.

Luke wanted the recipients of his Gospel to have confidence that the accounts 
he included were genuine, verifiable, historical events (1:1-4). Providing 
historical details was one way Luke sought to accomplish that objective. 
Thus, he introduced into the birth and infancy account a woman name Anna 
and reported a number of significant details about her life. 

The name Anna (a short form of the Hebrew name Hannah) means “grace,” 
and this daughter of Phanuel [fuh NYOO uhl], of the tribe of Asher 
evidently lived up to her name. The term rendered daughter can refer either 
to a female child of a man named Phanuel or the descendant of a more distant 
but memorable ancestor. Asher was one of Jacob’s twelve sons who became 
the patriarchs of Israel’s tribal groups (see Gen. 35:23-26; Num. 26:5-51). 
Tracing one’s genealogical connection to these ancient Old Testament tribes 
was important to Jewish families in the New Testament era.

Next, Luke reported that Anna was well along in years. He did not list 
her precise age. However, Bible readers throughout the years have offered 
suggestions based on the additional details provided that Anna lived with 
her husband seven years after they were married and as a widow for 
eighty-four years. Thus, she was at least 84 years old (if Luke meant that 
figure as her overall age) and possibly was as old as 105. In any case, she likely 
became a widow in her early twenties and, rather than remarry, dedicated 
herself to the service of God, becoming recognized as a prophetess. 

The Old Testament calls several notable women prophetesses, including 
Miriam (Ex. 15:20), Deborah (Judg. 4:4), Huldah (2 Kings 22:14), and Isaiah’s 
wife (Isa. 8:3). Later, the New Testament church recognized certain women as 
prophetesses as well (see Acts 2:17-18; 21:9; 1 Cor. 11:3-6). Such women (and 
their male counterparts) were pious human instruments whom God used 
to convey His message to humanity, sometimes in difficult circumstances. 
Upon seeing the baby Jesus at the temple, Anna proclaimed God’s truth 
about His identity and His work.

While Anna’s age was impressive, it was her behavior in the decades since 
losing her husband in death that marked her as a woman of great piety. She 
chose to spend her time in the temple every day, serving God night and day 
with fasting and prayers. The term Luke used for serving (“worshiping,” 
ESV; “worshiped,” NIV) primarily means to worship through service—that 
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is, to carry out religious duties as an act of worship. Fasting and prayer were 
considered two of the basic acts of devotion to God. In the Sermon on the 
Mount, Jesus addressed the importance of motive behind these acts of 
service precisely because they were expected of all pious Jews (see Matt. 6). 

The statement that Anna did not leave the temple need not be interpreted 
to mean she lived permanently in the temple complex. In the very least, 
however, the phrase reveals her consistent, tireless devotion to serving God. 
Paul later commanded churches to make sure they supported any believing 
widow who was in need and had “put her hope in God and continues night 
and day in her petitions and prayers” (1 Tim. 5:5). 

VERSE 38

At that very moment, she came up and began to thank God 

and to speak about him to all who were looking forward to the 

redemption of Jerusalem. 

The phrase at that very moment likely means that Anna approached 
Mary and Joseph at the same time Simeon was talking to them. While 
Simeon seemed to focus on the family, Anna began to thank God as she 
also addressed the crowd. The Greek word for thank that is used in this verse 
means “to offer praise” in response to what God has done. Anna also began 
to speak about him (Jesus) to the crowd. 

Luke did not record Anna’s exact words, but he indicated they were 
especially relevant to nearby worshipers who were looking forward to 
the redemption of Jerusalem. The phrase redemption of Jerusalem, like 
Zechariah’s phrase “redemption for his people” (1:68) and Simeon’s phrase 
“Israel’s consolation” (2:25), referred to the Lord’s promise of salvation to be 
ushered in by the Messiah. The day of redemption long sought by so many of 
God’s people had finally arrived in the person of Jesus. 

The church today has the same privilege as Simeon and Anna. We too have 
seen the source of divine redemption. We too can thank God and share the 
good news with others. Many are yearning for this very salvation. May we 
act as God’s faithful instruments to bring this good news to all who will hear! 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Redeem, Redemption, Redeemer” on page 1339 in 

the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How are the 

terms “salvation” and “redemption” similar in meaning? Distinct? How 

would you explain the meaning of “redemption” to an unbeliever?
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Matured
Jesus, as the unique Son of God, experienced human life fully and 

without sin .

We all have powerful childhood memories. Some of these remembrances 
give us joy in later years; others remind us of hardship or tragedy. Often 
these memorable childhood events, encounters, and conversations have 
a strong impact on our lives as adults. 

Parents also collect powerful memories of their children. It usually does 
not take much prompting to get these family stories flowing into almost any 
conversation—some producing laughter; others bringing tears. Often these 
cherished stories of children (and grandchildren) reveal something of the 
nature of the children and the adults they will (or have) become. 

My two sons revealed their distinct personalities in numerous ways when 
they were young. One tended to be quiet; he enjoyed reading and playing 
alone or, at most, with small groups. As his father, I could identify well 
with this son. I had a similar personality and acted in the same ways when 
I was a child. My other son, on the other hand, loved social interaction. His 
preferred activities from a very early age typically included a group of at 
least six or seven friends. Beth and I saw these character traits play out with 
great consistency throughout their school years and as both sons gravitated 
toward their respective careers. 

The Bible passage for this session reveals the only story from the childhood 
of Jesus recorded in the New Testament. Considering what transpired, it is 
likely that Mary and Joseph recounted this event repeatedly. Who could 
forget the trauma of losing a child while traveling away from home? The 
panic of the realization that He was missing, the anxiety of their search, and 
the relief of finding Him safe was surely burned into their parental memory. 

However, Luke did not recount this event in his Gospel as a cautionary 
tale for parents, reminding them to watch their children with care. Luke’s 
focus was primarily on what the event revealed about Jesus, not about Mary 
or Joseph. Luke highlighted essential facts about Jesus’ nature and priorities 
even as He grew from childhood toward adulthood. Those priorities revealed 
a pattern that would unfold more fully as readers of Luke’s Gospel later 
encountered the adult Jesus and His ministry.

Session 5   |   Luke 2:41-52
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 2:39-52

Up to this point in the introductory section of his Gospel, Luke had focused 
on the birth and infancy of Jesus. Beginning in chapter 3, the Gospel writer 
jumped into the time of John the Baptist’s ministry and the opening events 
of Jesus’ public ministry. Luke included very little information about Jesus’ 
life between infancy and the launch of His ministry approximately thirty 
years later. According to Luke, following the dedication of Jesus, the family 
returned to Nazareth and Jesus “grew up and became strong, filled with 
wisdom, and God’s grace was on him” (Luke 2:40). The next (and only) event 
Luke recorded concerning Jesus’ childhood years occurred when Jesus was 
twelve years old.

We learn a bit more information about Jesus’ early years in Matthew’s 
Gospel. We find, for example, that the family’s return from Bethlehem 
to Nazareth did not happen immediately after Jesus was born. Matthew’s 
descriptions of the visit of wise men from the east to honor the newborn King 
of the Jews and the subsequent murderous decree by Herod the Great suggest 
that Joseph and Mary stayed in Bethlehem for at least a year, perhaps two 
(see Matt. 2:1-18). Warned by an angel in a dream about Herod’s intent to kill 
Jesus, Joseph fled with his family to Egypt and stayed there until the ruler’s 
death in 4 BC. Afterward, Joseph took his family back to Nazareth in Galilee, 
avoiding a return to Bethlehem because Herod’s equally vindictive son, 
Archelaus, had been appointed as the client-king over Judea (Matt. 2:19-23). 

Speculations and fanciful stories about Jesus’ childhood abound in non-
biblical literature. However, other than the travels of the family documented 
in Matthew’s Gospel, Luke’s account of Jesus’ visit to the temple at age twelve 
is the only biblical information about His childhood. The account serves as a 
transition passage between the infancy narratives and ministry narratives. 
In it, we see a foreshadowing of the Man of God Jesus would be and the work 
that He would do. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

ENGAGED (Luke 2:41-47)

The things a person chooses to do with leisure time can say a lot about the 
person’s priorities. In first-century Jewish life, the Passover and the Feast of 
Unleavened Bread included some obligatory activities, but much of the week 
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did not. What would a young boy about twelve years old, a boy from a small 
village in Galilee, do during a week in a big city like Jerusalem? And what 
would his friends do whose families also made the trip? Would the boy hang 
out with his friends or chart his own path? 

VERSE 41

Every year his parents traveled to Jerusalem for the 

Passover Festival. 

The Mosaic law called for all adult males to present themselves before the 
Lord at the temple three times each year (see Ex. 34:23). The first of these 
occasions, the Passover Festival, occurred on the fifteenth day of the first 
month of the Jewish calendar. In conjunction with the Feast of Passover, 
the Jews also celebrated the weeklong Feast of Unleavened Bread. Together 
these two festivals commemorated the Israelites’ miraculous deliverance 
from slavery in Egypt. 

The second mandatory festival, the Feast of Weeks, was celebrated fifty 
days (seven weeks) after Passover. By the first century, this festival also came 
to be referred to as Pentecost, a Greek term meaning “fifty.” Taking place 
during the early harvest season, the Feast of Weeks emphasized thankfulness 
to the Lord for the land’s fruitfulness. The third mandatory festival, the Day 
of Atonement, took place on the tenth day of the Jewish month Tishri (late 
September to early October). Closely associated with this observance was the 
Feast of Tabernacles, or Booths (see Lev. 23:26-36). 

While the law called for every adult Jewish male to present himself 
before the Lord on these occasions, not all men could do so every year. 
Travel for some could be difficult, expensive, and even dangerous. A caravan-
style walking trip from Nazareth to Jerusalem, for example, could require 
three or four days of travel. The weeklong stay in Jerusalem for Passover 
and the subsequent Feast of Unleavened Bread required lodging and food 
arrangements. These costs plus the cost of purchasing the necessary sacrifices 
quickly became expensive for some families. Luke’s observation that Joseph 
and Mary observed the Passover Festival in Jerusalem every year was one 
more detail that revealed their devotion and piety. 

VERSE 42

When he was twelve years old, they went up according to the 

custom of the festival. 

The previous verse could be understood to imply that only Joseph and 
Mary attended the Passover festival every year. However, since the festival 
anticipated family involvement (see Ex. 12:26-27), the young Jesus likely 

52 E        B  

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



traveled with them to Jerusalem even in the years prior to His twelfth 
birthday. In any case, Luke specified that Jesus accompanied Mary and 
Joseph to Jerusalem for the Passover when he was twelve years old. 

A first-century Jewish reckoning of age described a child in the first year 
of life as being one year old. Therefore, Luke may have indicated that Jesus 
was—by today’s reckoning—at some point between His eleventh and twelfth 
birthdays. Ancient rabbinical writings reveal that religious instruction 
intensified during a Jewish boy’s twelfth year in anticipation of his bar 

mitzvah. At age thirteen, a Jewish male assumed the religious responsibilities 
of an adult, becoming a “son of the Commandment.” The phrase according 
to the custom of the festival may suggest that Mary and Joseph wanted to 
pay special attention during this particular festival to including Jesus in the 
activities and providing more instruction about the festival’s meaning and 
importance. They would soon learn that Jesus already had an extraordinary 
and unique understanding of His Father’s “business” (Luke 2:49, KJV). 

VERSES 43-44

After those days were over, as they were returning, the boy 

Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but his parents did not know 

it. Assuming he was in the traveling party, they went a day’s 

journey. Then they began looking for him among their relatives 

and friends. 

Some celebrants stayed in Jerusalem only for the Passover. However, the 
phrase after those days (note the plural noun) suggests that Joseph and his 
family stayed in Jerusalem for both Passover and the Feast of Unleavened 
Bread. After the week of festivities, Joseph and Mary began their journey 
home to Nazareth. 

Most Jews traveling from Galilee to Jerusalem avoided the most direct 
route through Samaria. Instead, they crossed to the east side of the Jordan 
River just south of the Sea of Galilee and journeyed alongside the river to a 
crossing near the city of Jericho. There travelers crossed back to the west side 
of the river and followed the steep, winding road that ascended to Jerusalem. 
The return trip from Jerusalem to Galilee simply reversed this course. 

Thus, Joseph and Mary’s traveling party likely spent its first day 
navigating the approximately twenty-mile distance between Jerusalem and 
Jericho. The trip involved a curving descent from about 2,500 feet above 
sea level to the valley floor, which lay about 700 feet below sea level. Jesus 
later used this road as the setting for His parable of the Good Samaritan (see 
Luke 10:25-37), because everyone knew that robbers often hid along the less 
populated, rugged portions of the road to attack isolated travelers. 
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Joseph and Mary likely began their journey home from Jerusalem with 
the same group of people with whom they had come. Luke did not specify the 
number of people traveling in the caravan, but it must have been a sizeable 
group containing perhaps dozens of youngsters. Moreover, it is likely that 
friends and family traveling together in this manner functioned a lot like an 
extended family, watching out for one another as well as for every family’s 
children and possessions. In any case, Luke did not analyze or fault Joseph 
and Mary’s parenting responsibilities in the matter. What was important for 
Luke was to simply state the facts of the account: Jesus stayed behind in 
Jerusalem and His parents did not discover His absence from the caravan 
until that evening when they began looking for him among their relatives 
and friends. The Gospel writer was intent on the conclusion of the incident 
and what it revealed about Jesus. 

VERSE 45

When they did not find him, they returned to Jerusalem to search 

for him. 

Continuing his matter-of-fact narration of the incident, Luke indicated 
that Joseph and Mary immediately inquired about Jesus throughout the 
caravan but did not find him. We can speculate, however, that the couple 
anxiously questioned their relatives and friends regarding His whereabouts. 
Had anyone seen Him when the caravan left Jerusalem? Had any of His 
young friends been with Him that day? Quickly, Joseph and Mary must have 
concluded that Jesus had not been among the group when it left the city. So 
they returned to Jerusalem to search for him. 

VERSE 46

After three days, they found him in the temple sitting among the 

teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.  

The phrase after three days does not necessarily indicate that Mary and 
Joseph searched around the city for this length of time before finding Jesus. 
More likely it referred to the total time Jesus was missing, including the 
day’s journey the caravan traveled, a second day in which Joseph and Mary 
traveled back to Jerusalem, and a third day on which the couple finally found 
their son in the temple.  

Curiosity leads modern Bible readers to wonder what a twelve-year-old 
boy would do alone in Jerusalem for several days. How and what would Jesus 
eat? Where would He sleep? First-century Jerusalem was a large city even by 
ancient standards. Where would the parents of a lost child start their search? 
Did Joseph and Mary go first to the place their group had stayed? Maybe they 
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went to the place where the family had celebrated Passover. Perhaps Jesus’ 
friends had told His parents about places in the city where the children had 
explored or about memorable people they had met. 

Eventually, Joseph and Mary returned to the temple. Searching this large 
area must have taken some time too. The entire complex covered about 
thirty-four acres and contained the temple buildings surrounded by a series 
of courtyards and porticoes all within a huge stone wall with numerous gates. 
Somewhere in this large complex, the couple found young Jesus sitting 
among the teachers (“doctors,” KJV). While Luke used a common Greek 
term for teachers (not the title rabbi), the location and description of the 
incident depict a common scene of rabbinic instruction. The text presents 
Jesus not as a child presuming to teach His elders but as an ideal learner, 
listening carefully and asking probing and appropriate questions. 

VERSE 47

And all those who heard him were astounded at his 

understanding and his answers.  

We know that Jesus listened well and asked good questions, because the people 
involved in the dialogue were astounded (“astonished,” KJV; “amazed,” ESV; 
NIV) by what they heard from such a young boy. In addition to questioning 
the teachers, Jesus demonstrated an understanding that amazed them. 
The term rendered understanding can refer either to the comprehension of 
a specific topic or a more general intelligence. Asking probing follow-up 
questions was one of the methods used by rabbis for helping students learn. 
It also allowed rabbis to test the depth of their students’ understanding. The 
dialogue that ensued clearly went far beyond anything they ever expected 
from one so young. 

The questions and answers in a rabbinic dialogue often touched not only 
on the meaning of Scripture but also on its applications. While it isn’t clear 
exactly what Jesus discussed with the teachers, we can presume they engaged 
Him, questioned Him, and came away amazed that He was so perceptive 
about the things of God. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Festivals” on pages 564–569 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are some “festival” 

observances that are part of modern Christianity? Which of these do you 

participate in? How do you keep them focused on honoring the Lord?
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QUESTIONED (Luke 2:48-50)

Joseph and Mary finally found the boy Jesus in the temple. They questioned 
Him about His actions, emphasizing that they had been anxious and worried 
about His absence. His response to Joseph and Mary showed that Jesus was 
starting even then to focus primarily on His God-given mission.

VERSE 48

When his parents saw him, they were astonished, and his mother 

said to him, “Son, why have you treated us like this? Your father 

and I have been anxiously searching for you.”

Finding Jesus discussing theology with the rabbis in the temple complex 
apparently did not top the list of the possible scenarios that Mary and 
Joseph imagined. Thus, when they saw him there, they were astonished. 
The Greek word rendered astonished (“amazed,” KJV) implies amazement to 
the point of being overwhelmed. The Gospel writers used this same term to 
describe the reaction of people to Jesus’ words and miraculous deeds during 
His ministry. Some were deeply impressed (see Luke 4:32; 9:43), while others 
were deeply offended (see Matt. 13:54; Mark 6:2). 

Mary’s astonishment at seeing Jesus safe and calmly sitting among the 
teachers led to a parental reprimand in the form of a question and a statement. 
The term rendered Son can also be translated “Child” and implies a tone of 
parental authority. Mary was likely communicating her disappointment that 
Jesus had not joined the caravan when He was supposed to and expressing 
the harm done by His actions. The question “Why have you treated us like 
this?” highlights the sense of parental disrespect Mary had felt. Similarly, 
the statement that Joseph and Mary had been anxiously searching (“sought 
thee sorrowing,” KJV; “searching for you in great distress,” ESV) for Jesus 
highlighted both the inconvenience and emotional distress experienced by 
these two parents. The Greek word translated anxiously can refer to severe 
mental distress and, in some contexts, even physical torment. Such distress 
was a constant feature of the parents’ frenzied search for their lost son. 

The description of Joseph as Jesus’ father in this verse should be 
understood in the legal sense, not in a natural sense. Luke had clearly 
expressed in 1:34-35 that Mary’s conception of Jesus was Spirit-empowered 
and not the result of normal human sexual relations. To be sure, Joseph 
humbly took on the legal responsibilities of a father after Jesus’ birth. 
Furthermore, Luke seems to have been intentionally preparing the hearers 
of his Gospel for the time—it would come soon—when Jesus would leave 
His earthly father’s household and carry out the mission given to Him by the 
heavenly Father (see the following verse).  
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VERSES 49-50

“Why were you searching for me?” he asked them. “Didn’t you 

know that it was necessary for me to be in my Father’s house?” 

But they did not understand what he said to them. 

Jesus responded to Mary with two questions of His own. He first asked why 
His parents had been searching for Him. At first glance this question seems 
odd, if not insensitive. Why wouldn’t the parents of a missing twelve-year-old 
boy search for him? Any responsible parents would have done so! On closer 
inspection, however, Jesus’ question probably was not meant to disrespect 
His parents’ concern but rather to probe the reason Mary and Joseph would 
have needed to conduct such an anxiety-laden, far-and-wide search. In other 
words, the couple should have known where He would be. 

Jesus’ second question (“Didn’t you know …?”) begins in a manner that 
anticipates a “yes” answer. Given what Mary and Joseph already knew about 
Jesus, they should have realized where He would be and what He would 
be doing. Their deep anxiety and lengthy searching were unnecessary. The 
response indicates that Jesus had no intent to distress His parents. His 
actions were not thoughtless but were, in fact, well thought out. 

The words it was necessary for me to be in my Father’s house have 
been the subject of debate. In the first place, the Greek text does not include 
the word for house. Literally, the final phrase reads “in the [-] of the Father 
of me.” In other words, the translator must supply an appropriate noun 
based on the overall context of the event. The translators of the King James 
Version thus supplied the noun “business.” In many respects, both house and 
“business” point to the reality that Jesus at twelve years of age already had 
extraordinary insight about His upcoming ministry and mission. 

The single Greek word rendered it was necessary expresses more than 
a logical conclusion; it emphasizes a necessity—the doing of a thing because 
it is fitting or because one is obligated to do it. Jesus’ actions were not 
thoughtless or irresponsible; they were necessary. He was not indulging 
childish curiosity. He was engaged in action designated for Him by the Father. 

Jesus’ use of the title “Father” in reference to God had both personal 
and messianic implications. As the earliest direct words of Jesus recorded 
in any Gospel, Jesus’ comment anticipates the truth of the messianic title 
later applied to Him: Son of God. As a personal statement, referring to the 
Lord God (Yahweh) as Father was unusually intimate for a Jew, particularly 
a Jewish youngster. In fact, some Jews later plotted to kill the adult Jesus 
precisely because He referred to God as His Father (see John 5:17-18).

Luke’s final detail regarding the conversation between Jesus and His 
parents explained that they did not understand what he said to them. 
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While  Joseph and Mary’s lack of understanding might seem odd in light of the 
angelic revelations given to them prior to Jesus’ birth, we should remember 
that nothing in those revelations or in the Old Testament prophecies about 
the Messiah would fully explain Jesus’ words or actions in this situation. As 
believers today, we too can find ourselves in similar situations. We may not 
always understand in the moment what God is doing or why it is necessary. 
In such situations, therefore, our trust in God becomes essential.

OBEDIENT (Luke 2:51-52)

A misreading of this incident thus far might lead a reader to conclude that Jesus 
was a disobedient son. Nothing could be further from the truth! In the next 
two verses, Luke made clear that Jesus was an obedient and respectful son. 

VERSE 51

Then he went down with them and came to Nazareth and was 

obedient to them. His mother kept all these things in her heart. 

After Jesus and His parents were reunited in Jerusalem, He went down 
with them and came to Nazareth. Although Nazareth lay some ninety 
miles north of Jerusalem, the description of going down referred literally to 
the steep descent of the road between Jerusalem and Jericho. In addition, 
however, Scripture routinely describes a journey to Jerusalem and the temple 
as “going up” in part as an indication of reverence for God’s house as a high, 
holy place. Conversely, to leave the holy city and its temple (in any direction) 
signified a going down from God’s unique and exalted presence.

Luke summarized the remainder of Jesus’ adolescent years in a few concise 
sentences. First, Jesus remained obedient to His parents. The form of the 
Greek word rendered obedient is emphatic and implies consistency of behavior. 
As the Mosaic law required, Jesus honored His parents and submitted to their 
parental authority over Him. As He later declared to John at His baptism, 
Jesus was committed to “fulfill all righteousness” (Matt. 3:15). 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read Acts 4:13-22 and 1 Peter 2:13-17. When have you had to grapple with 

the tension of obeying a legitimate earthly authority’s rules or traditions 

that seemed to conflict with your desire to obey and honor the Lord? How 

did you resolve the issue, and how would you advise others to resolve 

such a dilemma?
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Just as she did following the shepherd’s visit to the manger (see Luke 2:19), 
Mary kept all these things in her heart. The statement implies that she 
treasured these experiences even though she did not fully understand them. 
They were evidence of God at work fulfilling His promises to His people. 

Interestingly, Luke did not report Joseph’s reaction to the Jerusalem 
incident. In fact, this account is the last we hear about Jesus’ earthly father. 
Some Bible commentators interpret Joseph’s absence from the remainder of 
the Gospel accounts to mean that he died sometime before Jesus began His 
public ministry about eighteen years later. 

VERSE 52

And Jesus increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God 

and with people. 

Luke concluded the description of Jesus’ pre-ministry years by emphasizing 
His growth in four areas of life. The fact that Jesus increased (“grew,” NIV) 
reminds us of the reality of His humanity. Although He was fully God, 
through His incarnation He experienced human life in every way just as we 
do—yet without sin (see Heb. 4:15).

Jesus grew in wisdom and stature—that is, mentally and physically. 
Wisdom refers to more than the mere acquisition of knowledge. It describes a 
nuanced understanding of information and an ability to apply it and act on it 
properly. Stature translates a word that can refer to either age or size. Paired 
with wisdom in this context, the word points to Jesus’ physical growth. 

Jesus also grew in favor with God and with people. The term favor 
in this context describes a pleasing and right relationship. Even in His 
adolescent years, Jesus proved to be not only a godly, righteous person but 
also a gracious, winsome individual whom others were quick to befriend. 
Luke will soon introduce us in his Gospel to a number of religious people 
who were unconcerned about pleasing God and uncaring toward others. 
In Jesus, however, we will see an ever-growing portrait of the goodness of 
obeying God’s will and of being a genuinely wise and godly person. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Jesus demonstrated the qualities of righteousness even as a young 

person—the virtues of obedience to God, submission to authority, 

wisdom, and graciousness. Why is it important in your life as a believer 

to demonstrate these virtues as well? Who are some other believers in 

whom you have seen these virtues consistently demonstrated?
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Prepared
Jesus is the promised Messiah who brings judgment .

As a toddler, my oldest son loved to climb. He would climb on anything that 
seemed remotely climbable—and, it seemed, the higher the better. One day 
he sneaked into our family room and pulled up onto the bench in front of 
our upright piano. From there he stepped onto the keyboard and, as I entered 
the room after having been alerted by the loud, discordant notes, he seemed 
poised to make his ascent to the top of the piano. He did not see me approach 
behind him, and I remained silent so as not to frighten him and cause him 
to fall. However, when I scooped the surprised boy off of the piano, I sternly 
warned him not to climb on it again. Evidently, I made more of an impression 
on my son than I realized. 

A few months later my parents came to visit. They lived in another state, 
so my young son wanted to help give them a tour of our house. As he led 
them into the family room, our talkative toddler stopped in front of the 
piano. Turning to his grandmother with a serious look on his face, he issued 
this stern warning: “Grandma, don’t walk on the piano while you are here. 
You might fall and then my daddy will get you!”  I am glad to report that 
Grandma did not climb on the piano during her visit. 

Small children must be taught that the things they choose to do have 
consequences. As they age, they develop a more mature understanding 
of this truth. Yet, all too often even adults choose to behave in ways that 
seem to satisfy the desires of the moment but on reflection have foreseeable, 
negative (if not devastating) consequences. Not only is this true for small, 
everyday decisions but also for major life choices. The choice of a spouse or 
a profession, for example, sets us on a course that will shape much of our 
future. The same is true in a person’s spiritual life. 

All choices have consequences, but in the spiritual realm the consequences 
of our choices can be eternal. John the Baptist’s preaching confronted 
hearers with two options. Repent and receive salvation, or reject the message 
of repentance and suffer the wrath of God. Today, the gospel message of 
Jesus Christ still confronts hearers with a choice, and the choice each person 
makes shapes not only this life but also one’s eternal destiny. 

Session 6   |   Luke 3:7-18
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 3:1-38

Narratives about John’s and Jesus’ births as well as about Jesus’ infancy and 
early childhood occupy the first two chapters of Luke’s Gospel. As chapter 
three opens, the Gospel writer skipped over approximately twenty years of 
Jesus’ life and launched into an account of Jesus’ public ministry, eventually 
centered in the region around the Sea of Galilee. Luke 3:1-38 begins by 
emphasizing the historicity of the gospel events and establishing the time of 
the appearance of Jesus’ forerunner, John the Baptist. 

Like other ancient historians, Luke established an approximate time of 
the events he narrated by listing several rulers who were in power when those 
events began to unfold (3:1-2). The “fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius 
Caesar” sounds precise, but the actual date depends on whether Tiberius’s 
reign includes two years of co-regency with Caesar Augustus or begins after 
Augustus died in AD 14. The other rulers Luke mentioned governed for 
several years, and their dates confirm the general time period but do not 
pinpoint a precise year for John’s prophetic appearance in the wilderness. The 
same can be said of the years Annas and Caiaphas served as high priest. We 
can therefore cautiously date the beginning of John the Baptist’s ministry at 
some time between AD 25–29. 

Luke 3:2-6 introduces “John the son of Zechariah” in a way that confirms 
the accuracy of the earlier prophecies about him (see 1:12-17). A quoting 
of Isaiah 40:3-5 provided the context in which Luke’s audience was to 
understand John’s specific words and actions in Luke 3:7-20.

This brief summary of John’s ministry leads into an even briefer account of 
Jesus’ baptism (3:21-22), the event that marks the beginning point of Jesus’ 
ministry in Luke’s Gospel. Following that event, Luke recorded a genealogy 
of Jesus that extends back to the time of creation and emphasizes Jesus’ 
lineage through David. All of these accounts in chapter 3 point to the same 
essential truth: the Messiah has appeared, and His name is Jesus.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

WARNING (Luke 3:7-9)

God’s message came to John “in the wilderness,” a term that described areas 
with little or no population. John then took the message he received from 
God to the people of Israel. He challenged them to prepare for the coming of 
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the Messiah by engaging in individual, personal repentance. Preparation for 
the coming Messiah involved repentance and willingness to submit to God’s 
kingdom rule in their lives. 

VERSE 7

He then said to the crowds who came out to be baptized by him, 

“Brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?

John’s ministry along the vicinity of the Jordan River included preaching 
and baptizing as a sign of repentance. The Jordan flows along a rift valley 
that runs between the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea. Working along the 
course of the river made John’s preaching accessible to most Jews with at 
most a day’s walk. The river also provided a source of water for baptizing 
those who responded to his message. 

Luke described John’s preaching ministry as “proclaiming a baptism 
of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (3:3). The biblical concept of 
repentance refers to more than regret. It involves a change in convictions 
that results in a change in behavior. Genuine repentance requires walking 
a different path from the one the repentant person previously walked. The 
English word baptism is a transliteration of the Greek term that literally 
means “to immerse, dip, or soak.” Within Judaism, the word could also refer 
to several types of ceremonial washings (see Mark 7:4; Luke 11:38). Some 
Jews hearing John’s call for baptism might have thought of it as little more 
than a hand-washing ceremony. However, religious rituals that do not reflect 
the reality of the heart are meaningless. John’s message of repentance called 
for a sincere demonstration of a changed heart. 

Evidently, John’s preaching ministry attracted many people—some with 
sincere motives but others out of mere curiosity or, worse, hypocrisy. John 
did not present baptism as an act that could achieve the forgiveness of sin 
but as an expression of genuine repentance. In other words, repentance was 
the essential requirement; baptism was its ceremonial expression. Thus, 
John courageously condemned those who came to him under a hypocritical 
guise as nothing more than a brood of vipers whose ultimate end was to 
suffer the coming wrath of God. 

John’s harsh words to the religious—but ungodly and unrepentant—
crowd was more than a comparison to dangerous snakes. The Greek term 
rendered brood highlighted the hypocrites’ lineage, not just their actions. 
Snakes are born from snakes, and everyone knew that Satan was the 
most prominent “serpent” described in Scripture. If John intended this 
comparison, then calling his unrepentant listeners a brood of vipers was the 
equivalent of calling them children of the devil (compare John 8:44).
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VERSE 8

Therefore produce fruit consistent with repentance. And don’t 

start saying to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’ for 

I tell you that God is able to raise up children for Abraham from 

these stones. 

Hope exists even for a “brood of vipers.” But receiving forgiveness of sins and 
avoiding “the coming wrath” requires more than undergoing an insincere 
baptism. John would not conduct a baptism until he saw evidence of genuine 
repentance. Thus, he directed the religious but unrepentant listeners to 
produce fruit consistent with repentance. 

Repeatedly in Scripture, fruit reveals the true nature and condition of a 
plant or tree (see Ps. 1:1-3; Matt. 7:16-20; Heb. 6:7-8). In spiritual terms, it 
is important to remember that producing “fruit” does not earn repentance; 
rather, it is the outgrowth of repentance. It shows that genuine repentance 
has occurred. What, then, was the fruit consistent with repentance that John 
looked for in a person? It included a different attitude about God and His 
rule in a person’s heart. It could be seen in the way people acted genuinely, 
graciously, and with kindness toward others, especially toward those who 
were poor, needy, and vulnerable. Such changes in people’s hearts and actions 
were proof of repentance, and John would gladly baptize such people. 

Not everyone responded appropriately to John’s call for repentance. Some 
found excuses to delay or reject his message. John appeared to anticipate 
one such group of excuse makers with the words “Don’t start saying to 
yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’” John did not elaborate 
on the details of this Jewish argument for exempting themselves from 
repentance. Perhaps this group contended that God’s wrath would fall only 
on Gentiles, not on Jews. Given his next statement—God is able to raise 
up children for Abraham from these stones—John denied the validity of 
the argument that blood lineage and heritage alone would provide salvation 
from God’s wrath against sin. The apostle Paul later declared that his own 
former trust in Abrahamic lineage and religious heritage was useless refuse 
in light of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ (see Phil. 3:4-9). 

VERSE 9

The ax is already at the root of the trees. Therefore, every tree 

that doesn’t produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown 

into the fire.” 

Israel’s long history included both times of glory and times of disaster. The 
writings of the Old Testament prophets in particular had recorded the fact 
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that at points in Israel’s history God had punished the people for their sins. 
John’s preaching unquestionably pointed to the imminent arrival of the 
Messiah, and this would have been received by most Jews as a promise of 
deliverance for Israel and judgment for Israel’s oppressors. Yet, along with 
expressing the hope that people might prepare the way for the Lord, John 
issued a dire warning.  He advised his hearers that their status as Abraham’s 
children would not exempt them from judgment if they kept on living in 
rebellion against God and refused to repent. 

The proclamation that this time was quickly approaching—the ax is 
already at the root of the trees—could have easily been misunderstood 
as a prediction of vindication for Jews and judgment against Gentiles. Yet, 
the prophecy did not target people on the basis of their lineage or heritage. 
Rather, John warned that every tree that doesn’t produce good fruit risks 
God’s judgment of wrath. John’s listeners, familiar with farming, knew that a 
farmer could not tolerate unproductive plants. Such plants would quickly be 
cut down and thrown into the fire and replaced with healthy, productive 
plants. Jesus later uses this familiar imagery to warn of an inevitable and 
just judgment (see Matt. 7:17-20). 

Unstated but clearly implied in John’s use of this imagery is the identity 
of the One removing the trees. God’s judgment was near. John was warning 
hearers who claimed Abraham as their father that God was about to bring 
judgment on all—Jews and Gentiles alike—who refused to bear fruit in their 
lives that was consistent with genuine repentance. Ultimately, judgment 
comes upon all those who live in disobedience to God and His requirements. 
But for those who acknowledge their sin and repent, turning to God in 
humble faith, forgiveness is available. For those who ignore the warning, 
however, nothing remains but the certainty of judgment. 

RESPONSE (Luke 3:10-14)

Some listeners may have scoffed at John and ignored his warning. Others 
knew themselves and knew they were destined for God’s just judgment. But 
what could they do? How should they demonstrate genuine repentance?  

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Baptism” on pages 170–172 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What in your view is the 

relationship between repentance and baptism? Between baptism and the 

living of an obedient Christian life? 
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VERSE 10

“What then should we do?” the crowds were asking him. 

The form of the Greek verb rendered were asking indicates persistent, 
repeated action. The plural subject crowds likewise suggests that while the 
exchange recorded in these verses highlights one particular setting, the 
question likely came up on other occasions too—in fact, whenever John 
warned different groups of people about the coming judgment and their 
need to repent. 

Although phrased as an expression from the group, the concerned 
individuals inevitably boiled the question down to a very personal point. 
Each person convicted by John’s preaching was aware of his or her own sins. 
Each needed to repent personally and show the evidence of repentance in his 
or her individual behavior. But what would that look like for each person?  

VERSE 11

He replied to them, “The one who has two shirts must share 

with someone who has none, and the one who has food must 

do the same.” 

John’s reply to the serious and repentant persons in the crowd is both down-
to-earth and grounded in the same theology Jesus would later proclaim. 
Jesus later identified the greatest command in the law as that of loving God 
and the second-most important command as loving one’s neighbor as oneself 
(see Matt. 22:37-40). John’s instructions in Luke 3:11 seem to assume that 
genuine repentance had taken place and that those asking for guidance were 
genuinely seeking to live out their commitment to love and obey the heavenly 
Father. While the guidance might sound simplistic to some, each example 
depicts what love for one’s neighbor could look like in a real-world situation. 

First, John gave an example of helping someone who was in dire need of 
basic clothing. The person whose heart God had changed would not turn a 
blind eye to such desperate need but would compassionately share (“impart,” 
KJV) with that neighbor. The phrase rendered has two shirts (“coats,” KJV; 
“tunics,” ESV) could describe either having both an undergarment and an 
outer garment to wear or having multiple garments. Either way, the neighbor 
in need had no garment at all and thus lived in extreme poverty and in danger 
of exposure to the elements. A truly repentant person would be moved to act 
with compassion, not selfishly hoard one’s plentiful possessions. 

John then mentioned a similar situation with regard to daily food. He 
instructed the one who has food to be ready to do the same—that is, to 
share food with someone who has no food at all. In both examples, John’s 
command to share should not be understood as a religious obligation to be 
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grudgingly fulfilled or used as a calculated attempt to earn God’s favor. True 
repentance—a God-given change of heart, mind, and action—leads to a 
genuine expression of love for one’s neighbor. 

VERSES 12-13

Tax collectors also came to be baptized, and they asked him, 

“Teacher, what should we do?” He told them, “Don’t collect any 

more than what you have been authorized.” 

John called for all of his listeners to demonstrate love for one’s neighbor 
by providing aid to those in extreme, even life-threatening situations. 
Apparently, however, specific groups within the crowds asked for personalized 
instructions regarding what repentance would look like for them. Luke 
mentioned two such groups in verses 12-14: tax collectors (3:12-13) and 
“soldiers” (3:14). John’s instructions should be understood as additional 
guidance for people in these specific professions. 

Tax collection under Roman rule could be complex and was prone to abuse. 
The emperor contracted with individuals (the so-called publicani, or publicans) 
who paid for the right to serve as tax collectors. Their arrangement with 
Rome obligated publicans to generate the amount due to the government 
but also allowed them to add on amounts for personal income and expenses. 
In addition, publicans commonly hired subordinates to collect certain types 
of taxes in specific locations. The Greek term for tax collectors that Luke used 
in 3:12 suggests these were local, subordinate collectors. Nonetheless, these 
local officials also were prone to overcharge for personal benefit. 

The Jews in first-century Galilee and Judea considered Rome to be an 
occupying force; thus, tax collectors were collaborators with their oppressors 
who inflated fees and enriched themselves at the expense of hard-working 
landholders, farmers, and artisans. In addition, constant contact with 
Roman authorities would render Jewish tax collectors ceremonially unclean 
and thus unwelcome in the synagogues or temple. 

John the Baptist neither shunned tax collectors as sinners nor treated 
them as unclean. He also did not tell them to leave their profession. Rather, 
if they were truly repentant, they were to show this by not collecting any 
more than what they had been authorized to collect. Rome required the 
collection of taxes and would find agents or some other means to collect 
the taxes, no matter what. Given the situation, the best any resident of a 
Roman province could hope for was a fair application of Roman law and a tax 
agent who minimized what he charged rather than maximizing his personal 
income. In effect, John challenged the tax collectors to treat others as they 
would want to be treated—with fairness and consideration. 
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VERSE 14

Some soldiers also questioned him, “What should we do?” He 

said to them, “Don’t take money from anyone by force or false 

accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.” 

Bible students through the years have debated what type of soldiers 
approached John to ask what repentance would look like for them. The 
Greek word Luke used is a generic term that does not suggest the type of 
service the soldiers performed. Nevertheless, most Bible scholars consider it 
unlikely that these were Roman soldiers. For the most part, Roman soldiers 
resided in Caesarea on the coast and in Jerusalem. Further, Rome’s client 
kings in the region (the Herodian rulers, for example) did employ Jews and 
other nationalities as local militia, or police. Finally, tax collectors sometimes 
hired private security details to protect them and the money they collected. 
It is possible, therefore, that the soldiers who approached John the Baptist 
were associated with the tax collectors who asked the same question: What 
should we do? 

Whatever the specific assignment of these soldiers, John’s answer indicated 
that they had the force of arms and the force of authority on their side. They 
could take money from others by force or by threat of a false accusation. 
John insisted that a truly repentant soldier would not engage in either action. 
The phrase rendered by force literally means “to shake violently.” The phrase 
false accusation is an ambiguous term that in this context likely refers to the 
application of verbal pressure rather than physical violence. It can include 
harassment or blackmail to intimidate and extort payment from a victim.  

An exhortation follows the two prohibitions: be satisfied with your 
wages. A typical soldier’s pay consisted of their food and lodging and a 
subsistence wage. Then as now, soldiers did not get rich on their salary; but 
they had their basic needs provided. John did not tell soldiers to resign or 
reprimand them for the proper exercise of authority (and even necessary 
force). Rather, he reprimanded the abuse of authority and the dishonest and 
callous treatment of others. Soldiers must not put their desires above the 
needs of others or exploit their neighbors for personal gain.  

E XPLORE FURTHER

Make a short list of common professions or occupations. If you could 

give one word of guidance to someone in each category, one instruction 

regarding how the person could demonstrate love for God and love for 

one’s neighbor in his or her profession, what would you say?

67Se ssion 6:   Prepared

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



DIVISION (Luke 3:15-18)

VERSE 15

Now the people were waiting expectantly, and all of them were 

questioning in their hearts whether John might be the Messiah. 

Simeon (see Luke 2:25) was not the only Israelite eagerly looking for the 
coming Messiah. Other nations had occupied Israel for centuries, and many 
Jews yearned for deliverance. John’s message (3:3-6) seemed to promise 
that deliverance would soon arrive. The hearers’ yearnings for the promised 
deliverance included unspoken thoughts (in their hearts) about John and 
the role he might play. 

Considering the circumstances of John’s ministry, the speculations made 
sense. Other New Testament passages reveal that some people not only 
wondered about John but asked him publicly if he was the Messiah, Elijah, 
or the prophet (see John 1:19-21). John rejected all attempts that Jewish 
people made to fit him into their expectations regarding the dawning of the 
messianic age. Rather than label himself, John persisted in proclaiming his 
message that called for repentance and preparing for the One who was to 
come after him. That was all the people needed to hear. 

VERSE 16

John answered them all, “I baptize you with water, but one who 

is more powerful than I am is coming. I am not worthy to untie 

the strap of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit 

and fire. 

Luke’s comment that John answered them all indicates that the people 
did more than speculate inwardly. They ask their questions, and John gave 
a clear response, refusing to accept labels that might elevate his role in the 
unfolding work of God rather than point to the coming Messiah. 

The questions the crowd asked and the titles they proposed revealed 
that the people considered John a person of great spiritual power who was 
acting with divine authority. Embedded in the middle of John’s statement 
contrasting the two types of baptisms are two other assertions. First, John 
asserted that the Deliverer to come was more powerful than he. The word 
rendered powerful can denote physical strength but in this context more 
likely refers to superior spiritual strength. 

Second, John emphasized the greater authority of the One who was to 
come. Jewish landowners normally assigned the task of removing sandals to 
the lowliest, non-Jewish servants in their household. John’s assertion that 
he was unworthy to untie the strap of the Messiah’s sandals dramatically 
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expresses the greatness of the One to come. This more powerful and worthier 
Person to come would also engage in a far greater ministry. 

John summarized his ministry by contrasting that his baptism was with 
water while the coming Messiah would baptize … with the Holy Spirit 
and fire. Roughly three years later, the risen Christ made the same contrast 
between water baptism and baptism with the Holy Spirit (see Act. 1:5). On 
the Day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit came to indwell believers, and they were 
empowered and transformed in a way far greater than any water baptism 
could accomplish (see Acts 2:1-41). 

VERSES 17-18 

His winnowing shovel is in his hand to clear his threshing floor 

and gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn 

with fire that never goes out.” Then, along with many other 

exhortations, he proclaimed good news to the people. 

John’s preaching promised salvation (Luke 3:6) but also warned of judgment 
(3:7). Further, the One who was greater than John, the One for whom John 
prepared the way, would bring both salvation and judgment. Depending on 
their response to the Messiah, some people (believers) would be baptized with 
the Holy Spirit, while others (unbelievers) would be baptized with the fire of 
God’s judgment. The image of a winnowing shovel (“fan,” KJV; “winnowing 
fork,” ESV; NIV) provided a graphic illustration familiar to everyone in that 
agrarian society. Threshing separated grain from chaff. Both grain and chaff 
were thrown up into the breeze so the lighter chaff would blow away while the 
heavier grain would fall back to the threshing floor to be collected and stored. 
John warned his hearers that the coming Messiah would bring judgment 
upon humanity, separating believers and unbelievers, gathering His wheat 
(believers) into his barn but burning the chaff (unbelievers) with fire that 
never goes out. 

Each person’s response to Jesus would determine his or her eternal 
destiny. John’s message, and that of Jesus after him, offered salvation. It was 
good news—then and now! 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Gospel” on pages 662–664 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How can believers present 

salvation in Jesus as a joyful announcement while at the same time 

candidly communicating the tragic results of rejecting the gospel?
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Compassionate
Jesus expects His followers to show compassion and 

mercy to others .

The word gospel literally means “good news.” To be sure, there is much in 
Luke’s Gospel as well as in the other New Testament Gospels that most 
people would readily welcome as good news. The realities of being forgiven, 
being healed, being delivered from various types of bondage, and being 
forever redeemed to a right relationship with God constitute good news of 
the highest order. We all welcome receiving these kinds of messages!

The Gospels also contain teachings of Jesus that have been called “hard 
sayings.” These are teachings that make us say, “Wait a minute! How can 
Jesus possibly expect His followers to live this way?” And some of these 
hard teachings appear in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew’s Gospel 
(Matt. 5–7) and in a similar “sermon” in Luke’s Gospel. These teachings seem 
hard in part because they demand that believers treat others with the same 
unmerited mercy that they have received from the Lord. In other words, the 
gospel not only transforms our destinies but also transforms our lifestyles 
in the here and now. 

Some Bible students refer to Jesus’ hard sayings as “kingdom ethics.” The 
term ethics refers to moral principles that govern a person’s behavior or the 
conducting of an activity. Sometimes in its history, the church has majored 
on the deliverance aspect of salvation and minimized the Lord’s demand 
for a lifestyle that reflects God’s kingdom reign. Jesus clearly taught His 
disciples that they are to demonstrate their loving devotion to Him through 
obeying His teachings.  

In this session’s Bible passage, Jesus instructed His disciples to love 
their enemies and pray for those who do them harm. He urged them to 
be forgiving. He challenged them to treat others as they would want to be 
treated and to be merciful to others in the way their heavenly Father had 
shown mercy to them. Talking about such commands in a Bible study group 
and actually practicing them in real-life situations can sometimes be two 
very different things. This study can help us be better prepared to put faith 
into action if or when we face such situations.

Session 7   |   Luke 6:27-38
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 6:17-49

This session’s Bible passage focuses on a portion of Jesus’ teachings delivered 
in what is commonly called “the Sermon on the Plain” (Luke 6:17-49). The 
session focuses on this passage as part of churches’ ongoing emphasis on the 
sanctity of human life. By this point in His ministry, Jesus had undergone 
His baptism by John (3:21-22) and endured severe temptations from the 
devil in the wilderness (4:1-13). Jesus had attracted many followers, out of 
whom He called several—eventually twelve—to be His disciples (5:1-11,27-
28; 6:12-16). He had preached in synagogues (4:16-30), performed miracles 
(4:31-44; 5:12-26), and had been both affirmed and rejected. Many Jews 
remained unsure of what to think about this reported holy man who touched 
lepers, welcomed a tax collector as a disciple, and ignored several commonly-
affirmed Jewish traditions. Still, throngs of people flocked to see Him for 
healing and instruction (6:17-19).  

Setting the stage for this session’s core passage (6:27-38), Luke recorded 
that after a night of prayer, Jesus and His twelve apostles descended from 
a mountain and evidently encountered a large and diverse crowd on a level 
area, or plain. Although not specifically stated, Jesus and His disciples 
probably had spent the night in the sparsely populated area of highlands 
north of Capernaum and were returning to the city the next morning when 
they encountered the crowd (7:1). The “sermon” Jesus delivered was directed 
primarily to His disciples (see 6:20) but with the awareness that the crowd 
was listening too. 

Many Bible students have recognized the similarities of Luke 6:20-49 
and portions of the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew’s Gospel (see Matt. 
5–7), leading some to conclude that Luke was reporting the same event but 
in an abbreviated form. However, differences in several key details of the 
two accounts lead others to conclude that Luke described a different event 
containing teachings Jesus delivered in more than one setting. The “sermon” 
in Luke’s Gospel is significantly briefer than the Sermon on the Mount and 
thus may not have been a verbatim account of all that Jesus said to the 
crowd that day. In any case, the “sermon” begins with encouraging words of 
blessing to the godly poor who will receive their reward in heaven (6:20-23). 
It then records a series of warnings to the self-satisfied rich people who will 
weep and mourn at their judgment (6:24-26). Next comes the heart of the 
sermon and the core passage to be studied in depth in this session (6:27-38). 
Finally, the passage concludes with words of warning given in the form of 
three well-known parables (6:39-49).  
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

LOVE ALL (Luke 6:27-31)

As Jesus’ ministry unfolded, He frequently challenged His hearers to love 
God and love others. When asked on one occasion what a person must do to 
inherit eternal life, Jesus affirmed that the two most important commands 
in the law are to love God wholeheartedly above all else and to love one’s 
neighbor as oneself (Luke 10:25-28). In the parable of the good Samaritan 
(10:29-37), He further instructed that loving one’s neighbor encompassed 
loving everyone—even people whom most Jews commonly despised—and 
that genuine love required actions, not just words. 

In the last week of His ministry on earth, Jesus further emphasized the 
foundational importance of love by giving His disciples a new commandment 
to love one another as He had loved them. He told them that such love would 
demonstrate, even to outsiders, that they were His disciples (John 13:34-35). 
He later urged the disciples to abide in His love just as He abides in the 
Father’s love (John 15:9-10), linking the love exercised by believers to the 
love demonstrated by the Father. 

In the context of Christian love being a reflection of God’s love, Jesus’ most 
radical command in this regard was to love one’s enemies. This made sense in 
that God loved sinners even while we were His enemies (Rom. 5:6-10). Such 
a command implies that the goal of such love is the conversion of enemies 
(unbelievers) into believers and thus into children of God and brothers and 
sisters in the faith.

VERSES 27-28

“But I say to you who listen: Love your enemies, do what is good 

to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those 

who mistreat you.

After descending the mountain and encountering the crowd, Jesus used 
the incident as an opportunity to teach His disciples and, by extension, the 
mass of people. He first explained the blessedness of being in God’s kingdom 
even in situations of earthly lack and rejection (6:20-23). Then He issued a 
prophetic warning to the haughty and self-sufficient rich (6:24-26). 

Beginning in verse 27, Jesus then homed in on God’s expectations for 
believers who might be the targets of haughty oppressors and haters. 
He introduced the teaching with the words But I say to you who listen, 
implying a contrast with something else. The subject of contrast is debated. 
A parallel teaching in the Sermon on the Mount highlights a contrast between 
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Jesus’ teaching and what people might hear other teachers declare (see Matt. 
5:43-45). In Luke’s account, the contrast seems to be between those capable 
of listening (that is, of hearing and embracing a difficult teaching) and those 
not ready (or willing) to listen. Perhaps Jesus was drawing a distinction 
between the crowd of casual or new followers and the twelve apostles. In any 
case, it seems clear Jesus knew that many people would find His new and 
distinctive teaching difficult to embrace.

The introduction is followed by four mutually connected directives (Luke 
6:27-28). The overarching command, Love your enemies, uses a verbal form 
of the Greek term agape [ah GAH pay] and thus refers to the unique quality 
of love that is characteristic of and demonstrated by God Himself (see John 
3:16). This word became the default term in the church for selfless, sacrificial, 
Christian love. Such love inspires the gracious treatment of others and is not 
contingent on the object’s deserving or earning such loving treatment. 

The term rendered enemies refers to those toward whom someone is 
hostile; the concept assumes as well that one’s enemies are hostile in return. 
Admittedly, mutual hostility could find a type of resolution if one party 
destroyed the other. Jesus’ teaching, however, calls for a radically different 
kind of resolution. Deciding to love one’s enemy is to start down the path of 
forgiveness and reconciliation. Embracing Christlike love for a person who 
remains hostile toward you provides both the motivation and a mechanism 
for change. It allows for the possibility of overcoming evil by doing good. 
It allows for the possibility of eliminating an enemy not by destroying the 
person but by seeing the person become a brother or sister in Christ. 

The subsequent three directives expand on the first by urging a loving 
response to persons who hate you (hostile attitude), who curse you (hostile 
words), or who mistreat you (hostile deeds). The Greek word translated hate 
means “to have a strong aversion to” or “to detest” someone. Luke used the 
form of this word that describes an ongoing state of affairs, not a momentary 
feeling. Christlike love demands that believers respond to such a hateful 
attitude by doing what is good to those who think the worst of them. 

Significantly, the Scripture text does not explore the reasons behind the 
hatred or whether the hatred had a just cause. It simply exhorts believers 
to move forward on the only path that could lead to reconciliation. To do 
what is good (literally, “do well”) challenges one (if not both) of the parties 
in the conflict to stop the cycle of retribution and proactively choose to act 
with kindness toward an enemy. For such an act to be genuine, of course, 
it must be motivated by godly love (agape) for another that is capable of 
looking past the hurts of the past and the conflicts of the present and seek 
the possibility of peace. It requires a godliness that behaves well even when 
others are behaving poorly. 
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All too often, an attitude of hatred finds expression in hateful words. In 
Scripture, the idea of cursing means “to express loathing” or “to call down 
disaster or judgment” on someone. Jesus told His followers to bless those 
who cursed them. The Greek verb rendered bless could mean either “to praise 
or speak well of” someone or “to call for special divine favor” to come upon 
someone. Either way, Jesus clearly challenged His followers to emulate the 
Father’s love, not echo their critics’ hateful words. 

Then Jesus directed believers to pray for those who mistreated them. 
The word translated mistreat (“despitefully use,” KJV; “abuse, ESV) can also 
mean “to treat [another] in a despicable manner” or “to abuse.” While the 
Greek term could refer to abusive language, it could also encompass hurtful, 
abusive deeds. Jesus challenged His followers to respond by praying for 
such abusers. While not explicitly ruling out acts of self-protection, the 
command turns the focus on God. The word used for pray may indicate either 
an expression of willingness to place the conflict in God’s capable hands or 
a petition that seeks from God a particular resolution to the conflict. Such a 
prayer might also ask for God’s blessing on the abuser (see Rom. 12:14). No 
greater blessing could be received by the abuser than the person’s conversion 
and transformation to a repentant, loving brother or sister in Christ. 

VERSE 29

If anyone hits you on the cheek, offer the other also. And if 

anyone takes away your coat, don’t hold back your shirt either. 

Jesus then addressed specific examples of abuse in His next two statements. 
Luke’s account of this teaching parallels the Sermon on the Mount (see Matt. 
5:39-40). In the teaching, Jesus urged His followers to reject retaliation if 
anyone hits (“smiteth,” KJV; “strikes,” ESV; “slaps,” NIV) you on the cheek. 
Interestingly, in Matthew’s account the strike is specified to be to the right 
cheek, a detail that some Bible scholars interpret as a backhanded slap meant 
to insult. In this view, Jesus was not addressing whether it was permissible 
to defend oneself or others against a violent, life-threatening act. Rather, He 
was urging believers to seek to defuse conflict rather than escalate through 
retaliation. To offer the other cheek communicated not passive timidity but 
loving strength of will.

In a similar example of having one’s coat (“cloak,” ESV) taken away, 
Jesus urged His listeners not to hold back your shirt (“tunic,” ESV) either. 
Matthew 5:40 specifies a legal setting in which one’s “shirt”—referring to 
the undergarment worn against the skin—might be confiscated as payment 
or collateral in a lawsuit. In such cases, Jewish law typically specified that 
a person’s outer garment, or cloak, could not be taken. In Luke’s account, 
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the setting is not specified and the order of the two garments is reversed, 
leading some Bible scholars to suggest that Jesus was addressing a case 
of theft rather than a lawsuit. Whatever the context, the point of Jesus’ 
teaching is that a loss of material possessions does not have to be met with 
escalation through retaliation. The optimal attitude for the believer is neither 
preoccupation with material possessions nor a desire for revenge but rather 
a loving, generous spirit that seeks the offender’s redemption. The optimal, 
godly solution to theft is the conversion of the thief. 

VERSE 30

Give to everyone who asks you, and from someone who takes your 

things, don’t ask for them back.

The next command turns to the matter of persons in need. The words give 
to everyone who asks may allude either to almsgiving or lending. The Jews 
considered giving alms a religious duty. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus 
warned that even this act of generosity could be done with mixed motives 
and thus not please God (see Matt. 6:1-4). Almsgiving was intended to meet 
great need, and in small communities the genuineness of a need would 
have been evident. Giving to everyone indicates a lack of prejudice as well as 
a generosity that values other people above material possessions. 

The phrase someone who takes your things may refer to theft or to a 
failure to return items that were borrowed or held as collateral. The term 
translated takes is not specific enough to rule out either scenario. A similar 
passage in the Sermon on the Mount clearly refers to begging and borrowing, 
not theft (see Matt. 5:42). If Jesus had theft in mind in Luke’s account, then 
the command urges His followers not to retaliate by demanding the return 
of the goods or by demanding some other form of retribution. 

Jesus’ statement likely assumes that the owner knows the identity of the 
one who has his property. Further, the owner has the ability to demand its 
return; but he chooses not to do so. We should not misinterpret the owner’s 
lack of retribution as indifference or inaction. The owner’s graciousness may be 
a form of interaction intended to express loving concern for the other person 
and to establish a positive and potentially redemptive relationship. Refusing 
to retaliate against wrongs reflects the nature of God and His patience with 
those who have wronged Him—and that includes all of us! 

VERSE 31

Just as you want others to do for you, do the same for them. 

Love enemies. Give generously. Do not retaliate. These are hard teachings 
and must have shocked many of Jesus’ hearers. Part of the rationale for such 
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behavior is that a call to follow Jesus is also a call to live in a way that reflects 
God’s character. Material possessions have limited value. People mired in sin 
need help that offers rescue and a new life, not retribution that condemns 
them and worsens their situation. God’s love extends to everyone, so the 
follower of Christ must value others in the same way. 

Luke 6:31 is a version of what has been called “the Golden Rule” (see Matt. 
7:12). Everyone wants others to treat them generously, forgive them of their 
offenses, and help them when they suffer need. Having been treated in these 
ways to a destiny-changing extent by God, His redeemed children should 
recognize that others need the same treatment from them. 

Of course, some people are so blinded by their own sins that they refuse 
to acknowledge their need and ask for forgiveness. However, the spiritual 
blindness of some must not shape the behavior of believers. Jesus’ disciples 
know to follow His commands, to reflect the nature of the Father, and to do 
for others as they would want others to do for them. Human life at all stages 
is precious—the old, the young, and the unborn. The Father loves them all, 
and we are called to treat them all as we would want to be treated. 

WITH A PURE HEART (Luke 6:32-36)

With a series of three rhetorical questions, Jesus challenged His disciples to 
exhibit a love purer and greater than that demonstrated by those not following 
God. His teaching called for Christians not just to be good but to be better. 
Doing so would reveal the genuineness of their relationship with God. 

VERSE 32

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? Even 

sinners love those who love them. 

Jesus sought to help His listeners understand His teaching by asking them 
a probing question. The Greek language of the New Testament has several 
different ways of phrasing an “if” clause. The words if you love those who 
love you in verse 32 are structured in a way that assumes the truth of the 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Sermon on the Mount” on pages 1431–1435 in 

the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Of the 

instructions Jesus gave in Luke 6:27-31, which seem easy to follow? 

Which seem difficult? Which seem impossible? Explain your reasoning.
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“if” statement. That is, people typically do love those who love them. This is 
expected behavior and is not unusual or even particularly praiseworthy. The 
context indicates that the question What credit is that to you? anticipates 
the answer “None”—that is, no credit at all. The Greek term rendered credit 
can also be translated “grace,” “benefit,” or “joy.” In this context, it clearly 
refers to a quality that is attractive and laudable. Jesus pointed out that 
even sinners love those who love them. Although He used a form of the 
word agape (Christlike love) in the statement, Jesus was highlighting the 
limits that many people place on their love, not so much the type of love 
they show.  

VERSE 33

If you do what is good to those who are good to you, what credit is 

that to you? Even sinners do that. 

Jesus’ second question follows the same general pattern and has much the 
same point. It is a safe assumption people typically do what is good to those 
who are good to them. Such quid pro quo-style behavior is characteristic even 
of sinners. By sinners, Jesus meant those who do not know God or ascribe 
to His revealed standards of right living. Again, the transactional nature of 
such action meant that it fell far short of the unmerited graciousness that 
God the Father extends to humanity. Returning good for good is no great 
virtue. Doing good even to the person who has done harm, now that is 
remarkable—and Christlike!

VERSE 34

And if you lend to those from whom you expect to receive, 

what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners to be 

repaid in full. 

Jesus’ third question used the common scenario of lending and repayment 
to drive home the same basic point. If a person lends money to another as 
a business decision and with the expectation of a return on the investment, 
that is merely a typical human activity. Then (and now), normal lending 
practices not only expected a return, they required it. If the loan recipient 
defaulted, the person was subject to legal action (again, just like today). 

While the verb that is rendered lend is clear in its meaning, the intent 
of the phrase rendered expect to receive is not as clear. It could refer to 
receiving interest for a loan, an arrangement that was frowned upon in 
Jewish life but was common among Gentile societies. Most likely, the phrase 
in this context refers to receiving the principal back, a common expectation 
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among pious Jews. Such common and low risk actions might be helpful to 
the recipient of the loan, but they were not particularly praiseworthy and 
showed no extraordinary love for others. 

VERSE 35

But love your enemies, do what is good, and lend, expecting 

nothing in return. Then your reward will be great, and you will 

be children of the Most High. For he is gracious to the ungrateful 

and evil.  

The three rhetorical questions posed in verses 32-34 lead into a series of direct 
commands that outline the behavior Jesus expected of His followers. The 
commands also repeat the exhortations from verses 27-31 that introduced 
the questions, strengthening their emphasis. The commands to love your 
enemies, do what is good, and lend, expecting nothing in return helped 
Jesus’ hearers understand the intent of His earlier exhortations. 

The phrase expecting nothing in return clarifies the command about 
lending to someone in need. Christians are to be motivated by a desire to 
help the person in need rather than a desire to take advantage of someone 
who is in an extremely vulnerable position. However, if the phrase expecting 

nothing in return pertains to all three of these activities, then it also insists 
that Christian love be unconditional (as is God’s love) and that believers do 

what is good out of their inner, redeemed nature rather than as a way to get 
something in return. 

Disciples of Jesus do not act as they do to earn earthly rewards but because 
they are children of the Most High. They want to reflect God’s loving, 
gracious character. The word rendered gracious describes action that is kind, 
loving, benevolent, or morally good. The Sermon on the Mount contains the 
same teaching, pointing out that God makes the sun rise and the rain fall on 
the good and the evil, on the just and the unjust (see Matt. 5:45).

VERSE 36

Be merciful, just as your Father also is merciful. 

Jesus then pointed out that God’s goodness toward all was also expressed 
in His deep compassion for people who are trapped in their sins and are 
engaged in ungodly actions. He reminded the disciples that the Father … 
is merciful. A merciful person has compassion for others and is genuinely 
concerned about the sad or difficult state in which others exist. If God feels 
this way for the worst of sinners, then the redeemed children of God must 
also be merciful. 
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AND WITH MERCY (Luke 6:37-38)

Two negative commands, two positive commands, and a comment conclude 
this part of Jesus’ teaching and lead into a series of parables in Luke 6:39-49. 
Jesus emphasized that His followers were to live as children of God. 

VERSES 37-38

“Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and 

you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. 

Give, and it will be given to you; a good measure—pressed down, 

shaken together, and running over—will be poured into your lap. 

For with the measure you use, it will be measured back to you.”

Taken together, the commands that are rendered do not judge and do not 
condemn warn against a negative, critical treatment of others. Jesus did 
not mean by these commands that all making of judgments is inherently 
evil. Rather, His emphasis was that His followers must not operate with 
a negative, judgmental spirit that condemns others (but not oneself) and 
allows neither hope nor forgiveness to emerge. 

Paired with the two negative commands are two positive commands: 
forgive (6:37) and give (6:38). Jesus’ followers should be characterized by a 
forgiving and generous spirit. People who truly love others hope the best for 
them. Part of such hopeful love is a willingness to forgive the one who turns 
from a destructive path. 

Love for others also inspires generosity. Just as the Father has given good 
gifts to us, His actions inspire believers to give generously to others without 
expecting anything in return. On the other hand, Jesus promised that 
generous givers would find themselves receiving an abundance in return. 
The promise implies that God is the One who decides what those abundant 
rewards are. Moreover the rewards are appropriate to the good deeds, just as 
God’s judgments against the wicked are always appropriate to their sins. God 
is more generous that any of us could ever be. His children thus reveal their 
relationship to Him by reflecting His character.

E XPLORE FURTHER

How do Jesus’ commands in Luke 6:32-38 relate to the overall biblical 

emphasis on the sanctity of human life? In what practical ways can 

individual believers as well as churches put these commands into 

practice in today’s culture?
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Rejected
Jesus’ offer of salvation will be rejected by some, 

leading to judgment .

The answers haven’t changed much. Since the day at Caesarea Philippi when 
Jesus asked His disciples what people were saying about Him, the answers 
reveal a variety of opinions. To some people, Jesus was no more than a 
man who made grand claims. The religious leaders in Jesus’ day convinced 
themselves that He was just another religious fanatic who would bring severe 
political payback from Rome if they did not stop Him. Some Jews speculated 
that Jesus might indeed be their promised Messiah, but they were later 
disappointed when He did not do what they expected the Messiah to do.

By the second century AD, a group known as Gnostics [NAHZ tiks] 
imposed their dualistic philosophy onto Jesus, proposing that He was an 
ordinary man in whom the Spirit of God dwelt for a brief time. In their view, 
the man Jesus was neither divine nor the provider of salvation by grace 
through faith. By the eighteenth-century, some theologians began to argue 
that Jesus was a simple country rabbi—a good and wise man who died a 
tragic death and left a legacy of insightful spiritual teachings—yet, not the 
divine Son of God.

According to Scripture, as well as the Holy Spirit’s witness and the church’s 
faithful testimony, Jesus was (and is) the incarnate Son of God and the Savior 
of all who repent and believe. Ignorance, misunderstanding, or rejection of 
the truth do not change the reality of who Jesus is. If Jesus Himself faced 
rejection and opposition from His own people, followers of Christ today 
should expect and prepare themselves for the same.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 4:1-44

After briefly telling of Jesus’ baptism (Luke 3:21-22) and providing Jesus’ 
genealogy (3:23-38), Luke launched into the description of Jesus’ public 
teaching and healing ministry in Galilee. Initially, however, we read about 
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Jesus’ being tempted by the devil in the wilderness (4:1-13). Luke’s account 
includes the same three types of temptations as is found in Matthew’s 
Gospel, but in a slightly different order. The devil tempted Jesus to use His 
power to feed Himself (Luke 4:3-4), to worship the devil as a way to gain 
authority over the entire world (4:5-8), and to prove His divine identity by 
throwing Himself off of the temple’s highest point (4:9-12). Jesus rejected all 
of these temptations, however, refusing to act as a self-serving Messiah who 
ruled by political power or popular acclaim. 

Next, Luke gave an account of the beginning of Jesus’ teaching ministry 
in Galilee. The description begins with a brief transition statement (4:14-15) 
and then launches into a recounting of the reaction to Jesus’ teaching in His 
home town of Nazareth (4:16-30). We will explore this particular passage in 
depth in this session. 

Following the Nazareth episode, Luke then gave an account of Jesus’ 
early ministry in Capernaum, a town that became Jesus’ base in Galilee. 
The account opens with Jesus teaching in the Capernaum synagogue and 
amazing the crowd by setting free a demon-possessed man (4:31-37). The 
synagogue episode led to many additional exorcisms and healings, including 
the healing of Simon Peter’s mother-in-law, who had fallen ill with a high 
fever (4:38-41). 

Jesus then left the city of Capernaum to preach in synagogues throughout 
the region, fulfilling His purpose of proclaiming the good news of the 
kingdom of God (4:42-44). As a whole, Luke 4 introduces readers not only to 
the message of Jesus and His amazing power but also to the fact that hearers 
responded to Jesus in a variety of ways. Some were curious. Others were 
amazed. Many welcomed His ministry and message—at least initially; but 
some rejected Him. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

TRUE IDENTITY (Luke 4:16-21)

Luke used a brief transition statement (4:14-15) to move from the account 
of the temptations of Jesus into the account of His preaching in Nazareth. It 
is quite likely, however, that Jesus had ministered for some time in Galilee 
before the Nazareth event. The Gospels of Matthew and Mark both describe 
considerable ministry in Galilee between Jesus’ wilderness temptations and 
the Nazareth synagogue episode (see Matt. 4:13–13:53; Mark 1:14–6:1). In 
addition, Luke 4:23 reveals that the residents of Nazareth had already heard 
about healing events that took place in Capernaum and expected Jesus to do 
similar works in their presence.  
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VERSE 16

He came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up. As usual, he 

entered the synagogue on the Sabbath day and stood up to read. 

After ministering for some time in Galilee, Jesus came to Nazareth. By this 
time, He had already developed a considerable following and had selected the 
Twelve as a special group of disciples. He had established Capernaum as His 
base of operations, had taught extensively, and had performed numerous 
miracles, healings, and exorcisms. He had even restored to life a synagogue 
leader’s young daughter who had died (see Matt. 9:23-26; Mark 5:35-43). 
Since Nazareth was less than a day’s walk from Capernaum, residents of the 
village most likely had heard stories about Jesus’ words and actions. Perhaps 
they also wondered when Jesus—whom they all knew had grown up in 
Nazareth—would finally return and grace their synagogue with a visit. 

That day finally came, and Jesus entered the synagogue.  Together, the 
two phrases rendered as usual (“as was his custom,” ESV; NIV) and on the 
Sabbath day could mean either that Jesus habitually attended a Sabbath-day 
synagogue service wherever He happened to be or that He regularly attended 
the Nazareth synagogue while He lived there in His younger years. In either 
case, Luke was setting the stage for an anything-but-routine synagogue 
service that was about to transpire—a service featuring a startling message 
and an even more startling (and violent) reaction. 

This passage represents one of the oldest historical depictions of an actual 
synagogue service. Evidence revealed in the few surviving accounts strongly 
suggests that each first-century synagogue managed its own affairs. The 
leadership structures and features of a service could vary, yet some common 
elements were present. The service began with prayers and a reciting of the 
Shema (Deut. 6:4-9). A meeting’s primary emphases were the reading of 
Scripture and offering of prayers. A designated member of the congregation 
read a passage from the Torah, while a respected visitor who was present might 
be enlisted to read a selection of his choice from the Prophets. The reader had 
the option of commenting on the text as well. He stood while reading from 
the scroll, and then was seated in front of the congregation if he chose to teach 
on the passage. 

VERSE 17

The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him, and unrolling 

the scroll, he found the place where it was written: 

The synagogue official brought Jesus the scroll of the prophet Isaiah. 
A scroll consisted of multiple sheets of parchment or papyrus stitched together 
at their edges. Larger works often were rolled onto two spindles. The Isaiah 
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scroll discovered at Qumran [KOOM rahn] (part of the so-called Dead Sea 
Scrolls dating to around the time of Jesus) consists of 17 sheets of connected 
parchment. When fully unrolled, the scroll measures ten inches high and 
about twenty-four feet in length. The synagogue leader in Nazareth allowed 
Jesus the honor of unrolling the scroll to the place He had selected for 
reading and teaching. As it happened, the text Jesus chose was Isaiah 61:1-2.

VERSES 18-19

The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to 

preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release 

to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to set free the 

oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.  

Like today, there were various “versions” of the Scriptures available to 
first-century Jewish readers. Jesus may have been reading that day from 
a Hebrew text, an Aramaic paraphrase (the Targums), or a Greek translation 
such as the Septuagint [sep TOO uh jint]. Bible scholars have noted that 
Luke’s quotation of Isaiah 61:1-2 follows closest to the Septuagint rendering. 
This seems reasonable if Luke’s initial audience consisted primarily of Greek-
speaking Gentiles. Regardless of the “version” used by either Jesus or Luke, 
the gist of the passage and its meaning are abundantly clear. 

The message of Isaiah in the passage’s original context was one of hope 
and deliverance for a people who would endure many long years of exile as 
punishment for their sinful rebellion against the Lord God. That deliverance 
would come through the work of a Deliverer, God’s anointed Servant. By the 
first century AD, however, many Jewish teachers saw in this passage the 
promise of a future deliverance even grander and more enduring than any 
past political or military deliverance.

Rather than simply claim, “I am the new Messiah-Deliverer,” Jesus 
informed the congregation in the Nazareth synagogue that God was using 
Him to fulfill the promises recorded in Isaiah 61. Some might have interpreted 
Jesus’ words as an announcement of good news by a self-proclaimed prophet 
rather than as a claim to be the Messiah. Others might have understood 
that He was making the claim to be a messianic forerunner. Perhaps some 
heard His words in the way He intended—that He was the Anointed One, the 
Messiah. When Jesus later asked His disciples what people were saying about 
Him, they reported having heard a variety of responses (see Matt. 16:13-16).  

The passage promises the Lord’s deliverance of His people. It begins with 
the source of the message and the deliverance. The Spirit of the Lord rests 
on the messenger. He does not speak for Himself or come in His own power; 
He comes at the Lord’s direction. Indeed, the Lord God has anointed Him.
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Several phrases then capture the work assigned to the Messenger. First, 
He is to preach good news to the poor. In the Gospels, the term good 

news is usually associated with the proclamation of the kingdom of God. It 
details the kingdom’s arrival, its blessings, and its demands. The preaching 
of God’s good news offers deliverance from the fallen kingdoms of the world 
and residence in the glorious kingdom of God. The poor are not merely those 
lacking material possessions but everyone in the present world in need of 
deliverance. Whatever their social or economic status, the poor recognize 
their need and welcome the good news (see Matt. 5:3; Luke 6:20).

In addition to the poor, the passage cites three other categories of people 
who might be desperate for deliverance. Captives typically yearn for freedom. 
The blind might pray for recovery of sight. And the oppressed long to be set 
free from their oppressors. As in Isaiah’s day, all of these conditions literally 
existed in the first century AD. Rome occupied and controlled the land of 
Israel. Blindness afflicted many in the ancient world. Social oppression of all 
sorts plagued powerless people. The Gospels record that Jesus did give physical 
sight to a blind person on occasion as well as do other miracles that delivered 
various individuals from physical ills. However, Jesus’ periodic, miraculous 
acts of physical deliverance always served to point toward the greater reality 
of spiritual deliverance at the heart of the good news He proclaimed.  

For Jesus’ Nazareth audience, the phrase to proclaim the year of the 
Lord’s favor would have stirred images of the Year of Jubilee (see Lev. 25:8-22) 
with its forgiveness of debts and restoration of ancestral lands. Jubilee was 
a year of release and restoration returning the people and the land to the 
state that God had intended at its establishing. The ultimate expression of 
restoration to the divine design would come with the Messiah’s reign, and 
some Jews in the first century applied Jubilee imagery to express their 
messianic expectations. 

VERSES 20-21

He then rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and 

sat down. And the eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fixed 

on him. He began by saying to them, “Today as you listen, this 

Scripture has been fulfilled.” 

After reading the Scripture passage from Isaiah, Jesus rolled up the scroll 
and gave it back to the attendant. In accord with synagogue custom, Jesus 
stood while reading from the Scriptures. Then He sat down in front of the 
congregation to comment on the passage. The people clearly anticipated that 
Jesus was about to teach, since everyone’s eyes … were fixed on him. Jesus 
did not disappoint them. 
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The words He began by saying allow for the possibility that Jesus 
said far more than the one sentence Luke quoted in this verse. While the 
sentence Luke included may simply be the opening line to Jesus’ teaching 
on the passage, it likely summarizes the essence of all that Jesus said in the 
synagogue that day. 

The phrase today as you listen moves the fulfillment of the prophetic 
message from the unknown future to the present for the hearers. Speculation 
about what God might do some day was no longer sufficient. Jesus’ words 
led the crowd to a multifaceted point of decision. First, they had to decide 
whether they believed Jesus’ assertion to be true. Beyond that decision point, 
they had to decide what response to make. If the assertion was true, would 
they embrace Jesus’ teaching and follow Him? If they did not believe the 
assertion to be true, then how should they respond to someone supposedly 
making false claims and offering false promises? For the Nazareth crowd—
as would be true of most everyone who met Jesus during His ministry—this 
personal encounter became a watershed event that demanded decision. 

The words this Scripture has been fulfilled assert that the things 
foretold in Isaiah’s prophecy had come to pass. Mark’s Gospel summarizes 
the entire message of Jesus’ Galilean preaching ministry by using the exact 
same verb to say “the time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come 
near.” The message further called on hearers to “repent and believe the good 
news” (Mark 1:15). Mark’s summary statement of Jesus’ preaching may 
reveal more of what Jesus told the people in the Nazareth synagogue—that 
is, the deliverance described in the Isaiah passage is the deliverance provided 
to those who become part of the kingdom of God through repentance and 
faith. Those confronted with this truth must repent and believe in order to 
receive the salvation it offers. Those who reject the truth face condemnation. 

Jesus came to offer salvation. The call to repent and believe has not 
changed. The blessings of the kingdom of God have not changed. The tragic 
consequences of rejecting the message have not changed. The good news is 
that God’s salvation is at hand, and the church’s message to all is an invitation 
to receive God’s promised salvation through repentance and faith in Jesus. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the following passages in the Book of Isaiah: 42:1-4; 49:1-6; 50:4-7; 

52:13–53:12. How might Jewish people prior to the coming of Jesus have 

interpreted these prophecies? How do the passages speak to you today? 

What are some ways and circumstances in which Jesus fulfilled these 

Scriptures as the Messiah?
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FALSE UNDERSTANDING (Luke 4:22-27)

The crowd’s initial response to Jesus seems confused but generally positive. 
As they continued to interact, however, they turned hostile. Jesus was not 
acting or speaking like the simple carpenter’s son they knew ought to speak. 
He went too far in criticizing His own people while praising Gentiles. 

VERSE 22

They were all speaking well of him and were amazed by the 

gracious words that came from his mouth; yet they said, “Isn’t 

this Joseph’s son?”

Luke’s description of the crowd’s initial reaction to Jesus could be understood 
either as affirmation or criticism. The phrase rendered they were speaking 
well literally means “they were testifying” and could mean either “to speak 
in favor” or “to speak against” someone. Similarly, the comment that the 
people were amazed (“wondered,” KJV; “marveled,” ESV) could refer either 
to a surprisingly favorable impression or to shock and dismay. The Christian 

Standard Bible further implies a mid-verse change of attitude by translating 
the conjunction usually rendered “and” as yet. 

Some Bible students note the skepticism implied in the question “Isn’t 
this Joseph’s son?” (along with the crowd’s open hostility in the rest of the 
passage) and believe this context requires a negative interpretation of all 
of verse 22. However, since both the Gospel of Luke and the Book of Acts 
commonly use the Greek term for “testifying” (speaking well) in a positive 
sense, it is reasonable that Luke was trying to describe the Nazareth crowd’s 
mixed reactions. In any case, even if the crowd’s initial reaction was positive, 
they quickly turned on Jesus as their interaction continued. If some or even 
most of the crowd reacted positively at first, then the question about Jesus’ 
being Joseph’s son was meant to raise an objection. In the minds of some at 
the Nazareth synagogue, Jesus could only be the boy who grew up in their 
village who now was making unbelievable, heretical claims of an exalted 
status and a special mission from God.  

VERSE 23

Then he said to them, “No doubt you will quote this proverb to 

me: ‘Doctor, heal yourself. What we’ve heard that took place in 

Capernaum, do here in your hometown also.’”

Jesus knew the doubts that lurked in the hearts of His former neighbors 
and addressed those concerns. The crowd had heard about Jesus’ activities in 
Capernaum, and they expected Him to work miracles in His hometown also. 
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The Gospel of Mark documents several miracles Jesus performed prior to 
His visit to Nazareth. Some in the synagogue crowd probably assumed that 
Jesus performed these miracles to prove His identity. In fact, however, Jesus 
often told the recipients of such blessings not to tell anyone (see Mark 1:44; 
5:43; 8:26). He was also well aware that some people could see such acts of 
authority and still oppose Him, claiming falsely that the healings were done 
by the power of Satan (see Mark 3:22). For determined doubters, no amount 
of proof is sufficient. For them, the problem resides not in the clarity or 
quality of the evidence but in their own hardened hearts.

VERSE 24

He also said, “Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in his 

hometown. 

Jesus sensed that skeptics in the Nazareth synagogue would apply to Him the 
proverbial statement “Doctor, heal yourself” (Luke 4:23) as a call for proof. 
He countered that effort by citing a different piece of popular wisdom. No 
matter what He said, no matter how much proof He provided, it would never 
be enough for some people—particularly those who had preconceived ideas 
about Him. In this setting, a more relevant proverb stated that no prophet 
is accepted in his hometown. Jesus followed this saying with examples—
with a twist—from the lives of two notable Old Testament prophets.

VERSES 25-26

But I say to you, there were certainly many widows in Israel in 

Elijah’s days, when the sky was shut up for three years and six 

months while a great famine came over all the land. Yet Elijah was 

not sent to any of them except a widow at Zarephath in Sidon. 

The accounts of Elijah and Elisha not only illustrate the rejection of a prophet 
in his homeland but also demonstrate the results of such rejection. The truth 
and power of God are not thwarted in such instances; the prophet is simply 
sent to a more respectful and responsive audience. In the days of Elijah, many 
people in Israel had given themselves to the worship of false gods, led notably 
by their king, the wicked Ahab. The call to repent was ignored and Elijah 
prophesied the judgment of God in the form of a drought and great famine. 
When his prophetic warning was ignored and Elijah was threatened, God sent 
him out of Israel and to a widow at Zarephath (“Sarepta,” KJV) in Sidon. 
This Canaanite widow welcomed and cared for Elijah and, in turn, was blessed 
by his presence (see 1 Kings 17). As a result, Israel did not receive the blessing 
of the prophet’s presence and ministry, but a receptive Gentile did! 
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VERSE 27

And in the prophet Elisha’s time, there were many in Israel who 

had leprosy, and yet not one of them was cleansed except Naaman 

the Syrian.” 

Elisha, the prophetic successor of Elijah, was a proven man of God and worker 
of miracles (see 1 Kings 19; 2 Kings 2–13). In Elisha’s time, many people in 
Israel evidently suffered from leprosy (see 2 Kings 7:3). (In ancient times, 
this term may have covered a number of serious skin diseases, including 
what we know today as Hansen’s Disease.) Yet the only account of a leper 
going to Elisha and receiving healing involved Naaman [NAY uh muhn] 
the Syrian, not an Israelite (see 2 Kings 5:1-19)! Jesus used the example 
of Naaman—and the fact that Scripture records no other account of a leper 
coming to Elisha for healing—to support the truism that a prophet is not 
honored in his own home. As a result, the lepers of Israel did not receive the 
blessing of healing, while the receptive and obedient Gentile Naaman did. 

The people of Nazareth had known Jesus as an ordinary Jewish boy; 
now they had trouble seeing Him as anything more. They struggled with 
the claims Jesus was making about Himself, His relationship with God the 
Father, and His mission in life. People today face a similar challenge. All of us 
need the blessing of Jesus’ saving power and presence. However, many of us 
struggle to believe in Him as Savior and Lord. Those of us who are believers 
have been commissioned to take up Jesus’ message to present full and clear 
testimony about Him and the faith.  

MISGUIDED RESPONSE (Luke 4:28-30) 

VERSE 28

When they heard this, everyone in the synagogue was enraged. 

When the Nazareth crowd heard what Jesus was proclaiming, everyone in 
the synagogue was enraged. What set the crowd off to have such a reaction? 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the articles titled “Miracles, Signs, Wonders” (pp. 1110–1111) and 

“Sign” (pp. 1470–1471) in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised 

and Expanded. What is the difference between appropriately recognizing 

a sign from God and inappropriately seeking a sign? How can believers 

know the difference?
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Was it the references to Gentiles being blessed instead of the Jewish people? 
Did the crowd think that Jesus’ claims to be anointed of God and speaking 
for God were blasphemous? Were they offended by Jesus’ refusal to bless the 
people of His hometown with the same miracles He had done elsewhere? 
Perhaps the combination of all these supposed insults was simply too much; 
it ignited the listeners into an unreasonable rage. 

VERSE 29

They got up, drove him out of town, and brought him to the edge 

of the hill that their town was built on, intending to hurl him over 

the cliff.  

In a rage, the crowd not only expelled Jesus from the synagogue but also 
drove Him out of town. The word rendered drove … out is used elsewhere 
to describe the expulsion of a demon (see Luke 11:14). The people brought 
(“led,” KJV; “took,” NIV) Jesus to the edge of the hill outside the village 
with the intent of throwing Him over the cliff. It is unclear whether the 
people expected the fall to be fatal or further intended to stone Jesus from 
the top of the cliff. 

VERSE 30

But he passed right through the crowd and went on his way. 

Evidently, Jesus did not resist when the people drove Him out of the 
synagogue and town. However, He passed right through the crowd when 
they attempted to kill Him. In a sense—and to their shame—the crowd 
witnessed a demonstration of the miraculous power of God in Jesus’ escape. 
They had rejected Jesus as a fraud, but His final act among them revealed 
their gross error and sin. Jesus’ identity was not (and is not) based on popular 
affirmation or rejection. The same is true today. Many people will hear the 
gospel. Some will reject it; others will actively attack the faith. In this context, 
may the witness of the church persevere regardless of the hearers’ reactions.

E XPLORE FURTHER

When have you or others you know experienced clear hostility toward or 

rejection of the gospel? How did these experiences impact you (or others) 

in regard to subsequent opportunities to share the gospel with people? 

In what ways has the Lord helped you overcome fear of encountering 

rejection and hostility toward the gospel?
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Followed
Jesus uses ordinary people with diverse backgrounds in His work .

I lead an ongoing adult Bible study group at Sunrise Church. I also participate 
in a separate men’s Bible study group and in various outreach and ministry 
activities with fellow believers when I am not traveling or working for 
Gateway Seminary. Sunrise is a friendly Christian community open to a 
diversity of believers. In fact, it is the most diverse congregation I have ever 
been part of in all my years as a follower of Jesus. 

My church family includes people from a host of ethnic backgrounds—
Anglo, Hispanic, Asian, African-American, and others. No single ethnic 
group forms an absolute majority in the congregation. We have owners 
of successful businesses as well as families who need assistance to put 
daily food on their tables. Former gang members and drug users worship 
alongside former and current law enforcement officers. Recent immigrants 
to the United States gather and serve with lifelong citizens of this nation. 
Sometimes when I look around at our worshiping congregation it reminds 
me of the apostle John’s vision of a “people for God … from every tribe and 
language and people and nation” (Rev. 5:9). 

In my experience, diversity enriches and strengthens both the fellowship 
and the witness of a church congregation. Not only does God love all people 
and desire their salvation, but when they turn to Him through faith in 
Jesus, He uses ordinary believers with diverse backgrounds in His work. 
Each believer has the ability to reach into his or her culture and former 
associations to share the gospel in ways believers of other backgrounds 
would not be able to do. God uses a diversity of people to do His work, and 
their common commitment to Him makes them a family united in His love 
and service.

The Bible passage for this session focuses on some people in Jesus’ day who 
used their background and religion to isolate themselves and exclude others. 
Further, they expected Jesus to do the same. Jesus’ selection of outcasts as 
disciples and His efforts to bring salvation to all, regardless of background, 
shocked these religious leaders. The church in every generation and in every 
place still has to decide who it will follow—Jesus or the Pharisees. 

Session 9   |   Luke 5:4-11,27-32
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 5:1-11,27-32

The Gospel of Luke follows the account of Jesus’ rejection in Nazareth with 
a brief section on His early ministry in Galilee. Short accounts of the freeing 
of a demon-possessed man in the synagogue in Capernaum (4:31-37) and 
the healing of Simon Peter’s mother-in-law (4:38-39) lead to a summary 
statement of additional exorcisms, healings, and preaching (4:40-44). 

As Jesus’ fame grew, He had to deal with ever larger groups of people 
crowding around Him to hear His words and to witness His miracles. On 
occasion when He ministered around the shoreline of the Sea of Galilee, He 
taught the crowds by speaking from a boat that was anchored just offshore 
(see Matt. 13:2; Mark 3:9-10; 4:1). Luke 5:1-3 presents just such a teaching 
event on the shore of “Lake Gennesaret,” an alternate name for the Sea 
of Galilee. “Gennesaret” was the name of a fertile plain that lay between 
Capernaum and the lake. Some people also referred to the Sea of Galilee 
as the Sea of Tiberias (after a Roman city established on its shore). Luke’s 
description of the sea as a lake was understandable, as it was (and is) a body 
of fresh water. 

In 1986, two fishermen from a nearby settlement discovered the remains 
of an ancient boat buried in the silt along the shore of Lake Gennesaret. 
The boat apparently was a fishing vessel. It had a deck at the bow and was 
powered by a single sail and/or four oars. It could carry up to fifteen people 
or a comparable load of cargo. Experts date the excavated and preserved 
ruins to around the time of Jesus, although nothing connects this specific 
boat to Jesus or His disciples. Nonetheless, the artifact offers today’s Bible 
students a fair idea of the size and shape of a first-century fishing vessel such 
as the one Simon Peter owned and into which Jesus entered one day to teach 
the crowds.  

EXPLORE THE TEXT

PETER, JAMES, AND JOHN (Luke 5:4-11)

Luke used this section to introduce his Gospel’s audience to Simon Peter as 
well as the brothers James and John. Although this is the first appearance of 
these men in Luke’s Gospel, they might have met Jesus prior to this event. 
John’s Gospel records an earlier occasion when Peter’s brother, Andrew, 
introduced Peter to Jesus as the long-anticipated Messiah (see John 1:40-42). 
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Since James and John were Simon Peter’s partners in a fishing business (see 
Luke 5:10), it seems reasonable to think they also had heard of Jesus—
perhaps even met Him—soon after Andrew and Peter’s first encounter. 

VERSE 4

When he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out into 

deep water and let down your nets for a catch.”

The boat Jesus saw on the shore and asked to use belonged to Simon Peter 
(5:3). Given the probable size of the boat, launching it off the shore and 
managing it with oars would have taken at least two if not more people, 
one of whom was Simon. The text does not tell us about the content of 
Jesus’ teaching on this occasion or how long He spoke. Nonetheless, at the 
conclusion of His teaching time, Jesus evidently felt it appropriate to repay 
the fishermen’s loan of their boat and gift of their time. 

Jesus instructed Simon to put out into deep water and let down your 
nets for a catch. Because the part of the instruction to let down your nets uses 
a plural verb, the implication follows that more men than just Peter had kept 
the boat steady while Jesus was teaching. In any case, Jesus’ instruction also 
hints that a catch of fish would definitely result. Peter, a seasoned fisherman, 
initially either seemed to miss the implication of Jesus’ words or doubt that 
anyone—including the Messiah—could guarantee the result of a fishing trip.

VERSE 5

“Master,” Simon replied, “we’ve worked hard all night long and 

caught nothing. But if you say so, I’ll let down the nets.” 

Simon responded to Jesus respectfully by calling Him Master, yet showing 
skepticism about His fishing recommendation. This term of respect is a 
synonym for “rabbi” and occurs several times in Luke’s Gospel, usually by a 
disciple addressing Jesus. The term literally refers to one who “stands over” 
another, emphasizing the recognition of the person’s authority. 

Simon pointed out that he and his crew had worked hard all night 
and caught nothing. This comment, along with the information that the 
fishermen were washing their nets when Jesus first approached them (see 5:2), 
indicates that Jesus began teaching the crowd in the morning time, shortly 
after the fishing crew returned from their overnight work. Setting out on 
another trip at the conclusion of Jesus’ teaching—possibly around midday—
meant the men’s workday would be extended well beyond the normal time. 
Further, the prospect of catching fish didn’t seem promising. Simon Peter and 
his crew evidently preferred to fish at night, using torchlights to attract fish 
toward the boat and into the range of the nets. Speaking of nets, they would 
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need to be cleaned (and possibly repaired) yet again upon the crew’s return. 
Despite all of these factors, however, and out of respect for Jesus, Peter agreed 
to steer the boat into deeper water and let down the nets. 

VERSES 6-7

When they did this, they caught a great number of fish, and their 

nets began to tear. So they signaled to their partners in the other 

boat to come and help them; they came and filled both boats so 

full that they began to sink. 

When the fishermen obeyed Jesus’ direction, the result was amazing! They 
caught a great number of fish, just as Jesus promised. A similar incident 
occurred on a later occasion following Jesus’ resurrection. The Gospel of John 
records that Peter and some of the other disciples left Jerusalem and returned 
to Galilee to go fishing. The risen Lord appeared on the shore and instructed 
the fishermen to cast their nets on the opposite side of the boat.  When they 
did, the disciples hauled in so many large fish—153 to be precise—that they 
had to drag the net to shore rather than lift it into the boat (see John 21:2-11). 
In the earlier instance recorded by Luke, the fishermen began hauling in their 
fish-filled nets but stopped when their nets began to tear. 

Rather than risk further damage to their nets and the loss of the fish, the 
men signaled to their partners and the other boat came out to help with 
the catch. After the second boat arrived, the fishermen began transferring 
the fish from the damaged nets into the boats. The volume of fish was so 
great that both boats reached capacity. Between the weight of the men, their 
equipment, and the amazing catch of fish, both boats began riding so low in 
the water that they were in danger of being swamped and sinking. 

VERSES 8-9

When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus’s knees and said, “Go 

away from me, because I’m a sinful man, Lord!” For he and all 

those with him were amazed at the catch of fish they had taken,  

Peter’s response to this miracle reveals that his understanding of Jesus, while 
not yet full, was growing. For the first time, Peter referred to Jesus as Lord. 
While the Greek term rendered Lord could be used as a simple title of respect 
(like the English word “sir”), it could also be used in reference to the Lord God. 
The rest of Peter’s actions and words resembles the response of the prophets 
who encountered God. Recognizing the greatness and the power of the One 
in whose presence they were, the prophets recognized their unworthiness and 
fell to a posture of repentance and worship (see Isa. 6:5; Ezek. 1:28). 
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Peter understood Jesus’ amazing act for what it was—not just a gift but 
a revelation. By pleading for Jesus to go away from him because he was 
a sinful man, Peter declared his understanding of the miracle’s implications. 
He recognized that the power of God was present and at work in the Person 
of Jesus. Others in the boats might have been busy sorting fish and working 
to get the boats safely to shore, but Peter realized that something far more 
important than the catch of fish had just happened. Through the grandeur of 
the event, he realized the identity of Jesus as Lord. 

Peter also knew he was unworthy to be in Jesus’ holy presence. A holy 
presence can bring destruction to the sinner (Ex. 20:19; Judg. 13:22). But 
Peter and others would soon learn that Jesus did not come to condemn 
sinners but to rescue them. Beginning with the account of this event, the 
Gospel of Luke makes this point repeatedly (see 5:32; 7:49-50; 15:1-7).  

VERSE 10

and so were James and John, Zebedee’s sons, who were Simon’s 

partners. “Don’t be afraid,” Jesus told Simon. “From now on you 

will be catching people.”

James and John also witnessed the miracle. They or their father may have 
owned the second boat that came to help with the large catch. Luke introduced 
these two men as Zebedee’s sons and as Simon’s partners. The comment 
reveals that Peter, James, and John were more than simple laborers. They 
were partners in a commercial fishing business. They had much to leave and 
much to lose when Jesus called them to leave their business and follow Him. 
James and John, like all those with Peter that day, were amazed. Yet none 
of them are recorded as making the same insightful leap of faith that Simon 
Peter did.

Jesus responded to Peter with assurance and a revelation. The words don’t 
be afraid echo the same divine assurance given previously in the narrative 
to Zechariah, Mary, and the shepherds (1:13,30; 2:10). In each instance, the 
recipients of the words were presented a good-news revelation, not a word of 
judgment. To Peter, the follow-up revelation was also positive: “From now 
on you will be catching people!” Not only did Simon have nothing to fear, 
but Jesus had a new and important job for him. 

The Greek word translated catching literally means “to take alive.” In 
2 Timothy 2:26, the apostle Paul used this same word to describe people who 
had been spiritually captured by the devil to do his will. In contrast, people 
who are captured by the good news of Jesus become equipped to do the will of 
God. Just as John the Baptist prepared the way for the Messiah, Simon Peter 
would be inspired by the Spirit of God to follow Jesus, learn from Him, and 
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later cast the gospel net, drawing into the kingdom of God all who repent and 
believe. We cannot be sure how much Peter understood on the shore that day. 
However, the One whom this fisherman had just affirmed as Lord had called 
him to the task, and the world would witness Peter’s enthusiastic—although 
at times misguided—obedience as the gospel story unfolded.

VERSE 11

Then they brought the boats to land, left everything, and 

followed him. 

The exchange between Jesus and Peter apparently took place on the boat 
while the fishermen were struggling with the nets. The men eventually got 
all of the fish and nets into the boats and then brought the boats to land. 
The parallel account of this event in Mark’s Gospel reveals that Jesus called 
Simon Peter and his brother, Andrew, as well as James and John as disciples 
on this same occasion (see Mark 1:16-20). Luke focused primarily on Peter’s 
call, yet the plural pronoun they in Luke 5:11 indicates that others left 
everything and followed Jesus that day as well.  

Encountering Jesus, hearing His teachings, and witnessing the 
demonstration of divine power moved Peter, James, and John to take a 
radical turn in their lives. Peter confessed his sinfulness, admitting his 
unworthiness to even stand in Jesus’ holy presence. Yet, he also learned 
that his past sinfulness, having been forgiven, did not disqualify him from 
serving a merciful, life-transforming God. Thankfully, God deals with His 
children today in the same way. 

LEVI (Luke 5:27-28)

As Luke continued his account of Jesus’ early ministry in Galilee, he told of 
Jesus’ healing a man with leprosy (5:12-16). The leprous man showed great 
faith in presenting himself to Jesus, and Jesus showed amazing compassion 
in touching someone whom society deemed untouchable. Luke then related 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the articles title “Peter,” (pp. 1253–1254) “James,” (p. 851-852) and 

“John” (pp. 910–913) in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and 

Expanded. What do you think Jesus saw in these men to call them as His 

first disciples? How has your personal and family background served to 

help prepare you to be a follower of Christ?
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the account of Jesus’ forgiving a paralyzed man’s sins and, in the process, 
confronting the hypocrisy of religious authorities who witnessed the event 
(5:17-26). These two accounts set the stage for Jesus’ calling as a disciple one 
who was despised as both an outcast and sinner. 

VERSE 27

After this, Jesus went out and saw a tax collector named Levi 

sitting at the tax office, and he said to him, “Follow me.” 

The phrase after this signals the next key event in Luke’s account of Jesus’ 
early ministry in Galilee. The words went out could be either a reference to 
Jesus’ departure from the place where He forgave and healed the paralyzed 
man (see 5:19) or simply a literary way of emphasizing Jesus’ continuing 
ministry activity. In any case, Jesus soon saw a tax collector named Levi 
sitting at the tax office. The Greek term that Luke used for saw means “to 
look intently” at something. In other words, the scene—or perhaps more 
precisely the individual—captured Jesus’ close attention. 

The Roman government employed tax “farmers” who were responsible 
to gather the taxes in a region. These officials in turn often employed local 
tax agents who did the actual work of collection. A key Roman highway ran 
from Damascus to the Mediterranean Sea along the northern and western 
coastlines of the Sea of Galilee, so Levi’s tax office (“receipt of custom,” KJV; 
“tax booth,” ESV; NIV) probably was stationed on the road where significant 
numbers of travelers and merchants passed daily.  

The Jews of Jesus’ day considered all tax officials to be unclean, treating 
them as social outcasts. After all, tax collectors were collaborators with Rome, 
interacted often with Gentiles, and handled money that bore pagan images. 
Jewish leaders might do business if necessary with certain disreputable 
individuals, but tax collectors were never welcome in observant Jewish circles.

Luke identified the tax collector who garnered Jesus’ attention as a man 
named Levi. In Matthew’s Gospel, the same man is identified as “Matthew” 
(Matt. 9:9)—he is the writer of that Gospel—and Mark’s Gospel adds that Levi 
was  “the son of Alphaeus” (Mark 2:14). The recorded conversation between 
Jesus and Levi (in all three Gospel accounts) consisted of only two words. 
Jesus said to the tax collector,  “Follow me.” Levi would have understood 
this call as an invitation to become Jesus’ disciple. It would involve leaving 
behind his tax business and self-made plans for his future. Levi had to make 
an abrupt, life-changing decision of submission, trust, and obedience.  

VERSE 28

So, leaving everything behind, he got up and began to follow him. 
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The cost of discipleship can be high, and not all will accept the invitation. 
Later in his Gospel, Luke included an account of a wealthy young ruler whom 
Jesus challenged to sell everything, distribute the money to the poor, and 
then to come and follow Him. That young man turned away from becoming a 
disciple, presumably because he decided the cost was too high (18:18-23). By 
contrast, Levi left everything behind, … got up and began to follow Jesus.

Notably, Jesus did not make a blanket demand for all His followers to sell 
everything they owned. Peter, James, and John, for example, were not told 
to sell their interest in their fishing business and distribute the proceeds. 
Zacchaeus, also a tax collector, voluntarily committed to give half of his 
wealth to the poor and pledged to repay fourfold anyone whom he had 
overcharged (see Luke 19:1-10). Taken together, these passages emphasize 
that Jesus’ key demand for discipleship involved the removal of anything 
standing in the way of wholehearted commitment. The invitation to follow 
Jesus today is just as personal and just as absolute.  

SINNERS (Luke 5:29-32)

Jesus’ behavior genuinely mystified the Jewish religious leaders of His 
day. The most prominent group at the time was the Pharisees. Sadly, their 
devotion to the law led them to a legalistic application and disdain for those 
who did not adhere to their rigid traditions. When Levi hosted a reception 
for Jesus at his home, some nearby Pharisees and scribes criticized Jesus for 
associating with sinners.

VERSE 29

Then Levi hosted a grand banquet for him at his house. Now there 

was a large crowd of tax collectors and others who were reclining 

at the table with them. 

As scandalized as Jesus’ critics may have been at His choice of Levi the tax 
collector to be one of His disciples, the critics found what happened next 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the articles titled “Matthew” (p. 1067) and “Matthew, Gospel of” (pp. 

1067–1070) in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. 

What does Jesus’ call of Levi/Matthew say about the nature of grace and 

the nature of the church? How can your current profession/occupation be 

a point of connection with others for the advance of the gospel?
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to be almost unbelievable. Rather than separate from his former life and 
associates, Levi (Matthew) hosted a grand banquet (“a great feast,” KJV; 
ESV) for Jesus at his house and invited a large crowd of tax collectors and 
other social outcasts to the feast along with Jesus and His disciples (see Matt. 
9:10; Mark 2:15).

The phrase who were guests renders a Greek term that literally means 
“who were reclining.” A feast in the Roman style included low couches 
arranged beside a U-shaped table. Diners reclined on their left elbow and 
ate with their right hand. That Levi was able to provide such a feast for so 
many guests in his home indicates that he had accumulated considerable 
wealth. According to the Pharisees, however, to enter a tax collector’s home 
and have a meal with a host of other “sinners” present would make Jesus and 
His disciples unclean as well. 

VERSE 30

But the Pharisees and their scribes were complaining to his 

disciples, “Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and 

sinners?”

Ironically, the Pharisees were not at the feast, yet they knew who did attend and 
afterward were complaining to Jesus’ disciples. The Greek word rendered 
were complaining (“murmured against,” KJV; “grumbled,” ESV) appears often 
in the Septuagint [sep TOO uh jint] (an ancient Greek translation of the Old 
Testament) to describe the Israelites’ constant grumbling against Moses and 
God in the wilderness (see Ex. 15:24; 16:7-8; Num. 14:2). Evidently, those 
who knew the Scriptures (especially the Books of the Law) better than most 
in the first century failed to see the hypocrisy and irony of their actions. If 
they were actually seeking understanding, why not ask Jesus Himself? More 
likely, the grumbling religious leaders were trying to discourage people from 
following Jesus by criticizing Him behind His back.  

The critics also characterized Levi’s other guests at the banquet as sinners, 
casting the entire crowd in the most negative light possible. Although 
phrased as a question, the critics’ aim was undoubtedly to communicate 
how improper and ungodly they found Jesus’ actions to be. How could the 
disciples follow a teacher who claimed to be a man of God yet engaged in 
such ungodly actions and associated with such ungodly people? 

VERSE 31

Jesus replied to them, “It is not those who are healthy who need a 

doctor, but those who are sick. 
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Evidently, the Pharisees took their criticisms directly to Jesus after chiding 
His disciples. Jesus answered His critics’ charges not only to defend His 
actions but also to help them understand the goodness and truth underlying 
His behavior. His reply served as both a response to His critics and instruction 
for His disciples. And it was cast as a deceptively simple parable.  

Who could disagree with the obvious truth that those who are healthy 
do not need a doctor but those who are sick certainly do? Further, how 
worthless would a doctor be who refused to ever interact with sick people? 
Jesus’ simple observation destroys the misguided idea that godly people 
who know the solution for sin should avoid all contact with ungodly people. 
Complete isolation from sinners does not make Christ’s followers better; to 
the contrary, it makes it impossible for those of us who are believers to do 
some of the very things our Master has commanded us to do. 

VERSE 32

I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” 

Jesus’ equally concise application of His parable revealed His purpose for 
coming into the world. He came to call … sinners to repentance. This 
simple statement is full of deep truths. First, it asserts the reality and the 
devastating effects of sin. Second, it asserts that sinners need help dealing 
with their sin problem. Third, it asserts that God calls to sinners—that is, 
He desires the return of sinners to a right relationship with Him. Fourth, it 
asserts that repentance is required. And fifth, it offers hope that sinners can 
indeed return to a right relationship with God. 

Jesus’ mission as Savior required that He interact with sinners. Some, 
such as Matthew and his friends, knew they were sinners. Others, such as 
the hypercritical Pharisees, needed to learn the truth of their own sin and 
their own need. Jesus did not shrink from contact with either the religious 
or the irreligious sinner. He called for repentance and offered hope to both. 

The church today has the God-given task of following Jesus’ example. We 
too must seek out and interact with the lost. We must go to those in need of 
salvation with a call for repentance and a gospel message of love and hope. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read Jude 22-23. What counsel is given to believers in these verses about 

interacting with unbelievers? In what practical ways would you instruct 

a young believer to put this biblical counsel into practice? How have you 

recently put this counsel into practice?
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Forgives
Jesus has the power to forgive sin .

My Sunday morning Bible study group begins each session with a time 
of prayer. We praise the Lord for blessings and intercede for one another 
concerning both physical and spiritual needs. We confess our sins and pray 
for God’s cleansing. We affirm our desire to see His will done even when we 
do not understand the things that are happening in our lives at the moment. 
We remain confident that God loves us and answers our prayers. 

I must confess that often the majority of my group’s prayers that are 
voiced aloud relate to illnesses and pleas for relief. I am not distressed by 
this fact, however. It is our neediness that most often drives us to God. For 
the believer, praying about one’s needs is a proper response. I have even seen 
illness or other difficult situations motivate unbelievers to seek out God’s 
help. This is proper too. In times of vulnerability when people are forced 
to face the harsh reality that they are not really in control, spiritual and 
transforming prayer-conversations can take place. 

This session’s Bible passage introduces us to a man who was motivated by 
a physical malady to find and present himself to Jesus. In the encounter, we 
can see both the compassion and priorities of Christ. He cared for the man and 
seemed moved by the man’s illness. But Jesus’ first words to him addressed 
the man’s deeper need—the need for forgiveness of sin. As followers of Jesus, 
we too ought to be moved with compassion when we see the needs of those 
around us. In those moments of care and ministry, compassion for those in 
need should also reach into the spiritual realm, touching what is still people’s 
greatest need: to meet the Savior, Jesus Christ.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 5:12-26

Luke’s Gospel reveals that the hostile reaction to Jesus in His hometown 
of Nazareth resulted in part from His refusal to do miracles in their midst 
(4:23-30). Still, the miracles He performed in the towns and areas near 

Session 10   |   Luke 5:17-26
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Nazareth clearly demonstrated the power of God at work in Jesus’ ministry.  
After the Nazareth episode, Luke recorded the account of a series of exorcisms 
and healings Jesus performed (4:31-44), including the healing of a man with 
leprosy (5:12-16). One might think these miracles would have persuaded 
even the skeptics of Nazareth that Jesus was, in fact, the Messiah (4:18-19). 
What they revealed more often than not, however, was that people who are 
determined to reject Jesus can always find an excuse to do so. 

The Pharisees doubted Jesus’ authority to forgive sins (5:17-26), challenged 
the propriety of His associating with sinners (5:27-32), questioned His refusal 
to require fasting (5:33-39), and accused Him of flouting their traditions by 
harvesting (6:1-5) and healing (6:6-10) on the Sabbath. Jesus engaged with 
His critics at every turn, explaining His actions, but to no avail. At the end 
of this series of five conflict accounts, the Pharisees were no less furious with 
Jesus than the skeptics of Nazareth had been. 

The Pharisees at this stage did not attack Jesus physically. They were more 
subtle in their tactics, plotting what they might do to Him (6:11). Mark’s 
Gospel presents the same series of conflicts and reveals that the Pharisees 
began conspiring with another group to find a way to kill Jesus (see Mark 
3:6). Opponents saw Jesus’ actions as offenses against their traditions and 
threats to their power. Eyes of faith saw evidence of God’s desire to deliver His 
children in need. While the accounts are stories of conflict, in Luke’s Gospel 
they also provide stories of hope. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

HOPE DEMONSTRATED (Luke 5:17-19)

Some men brought a paralyzed man to Jesus while He was teaching a crowd 
that included some Pharisees and scribes. Unable to gain close access to the 
Teacher, the men took the paralyzed man onto the building’s roof, opened a 
hole in the roof, and lowered the man into the room where Jesus was teaching. 

VERSE 17

On one of those days while he was teaching, Pharisees and 

teachers of the law were sitting there who had come from every 

village of Galilee and Judea, and also from Jerusalem. And the 

Lord’s power to heal was in him. 

On some days, Jesus sought out solitude to pray and commune with 
the Father (see Luke 5:16). On other days, however, He engaged in public 
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ministry. On one of those days of public ministry, Jesus was teaching in 
a house in Capernaum (see Mark 2:1). Among the crowd that flocked to hear 
Him teach that day were a number of Pharisees and teachers of the law. 

The Pharisees represented one of the largest and most conservative sects 
of Judaism in the first century. While another sect, the Sadducees, exercised 
greater political authority, especially in regard to the temple in Jerusalem, 
the Pharisees had great influence in the synagogues scattered throughout 
Judea and Galilee. The Pharisees insisted on the Mosaic law and the Prophets 
as authoritative Scripture. However, their zeal for the law led to a legalism 
that imposed restrictions and rules beyond what the law itself required. The 
Pharisees came to see themselves as the true interpreters and protectors of 
God’s law for the common people. Jesus’ conflicts with the Pharisees typically 
centered on His rejection of their burdensome, unscriptural traditions and 
unsound interpretations of the law. The phrase teachers of the law is the rough 
equivalent of the term scribes used in other contexts (see Luke 15:2). Here 
the phrase likely refers to a group of Scripture experts within the Pharisees. 

On this particular occasion, Pharisaic leaders from all over the holy land—
Galilee and Judea, and also from Jerusalem—arrived in Capernaum 
to hear Jesus. Luke said nothing about their motivation. Some may have 
been attracted by Jesus’ teachings; others might have been curious about 
the stories of His healings and exorcisms. Still others likely came as either 
skeptics or authorities intent on exposing Jesus as a dangerous violator of 
their religious traditions. 

Luke concluded verse 17 with a somewhat obvious comment that the 
Lord’s power to heal was evident in Jesus that day. The Gentile audience of 
Luke’s Gospel would have been familiar with various pagan gods who claimed 
the power to heal. The Pharisees later touted the false claim that Jesus healed 
by the power of Satan! Luke’s comment here makes plain that the source of 
Jesus’ healing power was neither pagan nor satanic. Jesus’ healings revealed 
that the power of the one true God, the Lord, was at work in Him. Moreover, 
Jesus’ power to heal applied not only to the body but also to the soul. 

VERSE 18

Just then some men came, carrying on a stretcher a man who 

was paralyzed. They tried to bring him in and set him down 

before him. 

From a narrative standpoint, Luke’s comment at the end of verse 17 also 
provided a signal regarding what happened next as Jesus was teaching the 
crowd gathered in the house at Capernaum. Some men arrived who were 
carrying on a stretcher a man who was paralyzed. None of the Gospel 
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writers reporting this event identify these individuals, although Mark’s 
Gospel states there were “four of them” who bore the stretcher (Mark 2:3). 
It can be reasonably speculated that whoever these men were, they had 
been touched by—or at least very impressed by—Jesus’ ministry. The effort 
they put forth to get their friend to Jesus indicates the confidence they had 
that Jesus could deliver him from his condition. In addition, the four also 
served as witnesses to both the severity and reality of the man’s condition. 
Jesus’ critics tried to deny His miracles. The Gospels’ indication of so many 
witnesses to the man’s condition before and after the healing gave added 
validation to Jesus’ identity and power. 

The paralyzed man’s need was great and obvious. He could not walk. The 
Greek verb rendered was paralyzed (“taken with a palsy,” KJV) literally means 
“to loosen or weaken from one side.” It was used also to describe the weakening 
of nerves and muscles in the legs, the result of which was to become disabled 
or lame. Luke did not specify the man’s precise condition, its duration, or 
its cause. Nevertheless, the fact that the man had to be transported on a 
stretcher (“bed,” KJV; ESV; “mat,” NIV) indicates it was impossible for him to 
move about on his own.  

VERSE 19

Since they could not find a way to bring him in because of the 

crowd, they went up on the roof and lowered him on the stretcher 

through the roof tiles into the middle of the crowd before Jesus. 

Up to this point in his account, Luke had not indicated whether Jesus was 
teaching inside a building or outside in some public gathering place. Mark’s 
account tells that He was “at home” in Capernaum (Mark 2:1), a notation 
that some Bible scholars conclude is a reference to Peter and Andrew’s house 
(see Mark 1:29). In any case, the details found in Luke 5:19 confirm that 
Jesus was teaching inside a house packed with listeners. And this fact posed 
a problem for the paralyzed man’s four friends: they could not find a way 
to bring him in.  

Houses in Israel at this time frequently had an external staircase leading 
up to a flat roof. The roof served as additional living space, open to the breeze 
and thus cooler in the summertime. (This kind of structure is implied as 
well in Acts 10:9 as the place where Simon Peter went to pray.) Not to be 
denied, the paralyzed man’s friends carried him up on the roof, where they 
removed a section of the roof tiles and lowered the man directly into the 
room where Jesus was teaching. 

Tiled roofs were common in first-century Roman-style construction and 
suggest that Jesus was teaching either in a fairly prosperous family’s house 
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or in a public building. None of the Gospel writers described the commotion 
caused by the four men’s act or the reaction of the building’s owner. All focus 
was on the friends’ persistence, the paralyzed man’s need, and especially 
on Jesus’ response when faced with the remarkable faith demonstrated by 
these men. 

The friends’ act, while hinting of desperation, actually was a display of 
hope. It implied that the paralyzed man had no hope of recovery by routine 
means. And just as Jesus offered the only hope for the man in first-century 
Capernaum, He also is the only true hope for people today who are afflicted 
with their sins and incapable of curing themselves. True friends do whatever 
it takes to bring such needy people to meet Jesus. 

FORGIVENESS GRANTED (Luke 5:20-24)

We have no idea how far these four men had transported their friend that 
day. Neither do we know what the men knew about Jesus beforehand or what, 
if anything, they might have seen Him do in other places. Clearly, however, 
they believed that Jesus could heal their friend and thus were determined to 
overcome any barrier to get him in front of Jesus. What they witnessed went 
far beyond the physical healing of a friend. 

VERSE 20

Seeing their faith he said, “Friend, your sins are forgiven.” 

Everyone where Jesus was teaching must have watched with shock and 
dismay as the four men dismantled the roof and lowered their friend into the 
room. Jesus saw something in these men that likely no one else saw: He saw 
their faith. This event marks the first time in Luke’s Gospel that the Gospel 
writer expressed a direct connection between people’s faith and Jesus’ 
working of a miracle. It is significant as well that in this case Jesus observed 
the faith of the entire group. Their faith was evident in their actions.  

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the two articles titled “Jewish Parties in the New Testament” (pp. 

896–897) and “Scribe” (p. 1421) in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, 

Revised and Expanded. What are potential values of faithfully observing 

rituals and traditions connected with the Christian faith? How can believers 

find the balance between faithfully observing Christian traditions and at 

the same time remaining open to new ways of honoring God?
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Nevertheless, it was the paralyzed man alone—not the group—that Jesus 
addressed. The word translated Friend (Greek, anthrope) literally means 
“man” (see KJV; ESV) and may sound rather impersonal to modern readers. 
Both Matthew (in 9:2) and Mark (in 2:5) used a different Greek word (teknon) 
that is typically translated “Child” (or “Son” in the case of a male). The term 
used in the Gospels of Matthew and Mark suggest that while Luke used a 
word that was perhaps more familiar to his Gentile audience, it should be 
interpreted as reflecting a warm and sympathetic tone in Jesus’ voice.  

Unexpectedly, Jesus did not address first the man’s obvious physical 
malady. Instead, He assessed that the man had an even greater and more 
urgent need—spiritual healing. Jesus then announced to the man in a 
matter-of-fact way: your sins are forgiven. We can only wonder how the 
paralyzed man and his friends reacted initially to Jesus’ words. Did they 
understand the priority that Jesus’ statement expressed? Did they think 
Jesus missed the obvious point of their arduous journey? None of the Gospel 
accounts describe the reactions of the man and his friends. But the reaction 
of the Pharisees in the crowd was immediate and filled with outrage. 

VERSE 21

Then the scribes and the Pharisees began to think to themselves, 

“Who is this man who speaks blasphemies? Who can forgive sins 

but God alone?”

Jesus’ pronouncement shocked the scribes and the Pharisees who were 
present. To them, Jesus had made a blasphemous assertion! No man, not 
even a prophet, had the authority to forgive sins. Only God could do that. 
As critics, these religious leaders had heard Jesus’ declaration as an assertion 
that He was forgiving the man’s sins. Interestingly, however, Jesus’ statement 
had not specifically claimed who was doing the forgiving. It simply claimed 
the man had received forgiveness.

Eventually, Jesus’ oneness with God the Father and His role in forgiveness 
would become clear. At this point, however, Jesus’ opponents assumed the 
worst about Him and put the most negative spin on His words they could 
imagine. Whether they levied the charge aloud at this point is not clear; they 
at least thought to themselves that Jesus was one who speaks blasphemies. 

Scholars debate the precise definition of blasphemy and its accompanying 
punishment in first-century Judaism. Blasphemy could consist of an act or 
statement that mocked or denied God. Some ancient rabbinic works included 
speaking ill of the Torah and worshiping idols as acts of blasphemy. The Jewish 
authorities in Capernaum that day worked from an assumption that Jesus 
was no more than this man who claimed to do something only God could do.   
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VERSES 22-23

But perceiving their thoughts, Jesus replied to them, “Why are 

you thinking this in your hearts? Which is easier: to say, ‘Your 

sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up and walk’? 

The word perceiving translates a Greek term that implies full knowledge of 
something. The word rendered thoughts referred to a process of reasoning 
or the results of such reasoning. Used together in the phrase, the two terms 
indicate that Jesus was fully aware of the way these religious leaders reasoned 
as well the conclusions they would reach. Whether by divine insight or 
simply by knowing His audience better than they knew themselves, Jesus 
was prepared for the Pharisees’ reaction to His statement about the man’s 
sins having been forgiven. 

Turning from the paralyzed man to His critics, Jesus brought into the 
open what they were contemplating in their hearts. Rather than debate what 
He had said and His right to make such an assertion, Jesus asked them to 
consider a question that was, in effect, something of a riddle. Would it be 
easier for someone in such an obvious situation of human need to proclaim 
that a man’s sins are forgiven or to direct the man to get up and walk? 
Note that Jesus did not ask His critics which action was easier to do but 
rather which assertion was easier to say. 

The implied answer to Jesus’ riddle-question is that it is easier to make an 
assertion for which the results cannot be immediately proved or disproved. 
Are a man’s sins forgiven? If no visible evidence accompanied the forgiveness, 
who but God could verify that it actually happened? On the other hand, if 
a Teacher directed a paralyzed man to get up and walk, everyone in the room 
would see the results. In this sense, then, the latter command would be 
the more difficult thing to say. It would not only address the man’s obvious 
physical need but also reveal something crucial about the Teacher.

Jesus was showing that, in truth, the two commands were intertwined in 
their significance. Both the forgiving of sins and healing of physical maladies 
are impossible for an ordinary man to do by simply declaring them to be. If 
Jesus were only a man, as His critics presumed, then He could do neither life-
transforming act. By the same reasoning, if Jesus could do either miracle, 
then He was (and is) clearly more than an ordinary man. Indeed, He was the 
One through whom the saving power of God was being manifested. 

VERSE 24

But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on 

earth to forgive sins”—he told the paralyzed man, “I tell you: 

Get up, take your stretcher, and go home.”
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Luke recorded no response from the scribes and Pharisees to Jesus’ question. 
In truth, the reasonable answer was obvious; thus, most listeners in the 
crowd likely understood that Jesus’ question was rhetorical, requiring no 
answer. The account flows so naturally and swiftly from Jesus’ question to 
the healing of the paralyzed man that Jesus may not have given the religious 
leaders time to respond. The question itself served as the foundation for an 
important teaching moment. 

Jesus introduced the healing by telling His listeners that from the healing 
they could know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive 
sins. This is the first appearance of the title Son of Man in reference to 
Jesus in Luke’s Gospel. Bible scholars have discerned three main emphases 
in Scripture regarding this title, depending on the context. First, the title 
appears to be simply a Hebrew way of describing oneself (or another) as 
a human being—one who is born of human parents into the family of 
mankind. Second, the title can echo the usage found in the Book of Ezekiel, 
where God regularly used it to refer to His prophet. And third, the title can 
carry the emphasis found in Daniel 7:13-14 as the One who will exercise 
dominion and execute judgment in the last days—that is, the Messiah. 

How did Jesus use the title about Himself? At times He seemed to use it 
to stress His humanity. He was not like the pagan gods who were believed to 
occasionally appear on earth in human-like attire (see Acts 14:11). He was 
(and is) fully God and fully man. At other times, Jesus clearly used the title Son 

of Man to point to His messianic mission as Savior, Lord, and Judge. In some 
instances, Jesus likely employed the title about Himself in an ambiguous way. 
That is, those able to understand would know He was speaking of His role as 
Messiah while the religious leaders would be unsure of His intent. 

In this instance, Jesus asserted that the Son of Man had authority on earth 

to forgive sins. He may have been affirming that He had divine authority to 
forgive sins even during His incarnation. Alternatively, He may have been 
asserting that He, the eschatological Son of Man prophesied in Daniel 
7:13-14, was in fact already present and beginning His messianic reign. 
This would mean also that the possibility of judgment (the condemning or 
forgiving of sins) at His hands was not entirely future but had begun with 
the coming of Jesus on the earth. 

While the Pharisees in this instance might have been uncertain about 
exactly what Jesus intended with the use of the title, the fact that He was 
applying it to Himself and claiming the authority to forgive sins was obvious 
by His subsequent action. Jesus turned His attention from His critics back to 
the paralyzed man and said, “Get up, take your stretcher, and go home.”  
This command was the more difficult thing to say; when it occurred as stated, 
it logically proved also that the man’s sins had been forgiven.

107Se ssion 10:   Forgives

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



The same words that shocked the Pharisees in the first century provide 
eternal hope for believers today. Those who come to Jesus today, bringing 
their need along with their faith, can be confident of the same reception. 
Jesus forgives all who come to Him in faith.

PRAISE OFFERED (Luke 5:25-26)

The Pharisees thought Jesus was blaspheming when He said the paralytic’s 
sins were forgiven. Others in the crowd might have agreed. Yet they also 
probably agreed with Jesus that the ability to forgive and to heal were both 
expressions of divine power. How, then, would they respond when the 
paralyzed man suddenly stood to his feet, picked up his mat, and went home? 

VERSE 25

Immediately he got up before them, picked up what he had been 

lying on, and went home glorifying God.

The healing of the paralyzed man was immediate. The crowd did not have to 
wait to see if the man would get better—he got up before them, meaning “in 
their presence” or “right in front of them.” The text does not tell us the exact 
extent of the man’s problems. He may have been lame only in his legs. But if 
his problem extended to more of his body, or if his illness had afflicted him for 
long enough that his body was weak and withered, then the act of picking up 
what he had been lying on would add to the wonder of the healing. 

The man’s response to his healing reveals that he understood its true 
source. The first century world had more than its share of so-called healers. 
These charlatans expected praise and payment for whatever they did. Their 
“magic” was their profession, and people who sought their help expected to 
pay for those services (see Acts 8:9-11,18-20). The healed man’s response was 
simply and properly to go home glorifying God. This man’s faith had led 
him to One who did the works of God in the power of God; therefore, he 
ascribed his healing to God, and his response was to praise God. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Son of Man” on pages 1488–1489 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Why do you think Jesus 

favored this title for Himself during His ministry? Why is it important 

for believers to maintain confidence in both Jesus’ full deity and full 

humanity?
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VERSE 26

Then everyone was astounded, and they were giving glory to God. 

And they were filled with awe and said, “We have seen incredible 

things today.” 

How did the rest of the crowd react to the healing? Everyone was astounded 
(“amazed,” KJV; NIV). Luke’s dramatic statement can be literally translated as 
“astonishment seized everyone.” The Greek word rendered astounded implies 
experiencing a profound emotional event that brings people to the point of 
being beside themselves. The crowd was transfixed and dumbfounded. 

Eventually, even the shocked crowd reacted by giving glory to God. Here 
Luke used the same verb for the crowd’s reaction as he did for the healed 
man’s response. To give glory, or glorify, means “to praise someone, to affirm 
their greatness in a way that enhances their reputation.” The crowd was also 
filled with awe—literally, “filled with fear.” The term is the one commonly 
used of the fear of God in the New Testament. It does not imply terror so 
much as a person’s deep-seated awareness of coming into contact with a 
power far beyond one’s control. The crowd was awed by what they witnessed 
but also cowed by the knowledge they were in the presence of God’s power. 

Luke summarized the verbal response of the crowd with the words We 
have seen incredible things today. The phrase rendered incredible things 

can refer either to something that far exceeds expectations or is contrary to 
what was expected. Either way, the crowd was amazed by the remarkable, 
wonderful, unexpected event they witnessed. They went away praising God, 
which implies they believed—at that moment anyway—that Jesus was 
acting in the power of God. 

Later in Luke’s Gospel, we read that some of the religious leaders rejected 
and opposed Jesus. In this account, however, and at this moment, Luke 
evidently included the scribes and Pharisees as part of the crowd. They too, 
it seems, recognized that believers must praise God for His gifts of healing 
and forgiveness. We who know the whole story of Jesus the Messiah should 
do no less. We too must stand in awe and give glory to God! 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Forgiveness” on pages 589–590 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What to you is the most 

incredible aspect of God’s forgiveness of your sins? In what specific 

ways can believers glorify God when someone openly embraces God’s 

forgiveness of sins?
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Reigns
Jesus prioritizes meeting people’s needs over keeping rituals .

Huge wildfires blazing across northern California in recent years have 
been devastating. In one instance, evacuation orders forced thousands of 
residents who lived in a wildfire’s projected path to flee their homes. Some 
of the displaced families had no place to go, so the church where my son and 
his family worship opened their facilities to serve as temporary housing for 
those needing refuge. It did not take long for this church’s facilities (as well as 
all other shelters in the area) to reach capacity and remain at their maximum 
capacity for several days. 

This congregation under normal circumstances adhered to a set of 
guidelines for individuals and groups who wanted to use their campus 
facilities for various activities. For example, no one was allowed to take 
food or drink into the main worship center. In addition, people could not 
bring their pets on campus. Further, groups were not permitted to schedule 
activities at times that conflicted with the church’s regular worship services 
or Bible study gatherings. Finally, groups using the facilities were responsible 
for cleaning and returning the spaces they used to a pre-event state of 
readiness for regular services. 

The wildfires, of course, produced circumstances that were anything 
but normal. Therefore, to help meet the basic needs of these families who 
suddenly found themselves homeless, the church had to suspend some of 
their rules for facility use. The congregation, emulating their compassionate 
Lord, concluded that helping neighbors in dire need was more important to 
them than keeping certain rules designed to protect buildings. 

All churches have routines they like, rules they follow, and traditions they 
value. Most of these routines, rules, and traditions no doubt spring from a 
desire to honor God and follow Jesus. At times, however, our comfortable 
traditions may become a barrier to ministry outside the church’s walls. When 
we think that might be happening, we have to ask ourselves what we value 
more—our traditions or our mission. What are we willing to do? And what 
are we willing to change in order to meet needs, embrace our communities, 
and reach people for Christ? This session’s Bible passage will help us grapple 
with these questions.

Session 11   |   Luke 6:1-11
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 5:33–6:16

As the ministry of Jesus in Galilee unfolded, He came into conflict with 
many of the religious leaders in the synagogues. Most likely these leaders 
had several different reasons for their opposition to what they heard and saw 
from Jesus. Some may have resented His popularity with everyday people. 
Others probably engaged in activities that Jesus condemned and thus felt 
that He was attacking them personally. No doubt some leaders disagreed 
with Jesus’ interpretations and applications of Scripture. However, the 
conflicts with religious leaders most frequently recorded in the Gospels 
related to the traditions of the elders and the impact those traditions and 
their application had on the common people of Israel. 

The traditions of the elders—historic interpretations and applications of 
the law adopted by notable rabbis of the past—revealed a zeal for the law. 
However, Jesus’ teachings and actions revealed at least two major flaws with 
many of those traditions. In some cases, the traditions had misunderstood 
or ignored a scriptural command’s intent, and so misapplied it. In other 
cases, the traditions were applied in ways that seemed unconcerned with the 
very people whom the law was intended to guide and benefit. 

As pointed out in the previous session, both the Gospels of Mark and Luke 
record the same series of five conflict accounts during Jesus’ early ministry. 
Two of these accounts, the healing of the paralyzed man (Mark 2:1-12; 
Luke 5:17-26) and the debate about fasting (Mark 2:18-22; Luke 5:33-35), 
teach important lessons about the identity of Jesus. In three accounts, the 
religious authorities opposed Jesus for eating with sinners (Mark 2:13-17; 
Luke 5:27-32), harvesting grain on the Sabbath to feed His disciples (Mark 
2:23-28; Luke 6:1-5), and healing on the Sabbath (Mark 3:1-6; Luke 6:6-11). 
In all three of these conflict accounts, Jesus showed that He put priority on 
meeting people’s needs over keeping traditions.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

WORK ON THE SABBATH? (Luke 6:1-2)

The English word sabbath comes from a Hebrew term meaning “to cease.” 
The Old Testament records that God rested from His work on the seventh 
day of creation (Gen. 2:2-3). He later commanded the people of Israel to do 
the same (Ex. 20:8-11). Sabbath observance thus became one of the signs 
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of the covenant between God and His people, marking them off as a holy 
nation. Obedience to the command also demonstrated obedience to God 
by the child of God; disobedience carried a severe penalty. Considering the 
importance of Sabbath observance, it should be no surprise that by the first 
century AD, Jewish religious leaders had developed a detailed and rigid list 
of allowed and disallowed activities on the Sabbath. 

VERSE 1

On a Sabbath, he passed through the grainfields. His disciples 

were picking heads of grain, rubbing them in their hands, and 

eating them. 

Travel on a Sabbath was limited by Jewish tradition to two thousand cubits. 
In modern terms, this was equivalent to a little over a half-mile. Luke had 
previously informed his audience that Jesus customarily traveled to and 
from a synagogue on the Sabbath Day (see Luke 4:16). However, the Gospel 
writer did not specify the reason Jesus and His disciples were traveling on 
this particular Sabbath. Neither did he indicate the place where this conflict 
occurred. We can reasonably assume that it was somewhere in the region of 
Galilee, perhaps around Capernaum, Jesus’ base of operations. 

On this particular Sabbath, a group of Pharisees confronted Jesus and 
His disciples (see 6:2). The confrontation mentions neither the fact of travel 
nor the distance traveled, so we may assume those two issues did not figure 
into the confrontation. After all, the Pharisees’ presence in the location 
suggests that the distance of travel was within allowable limits, at least for 
the particular Pharisees involved. 

As Jesus and His disciples were walking, they passed through the 
grainfields. The Greek term translated grainfields points to a cultivated field 
rather than to a specific type of grain. On the other hand, the phrase rendered 
heads of grain typically was used in the New Testament to refer specifically 
to wheat. Likewise, the actions of picking heads of grain and rubbing them 
together in one’s hands to separate out the edible kernels pointed to this 
being a field of ripened wheat. Viewed in the most meticulous and critical 
way possible, Jesus’ disciples were reaping, threshing, winnowing, and 
preparing food. All four of these actions were prohibited on the Sabbath Day 
according to some rabbinic traditions. 

Since grainfields were usually planted by the method of broadcast seeding, 
there were no rows in the field. Jesus and the disciples likely were walking 
along the edge of the fields. Moreover, picking small amounts of grain from 
a field they did not own was not considered theft. As long as a traveler picked 
grains by hand and did not use a harvesting implement such as a scythe, 
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custom allowed this kind of activity. In fact, the Mosaic law explicitly 
permitted such gleaning of small amounts of grain (see Deut. 23:25). 

VERSE 2

But some of the Pharisees said, “Why are you doing what is not 

lawful on the Sabbath?”

An unspecified number of Pharisees observed what Jesus’ disciples were 
doing and objected. They did not object to the act of picking grain from 
someone else’s field. They objected to when the act was done! Any other day 
of the week, this same activity would have been permitted, even approved. 
According to the Pharisees’ traditions, however, the disciples were doing 
what is not lawful on the Sabbath. 

The prohibition against work on the Sabbath was clear in the law 
(Ex. 20:8-11; Deut. 5:14). Moreover, a few Old Testament passages provided 
specific examples of the kinds of work prohibited, such as kindling a fire (see 
Ex. 35:3) or carrying a burden (see Jer. 17:21-22). But most daily activities 
were not expressly mentioned in the Scriptures as prohibited work on the 
Sabbath. Therefore, through the years the rabbis created lists of specific 
activities they defined as work. 

Some ancient rabbinic writings that likely reflect first-century Pharisaic 
practices offer insight into the kinds of work prohibited on the Sabbath. In the 
Talmud, a section called “Shabbat” contains a list of thirty-nine prohibited 
actions including sowing, plowing, reaping, threshing, winnowing, sifting, 
kneading, shearing, spinning, sewing, hunting, dressing a kill, starting a fire, 
writing, using a tool, and carrying a burden. A later list added six activities 
related to each one of the thirty-nine activities in the first list. Still another 
lists prohibits climbing a tree, riding an animal, swimming, clapping hands, 
dancing, or becoming engaged on the Sabbath. 

In spite of these multiple listings of prohibited activities, the rabbis did 
recognize a limited number of exceptions to their rules. For example, even 
on the Sabbath priests could carry out their required duties. Taking whatever 
actions were needed to avoid mortal danger was allowed. Saving the life of 
another was permitted as well. Childbirth and circumcision were allowed on 
the Sabbath. Indeed, any action commanded by God or a response to a life-
threatening circumstance or situation outside the person’s control were 
generally seen as exceptions. 

The Pharisees who confronted Jesus in the field identified the disciples’ 
actions as prohibited work on the Sabbath. They did not concern themselves 
with considering whether there was rationale for granting an exception. 
While their reasoning was typical for the day, it showed a greater concern 
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for their tradition than for people’s basic needs. It also revealed a rigid 
application of tradition over the actual commands of Scripture. 

LORD OF THE SABBATH (Luke 6:3-5)

Jesus responded to the Pharisees by explaining the reason His disciples’ 
actions were proper and the Pharisees’ rule was too restrictive. He used an 
Old Testament example from the life of David to make His point.

VERSES 3-4

Jesus answered them, “Haven’t you read what David and those 

who were with him did when he was hungry—how he entered the 

house of God and took and ate the bread of the Presence, which 

is not lawful for any but the priests to eat? He even gave some to 

those who were with him.”

Jesus answered the Pharisees’ query by asking a question drawn from an 
event recorded in the Old Testament. He knew that the Pharisees included 
the Books of Samuel and Kings as authoritative Scripture. (In the Hebrew 
Scriptures, the Books of Samuel and Kings are characterized along with 
Joshua and Judges as “Former Prophets.”) Thus, the Pharisees certainly knew 
the story of David’s eating consecrated bread from the Lord’s sanctuary at 
Nob while fleeing from King Saul (see 1 Sam. 21:1-6). Later rabbinic tradition 
even asserted that this event took place on a Sabbath Day, based on the 
detail in 1 Samuel 21:6 that the bread had just been removed from its place 
before the Lord.

Jesus thus asked the Pharisees to recall what David and those who were 
with him did when he was hungry. David was not just hungry. He was a 
fugitive, fleeing from King Saul and his warriors who were bent on killing 
David. With the help of his good friend and Saul’s son, Jonathan, David had 
slipped away from the king’s murderous grasp to the town of Nob where a priest 
named Ahimelech gave him assistance. David did not tell the priest that he 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the articles titled “Sabbath” (p. 1396) and “Sabbath Day’s Journey” 

(pp. 1396–1397) in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and 

Expanded. How would you explain the “sabbath principle”—the rationale 

behind the Sabbath—to a new believer? What is an example of observing 

the Lord’s Day too lightly? Too legalistically? Explain your responses.
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was a fugitive from the king. Instead, he claimed to be on an important royal 
mission that was so time-sensitive he had not been able to bring any food or 
weapons with him. While David likely constructed this story in an effort to 
provide Ahimelech plausible cover, the story did not prevent Saul from later 
ordering the execution of all the priests at Nob as well as the destruction of 
the entire town and all its residents (see 1 Sam. 22:6-19). 

The account in 1 Samuel does not state specifically that David entered 
the house of God; nevertheless, several elements in the story indicate that 
he did. First, Ahimelech and the other priests undoubtedly lived in proximity 
to a worship sanctuary. Second, David’s request for the sacred bread implies 
that it was close at hand. Third, the text also states that one of King Saul’s 
shepherds, an Edomite man named Doeg, had been “detained before the 
Lord” (1 Sam. 21:7), indicating that he was at the sanctuary. Doeg witnessed 
David’s arrival and later informed Saul about it (see 1 Sam. 22:9-10). 

Jesus pointed out to His critics that David took and ate the bread of the 
Presence. The phrase bread of the Presence literally is “bread of the faces.” It 
was the showbread that the priest placed on the golden table in the sanctuary 
as a food offering to the Lord. The bread was replaced every Sabbath, and 
only the priests were allowed to eat the replaced sacred bread as part of their 
material support (see Ex. 25:30; Lev. 24:5-9). Those familiar with the account 
in 1 Samuel 21:1-6 would also know that Ahimelech offered the sacred bread 
to David in light of David’s need and because no other bread was available. 
The point was that Ahimelech’s and David’s actions implied human need and 
circumstances permitted an exception to the rigid application of the law.  

VERSE 5

Then he told them, “The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.”

With slight variations in phrasing, the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke all conclude this account with Jesus’ asserting that the Son of Man 
is Lord of the Sabbath. The title Son of Man has the same possible range 
of meanings in this passage as in the previous session’s passage (see p. 107 
and the comments on Luke 5:24). It can refer to Jesus’ humanity or to the 
powerful and authoritative Messiah prophesied in Daniel 7. 

With an emphasis on His humanity, Jesus’ assertion would emphasize 
the theme quoted in Mark 2:27 that “the Sabbath was made for man and not 
man for the Sabbath.” Thus with this understanding, Jesus was asserting 
that God designed the Sabbath and its laws for the benefit of humanity, 
not to create a burdensome rule or hardship. In other words, God’s greater 
concern was about people rather than rituals. Jesus’ mention of the story of 
David demonstrated this truth and justified His and His disciples’ actions in 
the grainfields on the Sabbath.
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Matthew’s Gospel provides additional information about this event, 
revealing that Jesus also reminded the Pharisees that, strictly speaking, 
temple priests violated the Sabbath laws when they “worked” on the Sabbath 
(see Matt. 12:5). Matthew also recorded another part of the debate in which 
Jesus told the Pharisees that “something greater than the temple is here” 
(12:6). The statement is brief and not explained; however, it most likely refers 
to Jesus and His ministry as the Messiah being superior to and the ultimate 
replacement of both the temple and the Sabbath. Jesus, as the Son of Man 
and Lord of all, deserves and requires the ultimate allegiance of all who seek 
to worship and serve God.    

 

DO GOOD ON THE SABBATH? (Luke 6:6-11)

The debate between Jesus and the Pharisees about harvesting on the Sabbath 
took place in a grainfield. Later, a similar debate took place in a synagogue. 
This time, however, the debate centered around healing on the Sabbath.

VERSE 6

On another Sabbath he entered the synagogue and was teaching. 

A man was there whose right hand was shriveled. 

Luke did not indicate how much time passed between the argument about 
harvesting on the Sabbath and this conflict event. Matthew’s Gospel 
implies that Jesus went directly from the confrontation in the field into the 
synagogue of the same people who condemned Him and His disciples (see 
Matt. 12:9). However, Matthew also did not specify how much time passed 
between the two events, so it is best to simply say the second event was some 
time after the dispute in the grainfield. 

Luke explained that Jesus entered the synagogue and was teaching. 
We do not learn from any of the three Gospel accounts of this event what 
Scripture passage Jesus read that day or the theme of His teaching. However, 
all of the accounts focus on Jesus’ encounter with a man in the synagogue 
whose right hand was shriveled (“withered,” KJV; ESV). The Greek word 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “David” on pages 391–393 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Can you think of instances in which 

believers have suspended Christian “rules” in order to serve God and do 

what they believe is right? When do you think such actions are justified?
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translated shriveled literally means “dried up.” In other words, the man’s 
hand was withered and useless. A later tradition speculates that the man was 
a stonemason who had been injured on the job and thus was also unable to 
work. However the man came to his condition, he clearly would welcome help. 

VERSE 7

The scribes and Pharisees were watching him closely, to see if 

he would heal on the Sabbath, so that they could find a charge 

against him. 

The synagogue crowd that day also included scribes and Pharisees. Some 
of them may have been the same critics who earlier had argued with Jesus 
about harvesting grain. At the very least, they were in the ranks of those 
religious leaders who had become skeptical of Jesus. They evidently knew 
that Jesus had the power to heal. They also knew He was willing to break their 
Sabbath traditions regarding prohibited activities. Sadly, their knowledge of 
Jesus’ power to heal did not make them doubt their traditions. Instead, their 
devotion to their traditions made them doubt the source and goodness of the 
healings He performed. 

Luke indicated these religious leaders were watching Jesus closely. The 
verb translated watching … closely carries the sense of guarding, of staying 
near so as to keep watch on someone. They apparently knew that some 
worshipers in the synagogue that day were in need of healing and may have 
come with the hope of receiving some relief from their suffering. 

The scribes and Pharisees had no concern for the suffering of the afflicted. 
They were interested only in watching to see whether Jesus would heal on 
the Sabbath—in a flagrant, public violation of their legalistic traditions. 
Their rules did allow for certain medical treatments on the Sabbath but 
only in life-threatening situations, in cases of childbirth, or if a mandated 
circumcision on the eighth day fell on a Sabbath. Otherwise, healings were to 
be postponed until the next day—no matter how severely a person might be 
suffering. So the scribes and Pharisees kept watch on Jesus to find a charge 
against him. The charge of breaking the Sabbath was serious and could be 
punishable by excommunication, if not death (see Ex. 31:14). At the very 
least, the religious leaders could use the charge to sully Jesus’ reputation, 
diminish His following, and argue for His exclusion from the synagogues. 

VERSE 8

But he knew their thoughts and told the man with the shriveled 

hand, “Get up and stand here.” So he got up and stood there. 
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Once again Luke indicated that Jesus knew the thoughts of His critics. 
The Greek word for thoughts here is the same one that appears in 5:22. The 
comment could mean either that Jesus was aware of these religious leaders’  
logic and motivation in general or had supernatural insight into their 
thinking in the moment. Either way, Jesus understood the implications of 
the action He was about to take. He intentionally committed an act that 
would challenge the scribes and Pharisees’ understanding of the Sabbath. 
How they responded to Jesus’ challenge would be up to them. 

While teaching, Jesus would typically have been seated at the center front 
of the synagogue. From this vantage point, He directed the man with the 
shriveled hand to get up and stand here, meaning to stand beside Jesus 
in the same prominent position. What was about to happen would not take 
place in the shadows or in secret. None of the Gospel writers expressed 
anything about this man’s faith or reason for being in the synagogue that 
day. The account’s focus remains entirely on Jesus and the religious leaders.  

VERSE 9

Then Jesus said to them, “I ask you: Is it lawful to do good on the 

Sabbath or to do evil, to save life or to destroy it?”

Jesus took the initiative to expose the religious leaders’ true attitudes about 
God’s commands. He asked them to pronounce whether it was lawful to do 
good on the Sabbath or to do evil. The phrase to save life or to destroy 
it is parallel to doing good and doing evil. The Greek term rendered lawful 
literally means “permitted” or “authorized.” In other words, Jesus challenged 
the leaders to reflect on the types of activities they permitted and prohibited 
on the Sabbath. Importantly, He did not include the option of doing nothing, 
for doing nothing in the face of either saving or destroying a life was, in effect, 
to do evil. 

VERSE 10

After looking around at them all, he told him, “Stretch out your 

hand.” He did, and his hand was restored. 

Everyone in the synagogue knew the healing of the man’s withered hand was 
in the balance. Faced with the man’s obvious need, would the scribes and 
Pharisees actually deny the goodness of Jesus’ healing the man? Doubtless 
they saw the logic and power of Jesus’ argument. They did not like it; neither 
could they refute it, so they said nothing. Jesus then broke the silence by 
turning His attention to the man’s need. Luke indicated that Jesus looked 
around at them all. He wanted all of the worshipers, not just the scribes 
and Pharisees, to understand clearly the difference between good and evil. 
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All of them could see the man’s need and recognize the truth of Jesus’ 
statements. Jesus would not allow the crowd to hide behind the religious 
leaders’ hypocrisy. 

Jesus would not bow to human traditions or be intimidated into silence. 
He commanded the man to stretch out his withered hand. When the man 
complied, his hand was restored. Everyone in the synagogue saw the power 
of God demonstrated for good, validating Jesus’ divine authority as well as 
His exposure of the scribes and Pharisees’ misapplication of God’s commands.  

VERSE 11

They, however, were filled with rage and started discussing with 

one another what they might do to Jesus. 

Jesus’ action also exposed the religious leaders’ true attitude about Him. They 
… were filled with rage and started discussing … what they might do 
to Jesus. The Pharisees were the authoritative interpreters of Scripture in 
the synagogues of Israel. Jesus had challenged their authority by refuting 
their teachings. His actions and teachings left them with a choice. They could 
humbly admit their error, or they could reject Jesus. They chose to reject Him. 
The Gospels of Matthew and Mark specify that the religious leaders’ plot was 
not merely to discredit Jesus but to kill Him (see Matt. 12:14; Mark 3:6). 

What had Jesus done to inspire such rage? He spoke truth that challenged 
religious traditions. He placed human need above religious ritual. He 
affirmed faith rather than praise legalism. He called people to follow God 
rather than simply engage in religious routines. But the religious elite and 
the religiously comfortable never like being challenged. Called to repent, 
instead they attacked. 

Believers today also can fall into the trap of valuing traditions and rituals 
too highly. They can forget that the church is not an institution to be served, 
but a people beloved by God and called to love God and others as themselves. 
Unlike the Pharisees, may we hear the words of Jesus and humbly submit 
ourselves to His teaching. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Have you ever encountered a tradition so valued that it seemed more 

important than reaching the people the church is called to serve and 

evangelize? Explain your thoughts. 
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Loved
Jesus saves all who come to Him in faith .

Luke first mentioned Paul in his writings in Acts 7:58 and 8:1-3. He revealed 
that this zealous Pharisee from Tarsus—then called Saul—witnessed and 
approved of the stoning death of the believer Stephen. Saul then spearheaded 
a fanatical attempt to stamp out the growing community of Christ-followers, 
dragging both men and women out of their homes and putting them in 
prison. At the time, it would have been difficult to imagine a less likely 
candidate to convert to Christianity than Saul. 

Only later do the readers of Scripture learn about the intense inner battle 
Saul was experiencing even as he persecuted Christians. Saul struggled with 
a crushing awareness of his sin and his inability to find forgiveness and peace 
with God through rituals and law-keeping. He later (as the apostle Paul) 
expressed great wonder that God could love and forgive him in spite of all 
that he had done early on against the followers of Jesus Christ. 

Perhaps many of us know of similar modern-day unlikely converts. The 
testimonies of those rescued by the Lord from a devastated life of their own 
making can be powerful motivation for believers to continue to evangelize. 
Such testimonies move us not only because of the story of an amazing 
reversal but also because of the intense, emotional gratitude expressed by 
the people who have been so radically transformed. 

The Bible passage for this session introduces us to a woman who 
encountered Jesus and was amazed by the forgiveness He offered her. Those 
who knew this woman—and perhaps the woman herself—considered her 
to be a sinner who did not deserve to even associate with respectable people. 
But in Jesus she met God’s grace, and through repentance and faith she 
received forgiveness and peace with God. 

The emotion and intensity of this woman’s response is an indication of 
the magnitude of the forgiveness she received. Her story, like Paul’s, reminds 
us to never treat others as unworthy of our compassion or beyond the 
reach of God’s grace. In her story we see what is likely true in many of our 
own stories—that an abundance of forgiveness ought to produce in us an 
abundance of devotion to Jesus Christ. 

Session 12   |   Luke 7:40-50
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 7:1–8:56

After providing a record of five conflict stories (5:17–6:11), Luke provided 
a brief listing of the twelve disciples whom Jesus named to be apostles 
(6:12-16). Following the list comes a brief introduction (6:17-19) and then 
the teaching—similar to the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew’s Gospel—
that Jesus gave His disciples concerning life and service in the kingdom of 
God (6:20-49). In the subsequent two chapters, Luke 7–8, the Gospel writer 
recounted a series of miracles and teachings provided by Jesus, including the 
ways people responded to these events. 

Luke 7 has much to teach believers in every generation about faith. 
It begins with the recounting of a healing. A Gentile centurion sent some 
Jewish elders to ask Jesus to heal one of his servants. When the centurion 
asked only that Jesus proclaim the word of healing and pointed out that 
Jesus need not visit his house, the Lord praised the centurion’s faith as 
greater than any He had encountered in Israel (7:1-10). 

Later, the restoration to life of a widow’s only son led many people to 
glorify God and praise Jesus as a great prophet (7:11-17). But people also had 
their doubts. When John the Baptist sent some of his disciples to ask Jesus 
if He was the promised Messiah, Jesus responded by listing the miracles 
done and the good news proclaimed (7:18-22). These should have resulted in 
people’s expressing faith in Jesus, not being offended by Him (7:23). 

Yet, in spite of the ministry of John the Baptist (7:24-28) and the miracles 
and teachings of Jesus, some people lacked faith and rejected God’s plan 
because it was not what they expected or wanted (7:29-35). Chapter 7 
concludes with another account of faith (7:36-50), and we will examine this 
passage in more detail in this session. 

Luke 8 builds on the call for faith expressed in the previous chapter. We 
hear that Jesus and His disciples were accompanied by a group of faithful 
women who provided financial support for the ministry (8:1-3). The parable 
of the Sower and its interpretation stresses the importance of not just hearing 
the word but holding on to it in genuine faith (8:4-15). A nature miracle (the 
calming of the storm), an exorcism, a restoration to life (of Jairus’s daughter), 
and a healing conclude the chapter (8:22-56). 

These accounts present Bible students today with the same truth Jesus 
pointed out to the disciples of John the Baptist: Jesus’ words and actions 
reveal who He is, and in them the power of God is evident and the good news 
of the kingdom of God is heard. Those who find no cause for stumbling in 
these teachings but rather respond to Jesus in faith are truly blessed. 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

LOVE’S INTENSITY (Luke 7:40-43)

Of the several “faith incidents” recorded in Luke 7–8, one of the most 
dramatic is the story of a sinner, broken and repentant, who came to Jesus 
with an expression of intense devotion. The event took place at a dinner 
party in the home of a Pharisee named Simon. The recipient of unexpected 
grace and forgiveness was a woman who was not on the guest list but had 
somehow gained entrance to the house and access to Jesus. 

VERSE 40

Jesus replied to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” 

He said, “Say it, teacher.”

A Pharisee had invited Jesus and other guests to his home for a meal. It is 
not clear whether this religious leader hoped to learn from Jesus or trap Him 
into saying or doing something that could be used against Him. In any case, 
an uninvited sinful woman—perhaps a prostitute—gained entrance to the 
man’s house and fell at Jesus’ feet. She then tearfully wiped His feet with her 
hair and anointed them with perfume (7:36-38). Luke reported that when 
the Pharisee saw this, he thought to himself that no reputable prophet would 
ever let himself be touched by such a sinful woman (7:39). 

Jesus knew what the Pharisee was thinking (compare 5:22; 6:8), although 
he had said nothing aloud. Jesus confronted him, however, saying, “Simon, 
I have something to say to you.” While the naming of this Pharisee might 
seem unusual, Luke made no particular point by doing so. Moreover, the name 
was a common Jewish name in that day. This is likely a different individual 
(and a different event) than “Simon the leper” of Bethany mentioned in Mark 
14:3, at whose home a woman likewise anointed Jesus with perfume—
however, she poured the perfume on Jesus’ head, not His feet.  

The Gospel of John also records an account of Jesus’ being anointed 
in Bethany, this time by Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus. In this 
account, Mary similarly anointed Jesus’ feet with an expensive perfume and 
wiped them with her hair. However, this event as well the one recorded in 
Mark’s Gospel differ in several ways from the instance reported by Luke and 
thus are probably separate and distinct events. 

In any case, Simon the Pharisee was interested to hear what Jesus had 
to say to him. The reference to Jesus as a teacher (basically equivalent to 
“rabbi”) implies a level of respect. Overall, the account in Luke’s Gospel 
presents Simon as uncertain about Jesus but not actively hostile against Him. 
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Simon’s assumption that a prophet would be spiritually insightful enough to 
recognize a sinner and holy enough to refuse to associate with one would 
reveal him to be a typical Pharisee. Still, Jesus took the opportunity to 
instruct Simon, giving him a chance to learn an important spiritual truth. 

VERSES 41-42

“A creditor had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and 

the other fifty. Since they could not pay it back, he graciously 

forgave them both. So, which of them will love him more?”

Jesus often used parables to reveal whether people sincerely wanted to 
engage with spiritual truth or had other agendas. He later explained this 
approach to His disciples by saying, “The secrets of the kingdom of God have 
been given for you to know, but to the rest it is in parables, so that looking 
they may not see, and hearing they may not understand” (Luke 8:10). Thus, 
when Simon invited Jesus to say what He wanted to say, Jesus launched into 
a parable about a creditor (“moneylender,” ESV; NIV) who had two debtors. 

Borrowing and lending money were common practices in societies as they 
developed modes of currency such as gold, silver, and copper (or bronze) 
coins. In Jesus’ parable to Simon, one debtor owed five hundred denarii 
[dih NEHR ih igh (eye)], while another owed much less—only fifty denarii. 
The term denarii is the plural form of denarius [dih NEHR ih uhs], the most 
frequently mentioned coin in the New Testament. The value of this coin by 
today’s standards is best indicated by the comparative fact that it was the 
wage paid to a first-century common laborer for one day’s work. Jesus did not 
specify that the two debtors were common laborers, but it seems likely since 
the debtors were described as owing this form of currency and, worse, they 
could not pay … back what they owed.

Since the denarius represented a subsistence wage, it might be compared 
to the minimum wage paid to a laborer today. At fifteen dollars per hour 
(at least in several U.S. states, including California), a laborer can earn $120 
(gross pay) in an eight-hour work day. Assuming a six-day work week with 
no unpaid absences, the worker will generate an annual income of $37,440. 
Using these comparative figures, the lesser debtor in Jesus’ parable would 
owe the moneylender around $6,000, while the greater debtor would owe 
$60,000! For a person trying to live on a minimum wage, setting aside 
enough income to repay six-thousand dollars would be difficult. Trying to 
repay a debt ten times that amount—almost twice the size of your annual 
salary—would seem overwhelming. 

To heighten the drama, Jesus referred to the lender as a creditor, or 
moneylender. This lender was in the loan business, which meant that he 
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loaned money out at interest. The Mosaic law prohibited Israelite creditors 
from charging interest on loans to other Israelites, especially the poor 
(see Ex. 22:25; Lev. 25:35-37; Deut. 23:19-20). However, this was not an 
all-encompassing ban on usury, and the people of Israel did not always 
follow even the spirit of the command (see Neh. 5:6-11). Certainly in the 
first-century world of the Roman economy, charging interest for loans was 
commonly allowed and even regulated. In general, moneylenders could levy 
an interest rate of four to six percent on loans. In some instances, however, 
a maximum interest rate of twelve percent was allowed. Consequently, if 
the two debtors in Jesus’ parable were common laborers, then one had a 
challenging, yet manageable debt. The other one, however, was in deep and 
desperate financial trouble.

Jesus then gave the parable a surprising turn: the moneylender graciously 
forgave both debtors! The Greek term translated graciously forgave (“frankly 
forgave,” KJV; “cancelled,” ESV) was used in business contexts to signify 
the outright canceling of a debt. Obviously, though, this did not represent a 
common act by moneylenders. Indeed, Jesus knew that Simon the Pharisee 
(and others listening) would consider this action as totally unexpected for 
the creditor. (Later, when applied in the conversation to the forgiveness of 
sins, the action would be more obvious and appropriate for a gracious God.) 

With the situation briefly described, Jesus asked Simon a probing 
question: Which of them (the two debtors) will love him (the forgiving 
creditor) more? Certainly both debtors would feel some amount of gratitude 
for the release from a debt-burden—especially since neither debtor could 
repay his debt. Both would have been dreading the potential consequences, 
since the creditor held their futures in his hands. Further, the larger the 
debt, the harsher would be the likely penalty for nonpayment. A sympathetic 
creditor might grant more time to secure the funds and repay the debt, but 
cancellation of the debt went beyond what any borrower might hope for. 

VERSE 43

Simon answered, “I suppose the one he forgave more.” “You have 

judged correctly,” he told him.

Simon gave Jesus the expected and obvious answer: “I suppose the one 
he forgave more.” The man with the larger debt, and thus subject to the 
harsher penalty, would logically be more grateful than the man with the 
smaller debt. Jesus affirmed Simon’s supposition, stating, “You have judged 
correctly.” 

By employing a parable, Jesus demonstrated that Simon at least was 
willing to recognize obvious moral conclusions. It still remained to be seen, 
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however, whether Simon would see the parable’s implications for himself 
and the unnamed woman who—uninvited—had boldly entered his home to 
wash Jesus’ feet with tears of gratitude. 

Kingdom truths are timeless, applying to people today as well. This 
passage reveals that believers in any age, like the man with the large debt in 
the parable and the repentant woman in Simon’s house, should demonstrate 
love for God with great intensity. The Father has forgiven much, and our 
gratitude should seek to match His generosity and graciousness.

LOVE DEMONSTRATED (Luke 7:44-47)

Simon looked at the woman and saw her sin. Jesus looked at the woman and 
saw her repentance and devotion. Simon focused on her past. Jesus focused 
on her present act of love and faith, and the future her faith allowed. 

VERSE 44

Turning to the woman, he said to Simon, “Do you see this 

woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, 

but she, with her tears, has washed my feet and wiped them with 

her hair.

Perhaps because Simon seemed open to spiritual truth, Jesus applied His 
parable to the incident that had unfolded in the Pharisee’s house. Knowing 
kingdom truth and living it out can be two different things. So Jesus directed 
Simon’s attention and asked, “Do you see this woman?”  

Simon of course had noticed the woman from the start; her presence was 
what made him skeptical of Jesus’ role as a holy man (see 7:39). Yet, in another 
sense, Simon had not seen the woman as a real person. She was a mere prop 
in Simon’s view of things—an object by which he could evaluate Jesus. The 
woman was far more important to Jesus than a prop. The contrasting actions 
He would highlight, placing the woman’s behavior over against Simon’s, imply 
that her presence at the banquet was just as important to Jesus as the host’s. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the articles titled “Anoint, Anointed” (p. 69) and “Ointment” 

(pp. 1185–1186) in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and 

Expanded. What are some ways you have seen believers today express 

their love for Christ? What connection do you see between a believer’s 

sense of forgiveness and her or his love for Christ?
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The first contrasting action between Simon’s behavior and the woman’s 
had to do with common hospitality. When Jesus arrived at his house, Simon 
had provided no water for Jesus’ feet. Men at this time in the holy land 
typically wore sandals, and the usual way of getting from place to place was 
by walking. A journey of almost any distance meant that a person’s feet 
would be dirtied by a layer of fine dust. Jewish law did not require a host to 
provide water to wash the feet of visitors, but common courtesy did. 

In contrast to Simon’s lack of hospitality, the woman had wet Jesus’ feet 
with her tears and wiped them with her hair. Not only did such an act 
of service honor the One who received it, but the woman’s willingness to 
do such a lowly task displayed her genuine humility. Some Bible students 
speculate that the woman’s weeping involved tears of grateful joy for some 
great ministry Jesus had done for her prior to the banquet. In fact, the later 
comment by Jesus that the woman’s “many sins have been forgiven” (Luke 
7:47) could imply a previous interaction between Jesus and the woman 
for which she was intensely grateful. It is also possible that her emotional 
outburst reflected genuine repentance and the hope of forgiveness. Jesus 
clearly associated the woman with the debtor in His parable whose debt was 
great and overwhelming.

VERSE 45

You gave me no kiss, but she hasn’t stopped kissing my feet since 

I came in. 

Jesus further reminded Simon that He had received no kiss of greeting from 
the host. Like the washing of a guest’s dusty feet, a kiss of greeting was not 
required in the law. Yet it appears to have been a common practice in first-
century Jewish life as an expression of welcome, acceptance, and friendship. 

Given this background, it appears that Jesus was not necessarily 
contrasting Simon’s inaction against social norms but rather with the woman’s 
extraordinary action. She had not stopped kissing Jesus’ feet from the time 
He entered the house. Simon may not have been discourteous, but neither 
had he greeted Jesus as a beloved friend or great benefactor. The contrast 
involved not only the kiss but also the earnestness and ardor demonstrated. 

VERSE 46

You didn’t anoint my head with olive oil, but she has anointed my 

feet with perfume.

The third contrast involved the act of anointing. Again, as with footwashing 
and a kiss of greeting, anointing a guest—even an honored guest—was 
not a required activity. Jesus’ comment did not imply that Simon had not 
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been a good host or had somehow dishonored Jesus by failing to anoint 
Him. Instead, Jesus was simply pointing out the contrast between the host’s 
actions and the woman’s actions. 

Olive oil was the most common and least expensive substance used 
in ancient times for anointing. The act of anointing could have a special 
religious or spiritual significance, but the term was also used in reference 
to medical treatment (see Luke 10:34), daily grooming of the hair (see Matt. 
6:17), and preparing a body for burial (see Mark 16:1). Greek athletes in the 
first century also applied olive oil as a cleansing routine, applying it to the 
skin and then scraping it off with a curved tool designed for this purpose.

Simon had not thought to anoint his guest as an expression of respect 
or refreshment, but the woman had anointed Jesus’ feet with a fragrant 
perfume. Probably this perfume was made by mixing various fragrant 
substances into an olive oil base. A relatively small container of such oil 
could cost as much as a year’s wage for a common laborer—that is, about 
300 denarii (see Mark 14:3-5). Simon had honored Jesus by welcoming Him 
into his house, but the woman’s actions expressed gratitude, devotion, and 
love far in excess of Simon’s basic hospitality. 

VERSE 47

Therefore I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven; that’s why 

she loved much. But the one who is forgiven little, loves little.”

Simon the Pharisee considered the intruding woman to be a sinner. But Jesus 
had news for Simon: her many sins have been forgiven. In making this 
declaration, Jesus could have been referring to some earlier (unrecorded) act 
of repentance and faith by the woman, resulting in her forgiveness. However, 
given that Jesus’ words in this instance are virtually identical to those spoken 
previously to the paralyzed man (see Luke 5:20), He could also have meant 
that her current act of faith had resulted in the forgiveness of her sins. Either 
way, “sinful one” was now not an accurate label for the woman. Now she was 
a “forgiven one.”

Some Bible students have rendered the words that’s why she loved much 
in a causal sense: “because she loved much.” While grammatically possible, 
the teachings of Scripture on the whole do not indicate that one’s own love 
can atone for one’s sin. The most likely (and preferable) interpretation of 
Jesus’ words emphasize that God’s gracious forgiveness through faith in 
Jesus properly results in love for Him. The NIV, for example, translates the  
phrase “as her great love has shown.”  

Jesus then returned to the moral logic expressed in the parable by saying 
that one who is forgiven little, loves little. This kingdom truth turned the 
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tables on Simon. He sneered at the woman as a sinner and mentally criticized 
Jesus for tolerating her touching Him. In his spiritual pride, Simon did not 
think of himself as being in need of forgiveness. Luke did not record Simon’s 
response to Jesus’ lesson. Perhaps that was intentional so that we who read 
Luke’s Gospel today will allow Jesus’ parable to shine on us.

And what about us? We should also see the woman as an example for all 
who come to God with a repentant heart. Believers properly demonstrate 
love for God as a response to His unmerited grace in our lives. Gratitude 
should pour forth from us, leading to acts of appreciation for His goodness. 

LOVE AND FAITH (Luke 7:48-50)

Jesus addressed the woman and declared her sins to be forgiven. Other 
guests who heard the exchange silently wondered about Jesus’ authority to 
forgive sins. 

VERSE 48

Then he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 

After instructing Simon, Jesus turned His attention back to the woman, 
declaring simply, “Your sins are forgiven.” The Greek verb tense indicated 
in the words are forgiven indicate an action completed in the past the effects 
of which continue into the present and future. Whether the moment of 
forgiveness occurred prior to or during the encounter at Simon’s house, the 
truth was that God’s forgiveness of this woman was now an accomplished fact. 

VERSE 49

Those who were at the table with him began to say among 

themselves, “Who is this man who even forgives sins?”

Previously when Jesus pronounced the paralyzed man as having been 
forgiven, the scribes and Pharisees silently objected, thinking “Who can 
forgive sins but God alone?” (Luke 5:21). It appears that the other guests 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Love” on pages 1031–1032 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are things that God has 

done for us that are expressions of His love for us? What are things that 

believers should do for God to demonstrate their love for Him?
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dining at the table with Jesus in the home of Simon the Pharisee responded 
similarly. But in this context, those present actually gave voice to their 
thoughts, saying to one another, Who is this man who even forgives sins? 
For some, the question could have been meant as an objection, equivalent to 
“Who does this man think he is?” For others, their thoughts might have been 
more positive, wondering what kind of man actually could have the power 
to forgive sins, or at least to speak with authority that God had forgiven a 
person’s sins. In any case, they were evidently not ready to respond to Jesus 
in faith and devotion as the woman had done. 

VERSE 50

And he said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you. 

Go in peace.”

After assuring the woman that her sins had been forgiven, Jesus added two 
more statements. First, He told her, “Your faith has saved you.” In the New 
Testament, saving faith includes both belief in Jesus and commitment to 
follow Him—not two separate things but two aspects of one thing. The actions 
of the woman reveal both aspects on her part. The Greek term rendered saved 
can refer, depending on the context, either to physical rescue from disaster 
or illness or to spiritual deliverance from the consequences of sin. 

The woman obviously did not suffer from illness, so Jesus’ hearers 
understood that the deliverance of the woman was spiritual. As a result, 
Jesus’ final statement to the woman, “Go in peace,” represented more than 
a parting pleasantry. Jesus assured the woman that she now walked in peace 
with the heavenly Father. The barrier caused by sin had been removed. The 
turmoil in her spirit caused by sin’s guilt could come to an end. She could live 
in perfect peace, knowing that she was in right standing with God. 

Coming to Jesus in faith can turn tears of regret and repentance into tears 
of joy. Jesus sees our future and by God’s grace through faith opens the door 
to fellowship with God and the peace that it brings. This is the joy-generating 
message of the gospel. Jesus saves all who come to Him in faith!

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the articles titled “Faith, Faithfulness” (pp. 547–550) and “Peace” 

(pp. 1233–1234) in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and 

Expanded. How does faith in Christ lead to peace with God? What are some 

other ways people seek peace in their lives and the reasons these ways 

ultimately fall short of providing true and lasting peace? 
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Unashamed
Jesus expects His followers to forsake all else for Him .

Following Jesus comes with a cost for every believer. Admittedly, for some 
believers that cost can be dramatically higher and more obvious than for 
others. Consider this example, for instance: A friend of mine who worked 
in a predominantly Muslim country for several years recently told me the 
story of a young man he met in a marketplace. Over time, my friend and 
the young man began to engage in friendly conversations. At times their 
conversations included discussions of religious matters. The young man 
would ask questions about the similarities and differences between Islam 
and Christianity, including the question of who Jesus is. Although the young 
man regularly attended the local mosque, he had never carefully read what 
his own religious texts stated about Jesus. He was amazed when my friend 
pointed out these statements. 

In response to my friend’s patient friendship and persistent prayer, the 
young man eventually became a follower of Jesus. He was the first person 
in his extended family to do so. When his family found out about the 
young man’s conversion, however, they pressured him to renounce his new-
found faith. They made passionate pleas for him to change his mind. Then 
the pleas turned into angry threats of reprisal, but to no avail. Finally, the 
parents disowned the young man and kicked him out of their house. The 
community shunned him. He lost his job and received threats on his life. 
Yet the young man endured in his faith, eventually becoming a leader in the 
small fellowship of believers in his village. 

Not every believer’s faith journey will involve such rejection and loss 
as was suffered by this young man, yet all believers’ faith journeys should 
involve the same level of devotion and commitment. In the Bible passage 
to be studied in this session, Jesus revealed to His disciples that following 
Him requires every believer to take up his or her cross daily. What challenges 
or dangers this level of discipleship might entail for different believers is 
intensely personal. What is the same for all, however, is the requirement of 
absolute commitment even in the face of hardship. This was true for Jesus’ 
first disciples, and it is true today for all who follow Him.

Session 13   |   Luke 9:18-27
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 9:1-62

The ninth chapter of Luke’s Gospel marks a major transition in the account 
of Jesus’ earthly ministry. While the earlier chapters of the Gospel focused 
primarily on the public ministry of Jesus in the region of Galilee, chapter 
nine turns readers’ attention to a more focused look at the twelve disciples/
apostles and Jesus’ preparation of them for His journey to Jerusalem and His 
death and resurrection. Luke 10–19 thus is a record of events and teachings 
in what many Bible students call Jesus’ “travel narrative.” It is the record of 
His climactic journey to Jerusalem, a special section in Luke’s Gospel. 

Chapter nine records several important events that support this narrative 
transition. It begins with indications of Jesus’ growing popularity: the 
sending out of the Twelve (Luke 9:1-6); the growing concern on the part of 
Herod Antipas (9:7-9); and the feeding of a great multitude (9:10-17). The 
parallel account of the feeding of the five thousand in John’s Gospel reveals 
that the people even wanted to name Jesus as their king as a result of the 
miraculous feeding (see John 6:1-15). 

The three Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke all parallel one another in 
their recounting of the next series of events. Jesus withdrew from the crowd 
to the region north of the Sea of Galilee near Caesarea Philippi. There Jesus 
asked His disciples to report what they had heard the people say about who 
He is. Then He directed the conversation to the matter of who the disciples 
think He is. The question led to Peter’s confession (Luke 9:18-20), which is 
followed by Jesus’ first prediction of His suffering (9:21-22). This difficult 
truth (to the disciples) led to a warning that His followers would also have to 
take up their cross (9:23-27). 

The account of Jesus’ transfiguration follows. It concludes with God’s voice 
assuring the three disciples present that Jesus is His Son, the Chosen One, 
and commanding them to listen to Him (9:28-36). The command implied 
that the disciples had not been inclined to accept what Jesus had told them 
about the Messiah’s dying rather than becoming a political leader. Shortly 
after the transfiguration, the disciples received a second prediction of Jesus’ 
death (9:44-45). 

The sequence of Peter’s confession, Jesus’ first prediction of His death, the 
transfiguration, and the second prediction of His death prepared the disciples 
(and us) for the beginning of Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem (9:51–19:44) and, 
ultimately, for His crucifixion and resurrection. This session focuses on three 
key passages in the series of events: Peter’s confession, the first prediction of 
suffering, and the challenge to take up one’s cross and follow Jesus. 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

CONFESS HIM (Luke 9:18-20)

Peter’s confession marks a pivotal point in the account of Jesus’ earthly 
ministry. The question that inspired this key moment in the life of the 
disciples is also the key question for every person: Who is Jesus to you? 

VERSE 18

While he was praying in private and his disciples were with him, 

he asked them, “Who do the crowds say that I am?”

Following the feeding of the great multitude (see Luke 9:10-17), Jesus and 
His disciples retreated from the crowd to a place where He was praying in 
private. The parallel accounts in the Gospels of Matthew and Mark specify 
the place as the region of Caesarea Philippi. This area lay about twenty-five 
miles north of the Sea of Galilee in the upper regions of the Jordan River 
valley near the slopes of Mount Hermon. This region was less populated than 
the area around the Sea of Galilee and its coastal villages such as Capernaum 
and Bethsaida. In addition, the area of Caesarea Philippi, as its name implies, 
possessed a strong Gentile culture.

During their time away from the crowds, Jesus asked His disciples a probing 
question: “Who do the crowds say that I am?” Luke had mentioned in 
previous contexts that some people thought of Jesus as a prophet (see 7:16), 
while others thought Jesus might be Elijah or John the Baptist returned from 
the dead (see 9:7-8). The Pharisees had silently questioned who Jesus is that 
He would declare sins forgiven (see 5:21). And even the disciples wondered 
who Jesus is that He could command nature’s forces (see 8:25). 

VERSE 19

They answered, “John the Baptist; others, Elijah; still others, that 

one of the ancient prophets has come back.”

The disciples responded to Jesus’ query with a predictable list. They had heard 
some people claim that Jesus was John the Baptist having returned from 
the dead. This was the speculation told to Herod Antipas, Galilee’s provincial 
ruler (see 9:7). Those who reported this claim obviously had not observed the 
overlap of the ministries of John and Jesus. The suggestion was ridiculous. 

The disciples also reported hearing people say that Jesus was the 
reappearance of the prophet Elijah or perhaps the returning from the dead 
of one of the ancient prophets. The Book of 2 Kings records that the 
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prophet Elijah did not die but was taken up into heaven in a whirlwind (see 
2 Kings 2:11). Further, the Book of Malachi prophesies that Elijah will return 
before the Day of the Lord (see Mal. 4:5). Jesus once indicated that John the 
Baptist was like Elijah in that John came as the forerunner of the Messiah 
(see Matt. 11:14). With this prophetic background, some people apparently 
had concluded that Jesus must be Elijah, the Messiah’s forerunner. 

The hosts of speculations reveals that most people did not really know 
how to explain Jesus’ works and teachings. The speculations listed have in 
common that all were possible messianic forerunners—but not the Messiah. 
Thus, all such speculations fell short of the confession Peter was about to give. 

VERSE 20

“But you,” he asked them, “who do you say that I am?” Peter 

answered, “God’s Messiah.”

Jesus then asked His disciples a more pointed question: “Who do you say 
that I am?” In the Greek text, the pronoun you is both emphatic and plural, 
indicating a contrast between the disciples’ views and those of the crowds. 
Jesus was asking all of His disciples what they thought about Him. Peter 
answered for the group when he responded, “God’s Messiah” (“the Christ 
of God,” KJV; ESV). 

The word in the Greek text for Messiah is Christos, or “Christ.” Both the 
Hebrew term Messiah and the Greek term Christ  mean “anointed one.” Since 
an individual could be anointed by any number of authorities and for any 
number of reasons, Peter’s assertion that Jesus is God’s “Anointed One” 
removes any ambiguity. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus responded to Peter’s 
confession by saying that the disciple was truly blessed in that the heavenly 
Father had revealed this wonderful truth to Peter (see Matt. 16:17). 

In the days to come, the disciples would find out more of what being the 
Messiah’s followers meant. Events would not unfold as they expected, but 
they were to cling to this core truth. People today must answer the same 
question for themselves. They must realize who Jesus is, and they must 
decide to follow Him wherever that leads. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Jesus Christ” on pages 881–883 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How would you explain 

who Jesus is to a person with no background in church or understanding 

of Christianity? What evidence would you cite to support your claim?
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ACCEPT HIS RESURRECTION (Luke 9:21-22)

Peter voiced the conviction of the disciples that Jesus is the Messiah. But 
what exactly did that mean? Opinions about what the Messiah would do 
were just as diverse as the views of who Jesus is. Jesus warned His disciples 
not to spread uninformed ideas about Him to others.

VERSE 21

But he strictly warned and instructed them to tell this to no one,

According to Mark’s Gospel, Jesus repeatedly told those who witnessed or 
received miraculous help from Him not to tell anyone (see Mark 1:44; 3:12; 
5:43; 8:26; 9:9). Even here in Luke’s Gospel after Peter’s bold confession, Jesus 
strictly warned and instructed the disciples not to tell anyone that He 
was the Messiah. The implication was that the disciples’ broadcasting their 
conviction about Jesus—and that Jesus had affirmed Peter’s declaration—
could have unintended negative consequences at this time. The crowds 
already wanted to proclaim Him their king without understanding what 
kind of kingdom the Messiah came to inaugurate (see John 6:15). 

Bluntly and publicly announcing that Jesus had affirmed His being the 
Messiah too early would not advance His ministry but would inhibit it. 
Neither would it clarify Jesus’ mission but would undoubtedly harden many 
of the erroneous opinions already circulating among the people as well as 
escalate the conflict with Jesus’ opponents. It would risk all of these negative 
reactions before His earthly ministry was finished and the time was right for 
its divinely planned conclusion.

VERSE 22

saying, “It is necessary that the Son of Man suffer many things 

and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes, be killed, 

and be raised the third day.”

The crowd and Jesus’ opponents were certainly not the only ones who had 
erroneous ideas about Him. The disciples themselves did not yet have a full 
understanding of what it meant for Jesus to be the Messiah. After affirming 
Peter’s confession, Jesus began to explain to His disciples what He as Messiah 
would do. It was not what they were expecting.

Jesus told His disciples that it was necessary for the Son of Man to suffer 
many things. He used the title the Son of Man about Himself in the sense 
that it had been used in Daniel 7:13-14—that is, with clear connotations 
of the Messiah. In popular Jewish understanding of the day, however, the 
promised Messiah was expected to be a powerful ruler, not a sufferer. The 
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Jews at this time did not apply the passages in Isaiah describing a “suffering 
Servant” to the Messiah but rather to the people of Israel. The Messiah would 
instead be one who rallied the people, unified them under God’s banner, and 
delivered them to victory. It must have confused the disciples, therefore, 
when Jesus told them that He, as Messiah, would not be hailed but rather 
would be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes. The Greek 
term translated rejected describes a decision made after careful scrutiny. 

If the thought of Jesus’ being rejected by Israel’s religious leaders was 
confusing to the disciples, the revelation that He, as Messiah, would then be 
killed yet be raised the third day must have shocked them to their core. In 
fact, in the parallel account of this event in Matthew’s Gospel, Simon Peter—
the same disciple who boldly confessed Jesus is God’s Messiah—became so 
disturbed by the prediction of suffering and death that he privately rebuked 
Jesus, saying, “Oh no, Lord! This will never happen to you!” (Matt. 16:22). 
Jesus immediately rebuked Peter in response and warned him not to put 
human concerns in the place of God’s plan for the Messiah. 

These verses teach us that affirming who Jesus is and following Him can 
be two separate, though related, acts of devotion. Disciples who genuinely 
affirm Jesus as the Christ of God also face the challenge of following Him 
when the path is difficult or is not fully understood. 

FOLLOW HIM UNASHAMEDLY (Luke 9:23-27)

The disciples had acknowledged Jesus as the Messiah. Following their 
affirmation, He began to tell them what the Messiah would do. They did not 
understand. Given the hard teaching and the difficult path Jesus predicted, 
would the disciples continue to follow Him, even if it meant sharing His fate? 

VERSE 23

Then he said to them all, “If anyone wants to follow after me, let 

him deny himself, take up his cross daily, and follow me. 

After informing the disciples that the Messiah would suffer many things, 
including death at the hands of others, Jesus turned His teaching to the 

E XPLORE FURTHER

What are some reasons today that people might respond to Jesus with 

hostility or outright rejection? How can believers encourage one another 

to continue looking for opportunities to share the gospel with others?
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matter of what His followers could expect to face. The Greek clause translated 
if anyone wants to follow after me is the type of “if-clause” that assumes 
the positive—that is, the disciples in fact would continue to follow Jesus and 
thus needed to be prepared for the cost of discipleship. Jesus summarized 
the price of following Him with three imperatives. 

The first command, let him deny himself, requires not allowing what 
seems best for oneself to be the most important element in life and decision-
making. During His wilderness temptations, Jesus refused to use divine 
power to feed Himself, achieve political power, or acquire public acclaim 
(see Luke 4:1-13). He was not sent to serve His own needs but to serve the 
heavenly Father in seeking and saving the lost. Anyone who would follow 
Jesus must intentionally travel a path of service to God and others, not place 
their own needs and wants above all other considerations. 

Second, the one who follows Jesus must take up his (or her) cross daily. 
What could it mean to bear a cross daily? In Jesus’ day, bearing a cross 
under the Roman justice system meant one thing: experiencing a gruesome 
death sentence—usually a one-time event. However, some aspects of the 
crucifixion process (rejection, mistreatment, ridicule, beatings, and so forth) 
could be suffered repeatedly short of the ultimate aspect of physical death. 
Ultimately, Jesus’ disciples would also understand that the cross was not the 
end of existence but in Him was the path to resurrected life. Nevertheless, 
the believer must be prepared for the challenge of taking up one’s cross daily. 

Third, the believer is commanded to follow Jesus. Although related, this 
command is not merely a repeat of the initial invitation to come to Jesus. 
In this context, it is a call to lifelong discipleship. Disciples should expect to 
experience the same things their Master did. Some of these experiences may 
be positive, while others will involve hardship, opposition, and potentially 
even physical death. 

VERSE 24

For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses 

his life because of me will save it. 

Jesus’ next teaching about discipleship provides the reason that a wise 
person would choose to follow Jesus even when doing so means taking up 
one’s cross. The saying in verse 24 presents two types of people. The first type 
of individual is determined to save his (or her) life at all costs. The other type 
of individual is willing to lose his (or her) life in the cause of following Jesus. 
The Greek word rendered life in this saying can refer either to the inner life 
(that is, the soul) or to life as a whole. In this instance, Jesus seems to play 
the two meanings off against one another to teach an important truth.
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The person who wants to save his or her life, who places priority on self 
and the things of this world, and who rejects Christ will face judgment in the 
age to come. Then all of those supposed benefits gained in this world will be 
lost forever. On the other hand, the person who surrenders (loses) self and 
all that is considered valuable in this world to follow Christ and serve the 
kingdom of God will be saved, receiving true life as the outcome. Temporal 
losses will pale in comparison to the faithful disciple’s eternal gain. 

VERSE 25

For what does it benefit someone if he gains the whole world, and 

yet loses or forfeits himself?

Jesus then used a rhetorical question to reinforce His teaching that people 
who place their priority on gaining the things of this world are shortsighted. 
If gaining the whole (temporal) world results in losing one’s true, God-given 
self, then such a person has struck a truly foolish bargain. The things of this 
world are temporary at best. Temporal gain achieved at the cost of personal 
and eternal loss is foolish.  

VERSE 26

For whoever is ashamed of me and my words, the Son of Man will 

be ashamed of him when he comes in his glory and that of the 

Father and the holy angels.

Jesus expanded on His teaching about discipleship by adding the element 
of judgment. A disciple is one who commits to follow Jesus (9:23) and who 
is willing to give his or her life for Jesus (9:24). Similarly, a disciple must be 
one who is not ashamed of Jesus. In this context, to be ashamed of Jesus 
does not refer to a momentary hesitance to speak openly or publicly as a 
follower of Jesus. Rather, it describes becoming so disappointed and fearful 
of facing hardship or opposition on account of Jesus that one falls away 
from or even renounces following Him. Later in Luke’s Gospel, after giving 
another teaching about potentially deadly persecution (12:4-7), Jesus issued 
a similar warning, this time using the term “deny” rather than “be ashamed 
of,” stating “whoever denies me before others will be denied before the angels 
of God” (12:9). 

A person’s decision to follow Jesus or to deny Him has eternal consequences. 
Following Jesus might be costly and difficult in this world.  However, finding 
in Jesus or in His words a cause for shame, and thus rejecting Him, ultimately 
leads to judgment. Those who reject Jesus in an effort to preserve their lives 
will find that they have lost everything of eternal importance. They will have 
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lost life eternal with the heavenly Father who created them and provided a 
way for them to be saved.  

VERSE 27

Truly I tell you, there are some standing here who will not taste 

death until they see the kingdom of God.”

Jesus’ teachings about discipleship conclude with an encouraging promise. 
The words truly I tell you put emphasis on the assurance Jesus was about 
to deliver. The hearers could depend on this promise. It would come to pass. 
Some of the disciples standing with Jesus at that moment would not taste 
death until they see the kingdom of God. In making this statement, Jesus 
was not assuring the disciples of a long life; rather, He was emphasizing the 
nearness of God’s rule. 

The kingdom of God in this context is not a place; rather it is the active reign 
of God over His creation. In one sense, God’s kingdom was already present—
He is eternally sovereign over all. In another sense, however, the kingdom 
was yet to come. That is, while God was (and is) already sovereign, He was 
revealing Himself in Jesus Christ in new and powerful ways. Moreover, He 
will ultimately bring about His kingdom fully at the end times.  

What did Jesus mean that some of His followers would see the kingdom 
before they died? One near-future event that some disciples would witness 
(about eight days later) was the transfiguration (see Luke 9:28-36). At that 
event Peter, James, and John would indeed see the Son of Man in His glory. 
Two other momentous kingdom revelations that even more disciples would 
witness in the near future were the resurrected Christ and the coming of 
the Spirit at Pentecost. Whatever specific events Jesus was referring to, He 
assured His disciples these events would show the reality of God’s rule. 

Believers called upon to unashamedly follow Christ know they have no 
other option because they know the reality of the kingdom of God. This truth 
would enable the disciples to endure through the hardships they would soon 
face. We too must follow no matter the cost, knowing the reality of God’s 
sovereign reign and the blessings that come from following Jesus. 

E XPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Kingdom of God” on pages 964–966 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What do you think it 

means to be a citizen of God’s kingdom? How are kingdom values different 

from the things valued by those who are not part of God’s kingdom?
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In his Gospel, Luke highlighted Jesus’ great love for all people—

especially Gentiles, the poor, women, social outcasts, and those 

labeled by society as sinners. For this reason, the Gospel of Luke has 

been called “the Gospel of the underdog.” Ultimately, Luke’s Gospel is 

a testimony about God the Son as He took on human flesh and became 

the Son of Man. As the Son of Man, He walked among humanity, 

experienced love and hate, suffered rejection and death, and rose 

victoriously to offer salvation to whomever would repent, believe, 

and receive Him. This is the good news according to Luke—indeed a 

message of great joy for all people. 

LUKE 1–9
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