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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.

WHO IS JESUS?
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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, 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

A WORD FROM THE TEAM LEADER
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Asher [ASH uhr]—the eighth son of Jacob and one of the twelve tribes of Israel; the name 
means “happiness.” Anna, the widowed prophetess who bore witness to the baby Jesus was 
of the tribe of Asher (Luke 2:36).

Denarii [dih NEHR igh]—plural form of denarius; one denarius coin was a typical day’s 
wage for a common laborer. 

Most High—translation of the Hebrew word Elyon; name for God that emphasizes His 
power and might 

Phanuel [fuh NYOO uhl]—alternate form of the personal name “Penuel;” means “face of 
God”; father of the prophetess Anna (Luke 2:36)

Pharisees—the largest and most important religious group in New Testament times; the 
term means “separated ones.” They strictly observed the oral traditions of the scribes and 
opposed Jesus because He refused to accept their interpretations of the law. 

Sanctuary—the part of the temple also known as the holy place; access was limited to 
priests. It stood between the holy of holies, into which only the high priest could enter, and 
the court of Israel, which was reserved for Jewish men.

Scribes—men who studied, copied, and interpreted the Scriptures; most scribes in New 
Testament times were Pharisees. 

Sidon [SIGH duhn]—A city located on the coastal plain between the mountains of 
Lebanon and the Mediterranean Sea (Gen. 10:19). Often mentioned with Tyre, Sidon and 
Tyre were ancient cities, founded before the Israelites entered Canaan. Jesus spent time in 
Tyre and Sidon and used them as examples of faith (Matt. 11:20-22). 

Son of Man—Jesus’ favorite way of referring to Himself; it implied both His messianic 
mission and His humanity; the term is used in the Old Testament as a synonym for man or 
human (Ps. 8:4; Ezek. 2:1) and as a reference to the Messiah (Dan. 7:13). 

Zarephath [ZAR ih fath]—A town on the Mediterranean coast just south of Sidon where 
Elijah fled after prophesying a drought in Israel (1 Kings 17:2-9). While there the prophet 
was hosted by a widow and her son. The name Zarephath possibly means “smelting, 
refining.” 

Terms listed here are identified in the Bible commentary with a dot (•).

WORD WISE
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BIBLE READING PLAN
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USING THIS GUIDE TO LEAD

BEFORE THE GROUP TIME

1. Study the core passage. 
Start preparing early. Read the passage, 
listing people, places, key words, key 
phrases, and actions taken. Use the 
commentary included in the Explore the 
Bible Leader Guide, the Explore the Bible 
Adult Commentary, and Biblical Illustrator to 
discover information about the items you 
listed. Write a summary of the main idea 
you discovered using the statement printed 
under the session title of each session as a 
starting place. 

2. Create a group time plan. 
Craft a group plan that helps the group 
discover and respond to the main idea. 
Consult the Group Plans in the Explore the 
Bible Leader Guide (includes ideas for using 
the Personal Study Guide). Identify ways to 
focus the group’s attention, explore the 
text, summarize the lesson, and challenge 
the group.

For additional ideas or questions, consult 
QuickSource and Explore the Bible Extra 
(identifies a current event to introduce 
and conclude the lesson, found at 
goExploreTheBible.com/LeaderExtras). 
Review the Explore the Bible Leader Pack 
items. Look at the LifeWay’s Director of 
Sunday School blog (KenBraddy.com) 
for helps on leading an ongoing Bible 
study group.

3. Gather and review. 
Use the list under Gather on the first 
page of each session. Make sure you have 
additional copies of the Explore the Bible 
Personal Study Guide for anticipated guests.   

DURING THE GROUP TIME

4. Arrive early. 
Make sure you are the first person to 
arrive. Pray as you set up the area. Greet 
everyone as participants arrive and focus 
their attention on the Bible study. 

5.  Lead the group in a time  
of Bible study. 

Use the plan you created, recording notes 
of how the group responded. Remember, 
every group experience takes a few 
unexpected twists and turns; be flexible.

AFTER THE GROUP TIME

6. Evaluate and Record. 
Review the Reinforce idea to encourage 
the group to put into practice the truths 
discovered. Record prayer requests and 
other insights you gained about the group 
and specific participants. Use these notes to 
help you be a better teacher in the future.

7.  Start preparing to lead  
the next group time.

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces
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Commentary

Provides additional insight into 

the passages studied. 

QuickSource

Resource for leaders, providing 

additional discussion questions, 

an object lesson, and dig deeper 

feature. Also provides a tool for 

an individual called on to step in to 

lead the group on short notice. 

Leader Pack

Resource filled with posters, 

masters for informative handouts, 

and access to a digital leader pack 

(includes DOC files of the Leader 

Guide commentary, group plans, 

the pack items in PDF format, and 

other helps for the leader).

Biblical Illustrator

Resource providing biblical 

backgrounds related to the 

session using articles, photos, 

and illustrations.

Daily Discipleship Guide

Resource for both the group 

members and the group leader. 

An alternative to the Personal 

Study Guide/Leader Guide model. 

Includes key words, commentary 

and questions for the group, daily 

Bible readings for personal study 

after the group time, and ideas 

for smaller groups to discuss the 

study. Leader helps with targeted 

teaching plans included in back. 

Personal Study Guide

Resource for the group members 

to help them prepare for and 

study during the group time.

Leader Guide

Resource for leaders of groups 

using the Personal Study Guide. 

Includes commentary and 

teaching plans.

CORE RESOURCES

Use the Daily Discipleship Guide or Personal 
Study Guide & Leader Guide as the core resource 
for your group.

Find out more or order at goExploreTheBible.com

MEETING THE EXPLORE THE BIBLE  
FAMILY OF ADULT RESOURCES

Additional Leader Helps

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces
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INTRODUCTION TO LUKE 1–9

Few Bible books are more loved than the 
Gospel accounts of the life of Jesus. Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, and John open up the world of 
our Savior. Through their eyes we watch as 
angels deliver the divine announcements of 
Jesus’ incarnation and birth. Through their 
ears we listen as Jesus taught the multitudes. 
Through their hands we feel the roughhewn 
cross Jesus bore. Through their hearts we 
experience the horror of crucifixion and the 
joy of resurrection.

Luke’s Gospel came along after other 
accounts had been shared (Luke 1:1). It offers 
precepts and principles, stories of miracles 
and compassion. Ultimately, the Gospel of 
Luke 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 their love and their 
hate, suffered rejection and death, and rose 
victoriously to offer salvation to whomever 
would repent, believe, and receive.

WRITER

Although Luke never identified himself 
as the writer, the internal evidence of this 
Gospel, combined with Acts, strongly argues 
for Luke as the writer. The writings of the 
post-apostolic church fathers also refer to 
Luke as the writer.  

Luke was unique among the Gospel 
writers. He was not one of the Twelve who 
followed Jesus. He was a Gentile. As such, 
Luke’s gospel is written in such a way that 
appealed to the Hellenistic people (non-
Jews who were strongly influenced by Greek 
language and culture). He may have become 
a believer through Paul’s ministry in Troas. 

Luke often traveled with Paul on his 
missionary journeys. In Acts, we can 
identify events shared by Paul and Luke as 
pronouns change back and forth between 
references to “he” and “we” (Acts 16:6-10).  

He even accompanied Paul on that fateful 
voyage to Rome (Acts 27:1). Luke alone was 
present when Paul wrote his final letter to 
Timothy (2 Tim. 4:11). 

Luke was a doctor (Col. 4:14). Scholars 
identify various places in his writings that 
appear to use medical terminology. Having 
the mindset of a physician caused Luke 
to look at events in an orderly fashion. He 
wanted to lay out for Theophilus a methodical 
narrative to confirm what Theophilus had 
been taught about Jesus. Although he did 
not try to produce a comprehensive history 
of Jesus’ life, Luke traced those aspects of 
Christ’s biography that were most important 
to his purpose.

Luke likely interviewed numerous 
people who were part of the gospel story. 
The narrative includes significant details 
of Jesus’ birth from Mary’s perspective. 
Therefore, Luke may have spent time with 
Jesus’ mother, a concept consistent with his 
reference to eyewitnesses (Luke 1:2). Luke 
was also acquainted with many leaders of 
the apostolic church and gained invaluable 
information from them. Ultimately, however, 
Luke was inspired by the Holy Spirit, making 
his Gospel authentic and trustworthy. 

RECIPIENTS

Strictly speaking, the Gospel of Luke is 
an epistle. Luke wrote it to one person, 
Theophilus (Luke 1:3), although it later 
circulated throughout the Christian church. 
We don’t know who Theophilus was or even 
if this was his real name. Theophilus is a 
compound word meaning “Friend of God.” 
This reference could relate to “God-fearers,” 
Gentiles who believed in the Hebrew God. 
Scholars have conjectured that the recipient 
was a prominent Gentile since Luke called 
him “honorable.” 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces
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DATE

Luke’s Gospel was written prior to Acts 
(Acts 1:1). Since most scholars date Acts 
at around AD 64, the Gospel of Luke may 
have been written around AD 62 or 63. 
However, if Theophilus was a Roman official 
whom Luke encountered during Paul’s 
imprisonment, the two works could have 
been written more closely in time. Since 
Acts concludes before Paul’s execution, Acts 
(and thus Luke) was written prior to AD 67. 

PURPOSE

Theophilus had been instructed about Jesus, 
but Luke wanted his reader to understand 
the certainty of what he had been taught 
(Luke 1:4). Luke’s intention was not merely 
to add to the Gospel accounts that had 
already been circulated. He specifically 
wanted this one man to know the facts of 
Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. Luke’s 
Gospel concludes in the same way that Acts 
begins—with Jesus’ ascension. 

If Theophilus was not a believer, Luke 
shared this narrative in order to lead him to 
faith in Christ. Some scholars argue that the 
content of Luke’s Gospel portrays an effort 
to confirm the beliefs of a man who had 
already become a Christian. The Holy Spirit 
had a larger purpose as this Gospel became 
part of the canon of Scripture cherished by 
the church throughout the ages.

KEY THEMES

• Son of God and Son of Man—Jesus’ birth 
was the result of God’s supernatural 
miracle through a virgin called Mary. 
Throughout Luke’s Gospel, Jesus’ words 
and deeds attest to His oneness with 
God. At the same time, Luke frequently 
quotes Jesus’ self-reference as the Son 
of Man (5:24; 6:5; 9:22; 12:8). This title 

was a direct claim to be the Messiah, 
but it also demonstrated Jesus’ identity 
with humanity.

• Proof of the Messiah—Miracles abound 
in Luke. Jesus fed multitudes, healed 
the sick, cast out demons, and raised 
the dead. These miracles attest to Jesus’ 
compassion, but also give testimony to 
His divine nature and lordship (7:22). 
Jesus’ lordship included reign over the 
Sabbath, sickness, satanic attacks, and 
even death (6:1-10; 7:11-17; 8:26-39).

• Preparation for the future—From the 
early chapters to the end of the book, 
Luke described how Jesus chose and 
prepared men to lead the church in the 
future (5:10-11; 5:27; 9:1-6). 

• The kingdom of God—While Luke did not 
include as many kingdom parables as 
Matthew, he described Jesus’ preaching 
about the kingdom of God (4:43; 8:1). 
Jesus sent the disciples forth to preach 
about the kingdom (9:11). In His 
presence was found the nearness of the 
kingdom (10:9-11).

• The availability of the kingdom for believers 
from all peoples—Luke emphasized Jesus’ 
statements and deeds that demonstrate 
the kingdom of God is not for Jews alone 
but is available to all who will repent and 
believe (9:52; 10:33; 17:16).

• The future judgment and the urgency of 
commitment—Because God’s judgment 
is inevitable, commitment to Jesus is 
imperative. People who are not willing 
to make an irrevocable decision to 
follow Him are not worthy of God’s 
kingdom (9:62).

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces
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OUTLINE OF LUKE

ON THE COVER

Denarius coin depicting Tiberius;  

c. AD 14-37; silver

 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)
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1
Planned
God’s promises point to His redemptive plan for His creation.

LUKE 1:13-25
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 1:17

S E S S I O N  1

STUDY Luke 1:13-25, paying attention to how 

the angel’s words to Zechariah describe the 

unfolding of God’s redemptive plan. Use Explore 

the Text on pages 15–19 to gain insight into 

each command.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group 

using the ideas on pages 20–22. Focus on 

helping the group connect God’s promises 

to His redemptive plan that includes all of 

us. Consider ways of using the Dramatic 

Presentation Idea (p. 22) during the group time.

GATHER the following items:

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs) for each 

group member

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Luke)

   PACK ITEM 3 (Themes in Luke)

Make copies of:

   PACK ITEM 8 (Handout: Memory 

Verses Bookmark)

CONSULT the weekly Explore the Bible adult 

podcast to gain insights on the go about this 

week’s study on Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, 

Stitcher, Spotify, LifeWay’s Digital Pass, or at 

goExploreTheBible.com/adults-training.

REINFORCE the session by contacting any 

group members who have been absent, letting 

them know a new study is starting and inviting 

them to join the group time.
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Several current television shows highlight the secondhand retail industry. 
The stars of the show shop for bargains in barns, flea markets, and pawn 
stores. They are looking for treasures among items that most people would 
deem used up or worthless. Most of the shows save one final purchase for 
the end of the program, when the star of the show stumbles upon an item 
of great price, purchases it, and repurposes it to highlight its value to the 
new owner. These shows highlight the concept of redemption.

(In PSG, p . 10) What items have you repurposed that were once viewed as 

used up or useless?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 1:1-25

God never acts haphazardly. His purpose directs His perfect plan 
throughout eternity. The Father’s intention for salvation began long before 
the first man and woman sinned. Jesus was the Lamb of God slain “from 
the foundation of the world” (Rev. 13:8). God did not thrust Jesus into 
human history but carefully prepared the way for His Messiah.

As Luke wrote his Gospel in a letter to Theophilus, he emphasized 
the orderliness of God’s plan. Consequently, he constructed his narrative 
with a particular sequence so Theophilus would recognize the truth of this 
amazing story. Luke began not with the birth announcement of Jesus but 
with the prophet who would prepare the way for the Christ. 

Luke’s story was not couched in fairy tale language of “once upon a 
time.” This account occurred within recorded history when Herod was king 
of Judea. Herod, an Idumean, was appointed to his position by the Roman 
Senate around 40 BC. We do not know the exact identity of Theophilus, 
whose name means “God-friend.” The manner of Luke’s address indicates he 
was a high-ranking official who would have been familiar with Herod’s reign. 

Luke’s Gospel was not only historical, it also was personal. He began 
with a priest named Zechariah and his wife, Elizabeth. The priest faithfully 
served at the temple, although God apparently had not answered his prayers 
for a child. The priest and his wife were well past the normal age of child-
bearing. Likely, they had resigned themselves to being childless. 

Thirdly, the narrative was dramatic. Zechariah ministered in the 
presence of God yet was surprised by the supernatural appearance of an 
angel. While the congregation worshiped outside, Zechariah prepared 
the incense inside the temple. Incense represented the prayers of God’s 

KEY DOCTRINE

Stewardship

God is the source of all blessings, 
temporal and spiritual; all that 
we have and are we owe to Him 
(Deut. 8:18).

BIBLE SKILL

Compare similar Bible stories.

Compare Zechariah and Elizabeth 
in Luke 1 to Elkanah and Hannah 
in 1 Samuel 1. What similarities 
and differences can you identify 
between these two stories? 
Reflect on these narratives 
personally. What prayers have 
you been asking that seem to go 
unanswered? In what way do you 
see God’s plan in the way He has 
responded to your prayers?
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people (Rev. 5:8). Gabriel’s announcement that Zechariah and Elizabeth 
would have a child was not only a divine answer to their prayers but was 
part of God’s plan. 

John the Baptist’s birth announcement, coming before his conception, 
was not only surprising, it was specific. The angel told Zechariah he would 
have a son. The heavenly visitor even named the boy; he would be called 
John. Zechariah’s astonishment misled him to question this amazing news, 
resulting in his becoming mute until the day the child was born. However, 
when Elizabeth conceived, she recognized the loving plan and favor of God. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

PRAYER ANSWERED (LUKE 1:13-17)

Verses 13-15
Zechariah and his wife may have thought of giving up many times. Like 
many childless couples, they longed to have a baby. Yet, their prayers had 
not been answered. Zechariah and his wife came from the priestly lineage 
of Aaron. He knew God’s history of faithfulness to Abraham and continued 
to offer his prayer even though, like Abraham, he had grown old.

The priest was preparing to minister the incense offering when an 
angel appeared beside the altar of incense. The priest was startled (v. 12). 
Any of us would be scared if confronted by a supernatural being. The angel 
immediately encouraged him not to be afraid. To calm Zechariah’s fear, the 
angel related a prayer and a promise. Zechariah’s prayer had been heard. In 
this case, to hear meant to respond. After all these years of apparent silence 
from heaven, Zechariah was about to receive God’s answer in the form of 
a four-fold promise. 

First, Zechariah’s wife, Elizabeth, would give birth to a son. Normally, 
couples gave children names associated with their family. Instead, the 
angel instructed Zechariah to name the child John, a name reflecting 
God’s favor.

The second aspect of the angel’s promise was that Zechariah would 
experience joy and delight. The angel’s promise went beyond the normal 
emotions at the birth of a child. The term translated delight conveys the 
idea of exultant exhilaration. It offers a word picture of jumping up and 
down for joy. 

Not only would Zechariah and Elizabeth be joyous when this child 
was born, but many would rejoice at his birth. This statement took the 
promise to a new level—one of prophecy. The word many involved more 
than Zechariah’s family and friends. The multitudes who flocked to hear 
John preach by the Jordan River would rejoice at his message of repentance, 
forgiveness, and hope. 

The nature of the child’s stature with God was a third aspect of the angel’s 
promise. This child would be great in the sight of the Lord. The phrase the 
Lord may have referred to God the Father. However, given verse 17 (that 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Luke: The Man and His Gospel” 
in the Winter 2020-21 issue of 
Biblical Illustrator. Available at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSES 13-15

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. 14 There will be 

joy and delight for you, 

and many will rejoice at 

his birth. 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.
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John would go before “him”), both the pronoun “him” in verse 17 and the 
phrase “the Lord” in verse 15 could have meant Jesus. Christ later described 
John as being the greatest of those born to women (Matt. 11:11). 

Another quality of the child’s stature involved a characteristic of people 
who took a Nazarite vow (Num. 6:1-4). By abstaining from wine or beer, 
John demonstrated his commitment to holy consecration to the Lord. 
Since the angel did not mention other aspects of the Nazarite (such as not 
cutting hair), not using strong drink could have been one aspect of John’s 
consecrated behavior.

John’s anointing from God did not start with his preaching ministry. 
This child would be filled with the Holy Spirit while still in his mother’s 
womb. Only the power of the Holy Spirit could suffice for the task before 
this prophet. Like Jeremiah, the Lord knew John before he was born and 
sovereignly filled him with the Spirit of God (Jer. 1:5-10). 

Verses 16-17
A fourth aspect of the angel’s promise related to the success of John’s 
future ministry. John preached a message of repentance. His ministry led 
the children of Israel to turn from their sins and turn to the Lord their 
God. Repentance involved a change of mind and heart that led to different 
action characterized by love for the Lord.

Some prophets spoke to the nations, declaring the judgment of the One 
True God and calling them to repentance. John, however, would concentrate 
on the children of Israel. This focus did not mean God was uninterested in 
the Gentiles but that salvation was for the Jews first and then also to the 
Gentile nations (Rom. 1:16; Matt. 15:21-28).

John’s ministry was the fulfillment of Messianic prophecies that Elijah 
would prepare the way for the Christ. Malachi foretold that God would send 
His messenger in advance of the Messiah’s appearance (Mal. 3:1). Isaiah also 
predicted that one would come to prepare the way of the Lord (Isa. 40:3-5). 
These prophecies did not mean John would be the reincarnated Elijah who 
never died but was taken up to heaven (2 Kings 2:1-12). Instead, John came in 
the spirit and power of Elijah. His preaching was powerful, like that of Elijah, 
even rebuking a king because of his sin (1 Kings 21:19-29; Mark 6:18). 

Another aspect of John’s ministry involved turning the hearts of the 
fathers to their children. This phrase is a quotation from Malachi’s prophecy 
that described Elijah’s preparation prior to the Day of the Lord (Mal. 4:5-6). 
While the term “Day of the Lord” often refers to Christ’s second coming or to 
the ultimate judgment of God, in this case it describes His earthly ministry. 

This turning included moving the disobedient to the understanding 
of the righteous. In salvation, the minds and hearts of sinful people are 
converted so they might have the wisdom of people who trust and obey the 
Lord. This ministry of repentance was part of God’s plan to make ready for 
the Lord a prepared people. Some scholars see the various “turnings” to 
encompass reconciliation between individuals and between people and God.  

God is working to bring about His redemptive plan. Just as God 
prepared Zechariah for this event, He used John to prepare the way for an 
even greater part of His plan—the birth of His Son, the promised Messiah.

VERSES 16-17

16 He will turn many of 

the children of Israel 

to the Lord their God. 
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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How have you observed the way God works out His plan through answers to 

your prayers? How can we cooperate with God to see His plan come to fruition?

DOUBT EXPRESSED (LUKE 1:18-20)

Verses 18-20
One might naturally assume Zechariah would be excited about seeing an 
angel, especially one who brought such good news of answered prayer. Yet, 
like many of us today, Zechariah had difficulty understanding how this 
matter would be accomplished. Zechariah’s question goes further than the 
mere mechanics of a miracle. The question How can I know this? seems 
to relate more to trust than the “how-to’s” of having a child. Zechariah’s 
inquiry demanded some sort of evidence to validate the promise. 

The God who created the universe is not limited by His creation. 
Zechariah understood basic biology. He and Elizabeth were both well 
past the normal age of child-bearing. The prophet’s argument questioned 
God’s abilities, which was the same as challenging God Himself. Instead of 
understanding that we are dealing with an all-powerful God, we often view 
possibilities through the lens of human limitations. 

The angel Gabriel held a special place in the heavenly hierarchy. He 
was one who stands in the presence of God. To stand in God’s presence 
means to have ongoing access to God. Angels are mentioned many times 
throughout Scripture but are seldom mentioned by name. Only Gabriel and 
Michael the archangel are identified specifically.

Gabriel did not come to Zechariah of his own initiative but was sent by 
God. His mission was to speak and to tell Zechariah about God’s answer 
to his prayers. Each time Gabriel is mentioned in Scripture, he is delivering 
a message from God. In the Old Testament, Gabriel appeared to Daniel 
to explain a vision (Dan. 8:16; 9:21). In addition to the announcement to 
Zechariah, Gabriel was sent to Mary with God’s message about how she 
would be the mother of the Messiah even though she was a virgin. (Luke 1:26)

Gabriel’s message was good news. Although the term translated as 
good news is the same as that for sharing the gospel, the use here is more 
general. The announcement about John was welcome news to Zechariah, 
but it would also be part of the larger good news of Jesus. 

Using the phrase now listen, the angel wanted Zechariah to pay 
attention and understand what was about to happen. Zechariah had 
demanded some kind of proof to validate what he had been told. Amazingly, 
the word of an angel was not enough. Therefore, a sign was given, but it was 
not the kind that Zechariah wanted. His doubt had penalties. The difficulty 
he was about to experience was a direct result of the fact that he did not 
believe Gabriel’s words. Gabriel used a term for believe that means “to 
entrust.” Zechariah heard an amazing announcement from a supernatural 
source, but he could not bring himself to rely on it. 

VERSES 18-20

18 “How can I know 

this?” Zechariah asked 

the angel. “For I am an 

old man, and my wife 

is well along in years.” 
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. 
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.”
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Like many of the prophets of the Old Testament, Zechariah became a 
living object lesson. He would become silent or mute. He would be unable 
to speak, even to explain to Elizabeth what had happened. His condition 
would last until the day these things take place. Every day for nine months 
or more, Zechariah was reminded of his doubt. Yet, even his silence testified 
to the truth of God’s promise. He could only look forward quietly to the 
angel’s words being fulfilled in their proper time. 

God has the power to do what He says He will do. We should be careful 
not to doubt His word but entrust ourselves to the perfect plan of our 
heavenly Father. He loves us and wants what is best for us in keeping with 
His eternal plan. As we accept His will and set aside any lack of faith, we 
will experience His powerful hand in our lives.

What kinds of circumstances tempt you to doubt God’s promises?  How does 

immersion in Scripture help us to trust God with our lives?

REALITY SEEN (LUKE 1:21-25)

Verses 21-23
While Zechariah interacted with the angel inside the temple, the people 
who had gathered for worship had been waiting. Normally, the priest 
would offer the incense and come out to them. They were amazed that 
he remained in the sanctuary so long. The term sanctuary referred to the 
holy place. Access to this part of the temple was limited to priests. It stood 
between the holy of holies, into which only the high priest could enter, and 
the court of Israel, which was reserved for Jewish men. 

After the angel departed, Zechariah was left speechless—literally! 
Stunned by his experience, his countenance was different as he emerged 
from the holy place. As he was unable to speak, the people surmised that 
he had seen a vision. Unable to go inside, the average worshiper could only 
imagine the mysterious presence of God and the worship conducted by 
priests in the holy place. Yet, they did not understand what had happened 
since Zechariah could only make signs to them. 

The wonder that Zechariah remained speechless was not limited to this 
encounter. He continued with his temple service for the rest of the week 
until he completed his tour of duty on the following Sabbath. Throughout 
this time, his silent witness testified to his supernatural encounter.

Most people look forward to going home after work so they can relax 
and spend time with the family. Especially after this amazing experience, 
you might expect Zechariah immediately to go home to Elizabeth. However, 
in tribute to his faithfulness, he waited until the days of his ministry were 
completed. Priests served in the temple on a rotating basis. They were 
divided into twenty-four groups, each named after a particular head of 
their clan among the descendants of Aaron (1 Chron. 24:7-18). Zechariah 

VERSES 21-23

21 Meanwhile, the 

people were waiting for 

Zechariah, amazed that 

he stayed so long in the 

sanctuary. 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. 23 When the 

days of his ministry 

were completed, he went 

back home.
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was in the division associated with Abijah (Luke 1:5). Each priest served 
from Sabbath to Sabbath.

Finally, Zechariah went back home. He and Elizabeth did not live 
in Jerusalem where the temple was located. Their home was in the hill 
country of Judea (Luke 1:39-40). Imagine Elizabeth’s confusion when her 
mute husband finally returned and tried to explain what he had heard and 
what she was about to experience!

Verses 24-25
Luke does not specify the time period represented by the phrase after 
these days. Doubtless, when Zechariah returned home, Elizabeth was 
confused by her husband’s inability to speak. As he did when he later 
confirmed his son’s name (Luke 1:63), Zechariah likely wrote his incredible 
story as his amazed wife looked on. They resumed marital relations and 
Elizabeth conceived. She must have been overwhelmed with the joy of 
knowing she would be a mother. Still, she remained in seclusion for five 
months. Perhaps she didn’t want to tell people before her condition became 
apparent in order to avoid doubtful remarks by neighbors who had pitied 
her previous childless situation. 

The she said at the end of verse 24 does not indicate to whom Elizabeth 
was speaking. She might have been talking to her husband or just to herself. 
In any case, she acknowledged that her pregnancy was no normal event. 
The Lord had answered her prayers. He was the one who had done this. 
Notice the intensely personal way she responded. God had done this for 
me. She understood she was the recipient of God’s favor. Being childless 
bore a sense of disgrace or social stigma among the people. It also carried a 
connotation of lack of favor from God. Now, both aspects of dishonor had 
been removed under the tender grace of the Lord.

Like Elizabeth, believers can live with the confidence that God keeps 
His promises. We do not have to wait for an angelic announcement to hear 
from God. The Bible contains hundreds of promises to God’s people. His 
word is not “pie-in-the-sky-by-and-by” but represents reality that we can 
trust and receive.

What is your typical reaction to the promises of God’s Word? What does it 

take to turn our doubts into acceptance of God’s reality?

VERSES 24-25

24 After these days his 

wife Elizabeth conceived 

and kept herself in 

seclusion for five 

months. She said, 25 “The 

Lord has done this for 

me. He has looked with 

favor in these days to 

take away my disgrace 

among the people.”
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
BEGIN: As the group arrives, invite a show 
of hands from those who like shopping at 
yard sales, flea markets, or thrift stores. 
Call for volunteers to name their best 
second-hand “find.”

RESPOND: Read the first paragraph on  
page 10 of the Personal Study Guide (PSG), 
and ask the following question: What items 
have you repurposed that were once viewed 
as used up or useless? Note that while we 
may not have thought of it that way, when 
we buy a used or seemingly worthless 
item and repurpose it for use again, we are 
demonstrating the idea of redemption.

TRANSITION: Explain that while shopping 
a yard sale may help us understand 
something of the concept of redemption, 
it’s through looking at God’s plan that  
we most fully understand redemption.  
In today’s study, we’ll examine how God sent 
an angel to tell a man named Zechariah the 
good news of God’s redemptive plan.

EXPLORE THE TEXT 
INTRODUCE: Explain that the group is 
beginning a study of Luke. Summarize the 
Introduction to Luke 1–9 on pages 10–11 of 
this leader guide. Direct attention to Pack 
Item 3 (Poster: Themes in Luke), encouraging 
the group to look for these themes 
throughout the study. Direct the group’s 
attention to Pack Item 2 (Outline of Luke) 
displayed on the wall. (The full outline is 
on page 9 of the PSG.) Note the first outline 
point as you transition into today’s study.

SUMMARIZE: Highlight the information in 
Understand the Context (PSG, p. 11). Note 
that Luke’s Gospel begins with the account 
of two unique births, each a part of the 
unfolding of God’s redemption story.

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 1:13-17, while the group listens 
for the details of the angel’s message to 
Zechariah. Use the information from 
Explore the Text (pp. 15–16 of this book) 
to help explain how Zechariah had been 
chosen to serve in the holy place of the 
temple on that particular day.

IDENTIFY: Focus on verses 13-14. Based on 
the angel’s words, lead the group to identify 
Zechariah’s prayer. Note that the Bible 
tells us that his wife, Elizabeth, couldn’t 
conceive, and that they were older than 
childbearing years. Zechariah may have 
been praying this prayer for many years.

ASK: How does the announcement to 
Zechariah compare to how God might 
answer our prayers today? 

IDENTIFY: Focus on verses 15-17. Call for 
the group to name the details revealed 
about this promised child. Invite them to 
point out the Old Testament prophecies 
found in these verses, using the Personal 
Study Guide (PSG, pp. 13–14), for 
assistance. 

DISCUSS: How did connecting the birth 
of John to Old Testament prophecy 
communicate the importance of this 
child? How does connecting our prayers 
to Scripture help us understand how 
God’s answers relate to His redemptive 
purposes? (PSG, p. 14)

HIGHLIGHT: Note that verse 17 is this 
week’s memory verse. Distribute copies 
of Pack Item 8 (Handout: Memory Verses 
Bookmark), encouraging the group to 
memorize the verse. 

STUDY: Place the group into pairs. Call 
attention to the Bible Skill (PSG, p. 14), and 
direct the pairs to work together comparing 
the story of Zechariah and Elizabeth with 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



21S ssion 1 :  Planned 

the Old Testament story of Elkanah and 
Hannah. Invite volunteers to share their 
findings. Then ask: What prayers have you 
been asking that seem to go unanswered? 
In what way do you see God’s plan in the 
way He has responded to your prayers? 
(PSG, p. 14)

TRANSITION: God’s ultimate plan for John 
was to announce the coming of Jesus.

READ: Direct a volunteer to read Luke 
1:18-20 aloud, while the group focuses 
on Zechariah’s doubts and the angel’s 
response to those doubts.

COMPARE: Direct the group to skim the 
first paragraph under Verse 18 (PSG, p. 15) 
and circle the names of others in the Bible, 
besides Zechariah, who also expressed 
doubt. Call for volunteers to read aloud 
those names. Stress that Zechariah was a 
righteous man who was focused on doing 
God’s work in the temple, yet he still 
struggled with doubt. 

DISCUSS: How can doubt get in the way of 
a person enjoying God’s promises? What 
kinds of things cause us to struggle with 
doubt in our faith? 

EXPLORE: Focus on verses 19-20. Using 
the PSG (pp. 15–16), explore the meanings 
of the words “sent” and “good news” in 
verse 19. Stress that the good news the 
angel brought to Zechariah was the gospel 
message that God has a redemptive plan 
for His creation.

DISCUSS: Can a person be devoted to the 
Lord and still express doubt? How can 
doubt sometimes result in greater faith? 
(PSG, p. 16)

TRANSITION: God’s promises are not “wish 
for” or “hope for” ideas; God has the power to 
do what He promises to do.

READ: Direct the group to read 
Luke 1:21-25 silently, considering the 
consequences of Zechariah’s doubt. 

GUIDE: Invite the group to name aloud the 
things that had happened since Zechariah 
entered the holy place in the temple to burn 
the incense. Note that Zechariah’s time of 
service in the temple lasted one week. 

ASK: Why was it important for Zechariah 
to complete his time of service? How might 
this have helped him process what Gabriel 
had revealed to him?

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Direct the group to review Luke 
1:13-25, thinking about the ways we see 
God’s promises pointing to His redemptive 
plan in Zechariah’s story. 

DISCUSS: What are some of the promises 
of God that you are still awaiting? How 
does patience and time only enhance the 
anticipation of the fulfillment of that 
promise? (PSG, p. 17)

RESPOND: Before the group time, choose 
one of the question sets under Apply 
the Text (PSG, p. 18). Lead the group 
to respond to the selected questions by 
jotting down a response in the margin of 
their Personal Study Guides. Encourage 
volunteers to share a response.

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for His plan of 
providing a way of salvation for every one 
of us who chooses to put our faith in Him.
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC 

Secure a copy of “Come Thou Long Expected 
Jesus,” by Charles Wesley. As you lead 
the group to sing the hymn, reflect that 
God’s redemptive plan included the “long-
expected” Jesus from the very beginning.

DRAMATIC PRESENTATION

Recruit two volunteers to play the roles of 
Zechariah and the angel, reading today’s 
passage as a dialogue between the two. You 
may want to read as the narrator for the 
parts of Scripture that are not the dialogue 
between Zechariah and the angel.

RESEARCH

Collect Bible concordances or study Bibles 
with a concordance.

Direct the group to work in pairs or threes 
to find other places in the Bible, besides 
today’s Scripture, where the command “Do 
not be afraid” is given. Call for volunteers 
to share their findings. Discuss what the 
different “do not be afraid” events have in 
common with each other. 

REFLECTIVE

Prior to the group time, develop a case 
study that portrays a believer who struggles 
with doubts because of some circumstances 
in his or her life. Provide copies of the 
case study and direct the group to discuss 
how they can encourage  someone toward 
stronger faith when he or she is struggling 
with doubt. You could take this further, 
by calling for volunteers to role play the 
situation, with a stronger believer speaking 
words of encouragement to a fellow believer 
who is struggling with doubt.

MONOLOGUE

Pre-enlist a volunteer to develop a 
monologue describing the doubts and 
questions Zechariah might have felt when 
the angel shared the news that a son 
named John would be born. Call for the 
monologue to be presented just before  
Luke 1:18-20 is read.

CHART

Gather a large sheet of paper 
and a marker.

Create a chart of Bible characters who 
struggled with doubt. Put two headings at 
the top of the chart: “Who doubted?” and 
“Why did they doubt?” Call for the group 
to find the following Scriptures, and name 
who and why they doubted: Abraham 
(Gen. 15:8), Sarah (Gen. 18:10-15), Moses 
(Ex. 4:1-17), Gideon (Judg. 6:36-40), and 
Hezekiah (2 Kings 20:8-9). Discuss how it 
helps us as believers today to see how these 
Bible characters struggled with doubt too.

ILLUSTRATION

Gather colored pencils or pencils 
and paper. 

Provide paper for each person. Guide them 
to fold the paper into thirds, folding the 
paper as if they were preparing it to be 
mailed. In the first third, instruct the group 
to write: “God is working to bring about 
His redemptive plan.” In the second, write 
“God has the power to do what He says He 
will do.” In the last third, write: “Believers 
can live with the confidence that God keeps 
His promises.” Instruct the group to sketch 
a symbol alongside each statement, to 
represent the main idea of the statement. 
Allow volunteers to share their illustrations.
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2
Conceived
God involves humanity in the redemptive plan of His creation. 

LUKE 1:26-38 
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 1:37

S E S S I O N  2

STUDY Luke 1:26-38, noticing how God’s choice 

of Mary is woven into His greater redemptive 

plan for all of creation. Use Explore the Text  

(pp. 25–29) to gain insight into Mary’s questions 

that indicated a desire to know more, compared 

with Zechariah’s questions (session 1) that 

reflected his doubt.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 30–32. Focus on helping the 

group understand that God’s redemptive plan is 

for us—His creation. Consider ways to use the 

Chart Idea (p. 32) during the group time.

GATHER the following items:

   Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 1 (Map: Jesus’ Birth and  

Early Childhood)

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Luke)

   PACK ITEM 3 (Poster: Themes in Luke)

Make copies of:

   PACK ITEM 7 (Handout: Luke Time Line)

   PACK ITEM 9 (Handout: The Virgin Birth)

CONSULT the Explore the Bible website for 

ways of using a current news event to start and 

conclude the session (goExploreTheBible.com/ 

LeaderExtras).

REINFORCE the session by encouraging the 

group to specifically pray for family members  

or friends who have not yet accepted Christ.  

The Christmas season can be a time when 

people are more open to conversations 

about faith. Challenge the group to pray for 

opportunities to have these conversations.
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Most of us look forward to the Christmas season. We look forward to 
seeing family and friends, but the Christmas season can also be lonely. We 
can be in a crowd but still be alone. The good news of the gospel is that God 
has a place for everyone in His redemptive plan; He uses ordinary people in 
that plan. Mary’s story reminds us that God invites people to be a part of 
bringing about the redemption of His creation. 

(In PSG, p . 19) How can the Christmas season heighten anxiety and produce 

fear? How can a person feel lonely even in the middle of a large crowd? 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 1:26-80

Just as John the Baptist served to prepare the way for Jesus, even so his 
birth announcement forms the framework for the annunciation to Mary 
about Jesus’ birth. Mary’s encounter with Gabriel came between the angel’s 
visit to Elizabeth and the birth of John. As adults, John pointed to Jesus 
and proclaimed Him to be the Lamb of God who took away the world’s sin. 
As pre-born children in their mothers’ wombs, John moved with joy when 
his mother heard the greeting of Jesus’ mother—a fact that supports the 
belief that life begins at conception.

The two stories contain similarities and important differences. Both 
narratives involve an angelic proclamation about a child’s birth before either 
had been conceived. Both Mary and Elizabeth were not in circumstances 
conducive to having a baby. Elizabeth had passed her normal child-bearing 
years, and Mary had never engaged in sexual relations. Both situations 
required divine intervention. 

At the same time, each story was unique. One announcement was 
made to a man—Zechariah; the other to a woman—Mary. One child was 
born to a married couple; the other would be born to Mary, the espoused 
wife of Joseph. Mary and Joseph had not consummated their marriage, 
which generally occurred a year after the espousal. John was conceived in 
the normal manner as the result of intimate relations between his father 
and mother, although God made it possible for this older couple to have a 
child. Jesus did not have a biological father but was conceived through a 
miraculous work of the Holy Spirit.

Interestingly, the first part of the story focused on Zechariah and mentions 
Elizabeth only as she rejoices to know she has conceived a child. The last part 
of the narrative begins with Elizabeth’s delivery of John. It moves quickly to 

KEY DOCTRINE

God the Son

In His incarnation as Jesus Christ, 
He was conceived of the Holy 
Spirit and born of the virgin Mary 
(Luke 1:35).

BIBLE SKILL

Use other Scripture to help 
understand a Bible passage.

Look up these passages and 
compare what was prophesied 
with what happened with Jesus: 
Genesis 3:15; Psalm 2:7; Isaiah 
7:14; 9:6-7; Numbers 24:17; 
2 Samuel 7:12-16. How do these 
passages help us understand 
Jesus’ identity? What does Jesus’ 
miraculous conception mean 
to you personally, especially in 
regard to salvation?
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Zechariah’s confirmation of John’s name, the release of the priest’s speech, 
and his hymn of praise to God for what the Lord would do through the child. 

In between these segments, Mary’s story emerges as the focal point 
of the entire chapter. Mary was taken by surprise at the angelic visitation 
and even more so at the news she would have a baby. She certainly could 
not have imagined that her child would be the promised Messiah. Like 
Zechariah, Mary was confused about how this would happen, but she was 
willing to accept her role in the heavenly Father’s plan.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

THE GREETING (LUKE 1:26-29)

Verses 26-27
Normally, scriptural references to a certain month involved a month as it 
relates to a certain year. In verse 26, the phrase in the sixth month referred 
to Elizabeth’s pregnancy. (See Luke 1: 36.) Luke had already introduced 
the angel Gabriel in the earlier part of his letter to Theophilus. Just as the 
angel appeared to Zechariah with a message from God, even so Gabriel 
reappeared with the most important news in history. He was sent by God. 

Theophilus may have been surprised that God would be interested in a 
place like Nazareth. Luke simply identified it as a town in Galilee. Galilee 
was a region in the north of Israel, bordered on the east by the Sea of Galilee, 
on the west by the Mediterranean Sea, on the north by Lebanon and Syria, 
and on the south by Samaria. Nazareth was not a town where prominent 
people wanted to live. A few years later, an astonished Nathaniel asked if 
anything good could come from Nazareth (John 1:46).

Continuing his introduction of the participants, Luke identified Joseph 
and Mary. Notice how Luke made a point of emphasizing vital messianic 
issues in this short verse. Gabriel was sent to a virgin. Over seven centuries 
earlier, Isaiah prophesied that a virgin would bear a child who would be 
known as “God with us.” (See Isa. 7:14.) Some people argue that the Hebrew 
term in Isaiah’s prophecy could mean “a young girl old enough to marry.” 
However, the testimony of Old and New Testament writers affirm the 
intention is a female who has not had sexual relations. 

This particular virgin was engaged. The Hebrew concept involved a 
much different relationship than modern engagements. A couple went 
through a wedding ceremony and were considered married, except they 
did not live together or engage in marital relations for one year. After a 
second confirmation of the marriage, they went on to normal marriage 
habits. This condition explains why Matthew’s Gospel notes that Joseph 
would have to divorce Mary if he wanted to separate from her (Matt. 1:19). 

Joseph was of the house of David, which meant he was in the lineage 
of David. To be descended from David not only involved a royal heritage, 
but prophecy mandated the Messiah would come from David’s heirs. Finally, 
in a simple, direct statement, Luke said the virgin’s name was Mary. 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“A Virgin Conception—Really?” 
in the Winter 2020-21 issue of 
Biblical Illustrator. Available at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSES 26-27

26 In the sixth month, 

the angel Gabriel was 

sent by God to a town in 

Galilee called Nazareth, 
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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Verses 28-29
Unlike Gabriel’s approach to Zechariah instead of Elizabeth, the angel came 
to Mary. One difference was Zechariah’s status as Elizabeth’s husband 
as well as his role as priest. Mary was only espoused to Joseph, so it was 
natural that she would hear the angel’s announcement first. Later, Joseph 
also received an angelic visitation so he might understand the divine nature 
of Mary’s condition (Matt. 1:18-25). 

One might expect an appearance by the angel to begin with grandeur, 
but he simply addressed Mary with a simple salutation—Greetings. 
This common acknowledgment conveys the idea of wishing one well. 
Interestingly, the word is a verb form involving the imperative. In this case, 
the word is not so much a command as it was a type of exclamation. The 
term could be translated as “rejoice.”  

Gabriel referred to Mary as favored. The root word is the same as “grace.” 
Mary’s selection as the mother of the Messiah was due to God’s gracious 
favor toward her. The angel declared the Lord is with you. This phrase 
did more than describe God’s presence; it also emphasized God’s favor to 
grace her with His purpose. Mary’s status indicates how God blessed her 
by choosing her to bear the Messiah. Her position did not elevate her to 
special status that would involve prayers or worship. Such veneration is 
reserved for God (Ex. 20:5; Matt. 4:10). Mary remained merely a woman, 
although she was an especially blessed one.

We might think Mary would be happy that a supernatural being 
declared that God had taken special notice of her and given her His favor. 
However, Mary was deeply troubled. This phrase described an experience of 
severe stress. Interestingly, she was not so upset by the sudden appearance 
of an angel as by his statement. She was wondering at the nature of the 
angel’s greeting. The word wondering translates a word involving reflective 
reasoning. The imperfect tense of the verb indicates this reaction was not a 
brief moment of perplexity but an ongoing process. Why was Gabriel here 
and what did this have to do with her?

God places people in positions to be used by Him. Mary’s role in history 
amounted to more than being a nice Jewish girl engaged to a good man. 
God had worked in the lives of Mary and Joseph to bring them to this 
crucial moment in history to accomplish His divine plan.

In what ways can you see God’s hand in your life? What is there about your 

current situation that seems positioned to fulfill His will?

VERSES 28-29

28 And the angel came to 

her and said, “Greetings, 

favored woman! The 

Lord is with you.” 29 But 

she was deeply troubled 

by this statement, 

wondering what kind of 

greeting this could be.
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THE DECLARATION (LUKE 1:30-33)

Verses 30-33
Encouraging her not to be afraid, Gabriel used her name, Mary, as if to 
converse on a more personal level. The basis for her comfort lay in the fact 
that she had found favor with God. Favor comes from the word grace and 
describes the unmerited good will of God. God’s grace cannot be earned. 
While Mary’s character was obviously above reproach, God’s choice of 
her to bear the Messiah was based on His gracious purpose. The angel’s 
admonition, Now listen, seems unnecessary. He had Mary’s full attention 
already. Also translated as “behold,” this phrase alerts the hearer that 
something of special importance is about to be said. 

The angel’s preliminary greeting was focused on God’s favor toward 
Mary. Now, the subject is about to deal with her role in God’s plan. Three 
short statements in a single sentence defined how Mary would participate 
in the greatest event of history. First, she would conceive. We cannot 
appreciate the emotions Mary must have felt at that statement. The time 
had not come for her and Joseph to consummate their marriage. She was 
naturally confused and concerned. Second, she would give birth to a son. 
Third, she would name the child Jesus. In Jewish society, a child’s name 
usually honored someone in the family. Later, an angel would inform 
Joseph that the boy would be named Jesus because He would “save his 
people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21).

At this point, the angel began to describe the Messianic characteristics 
of the child. Jesus would be great, or of exceedingly important stature. 
Second, He would be called the Son of the •Most High. Given her Jewish 
heritage, Mary immediately understood the phrase Most High was a title for 
God. How could her son be called the Son of God? Mary’s amazement must 
have soared. A third Messianic promise involved the throne of his father 
David. Receiving the throne of His ancestor David was a direct reference to 
the rule of the Messiah. 

The Jews understood the phrase house of Jacob as specifically related 
to the nation of Israel, but the Messiah’s authority was unlimited by 
geography or ethnic considerations. This statement was a direct fulfillment 
of Isaiah’s prophecy (Isa. 9:7). To have the throne of David and to reign 
meant that the Messiah’s dominion would be vast and His kingdom would 
be eternal. Jesus is the promised Messiah who reigns eternally. He was not 
merely the Jewish champion but the Savior of the world. 

How would you describe Mary’s emotions when she heard the angel’s 

declaration? Why should Jesus’ eternal reign give us hope and confidence?

VERSES 30-33

30 Then the angel told 

her: “Do not be afraid, 

Mary, for you have 

found favor with God. 
31 Now listen: You will 

conceive and give birth 

to a son, and you will 

name him Jesus. 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. 33 He will reign 

over the house of Jacob 

forever, and his kingdom 

will have no end.”
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THE QUESTION (LUKE 1:34-37)

Verses 34-35
Asking a question does not always mean to question. Zechariah had 
questioned God when Gabriel told him about Elizabeth’s having a child in 
her old age. He was an experienced priest who should have understood the 
miraculous power of God. While the prophecy of John’s birth was fulfilled, 
Zechariah paid the price of doubt by being mute until John was born.

In contrast, when Mary heard the amazing news about her bearing 
the Messiah, she naturally was puzzled. She was probably very young 
and naturally asked, how can this be …? Mary’s bewilderment was not a 
doubtful question of faith but a sincere inquiry about how she could have  
a child without having sexual relations with a man.

Notice the difference in how the angel responded to Mary. While the 
angel rebuked Zechariah for his doubt, he responded to Mary’s innocent 
question. The answer was couched in terms that did not give specific details, 
but emphasized that the conception would occur as a result of divine 
intervention. The Holy Spirit was present at the beginning of creation 
and functions in many ways in the lives of believers. We should not be 
surprised that God the Spirit would be involved in the birth of God the 
Son. The phrase the power of the Most High referred to the supernatural 
work of God. 

Two phrases have been at the center of certain heresies that challenged 
the nature of Jesus Christ. These heresies argue that the phrases will come 
upon you and overshadow you are descriptions of actual sexual interaction 
between Mary and God. This heinous view should be refuted strongly. Both 
statements were merely illustrative explanations in terms that Mary might 
understand. By His Word, God spoke the universe into being (Gen. 1). 
Bringing about a miraculous conception was no problem for the Holy Spirit 
of God. Therefore the child would be called the Son of God, for truly that is 
who He is. The child also would be holy. He would bear none of the original 
sin that has been passed down through men since Adam. Completely 
innocent from conception, Jesus lived a perfectly sinless life. 

Verse 36
To further illustrate God’s miraculous work, the angel told Mary to 
consider her relative Elizabeth. The term relative literally means someone 
who is “born with,” in other words a kinsperson. The exact relationship is 
not really as important as the fact that Elizabeth was childless. Mary knew 
that Elizabeth had exceeded the age for childbearing and did not expect 
her ever to become a mother. Yet, in her old age, Elizabeth had conceived 
a son. Elizabeth had concealed her pregnancy for five months. When 
Gabriel appeared to Mary, Elizabeth was in her sixth month, so word of 
her condition probably had reached Mary and others in the family.

VERSES 34-35

34 Mary asked the angel, 

“How can this be, since 

I have not had sexual 

relations with a man?” 
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.

VERSE 36

36 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.
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Verse 37
The point for Mary was that just as God had done a miraculous work in 
giving Elizabeth a child, God could accomplish His purpose through 
Mary. Mary’s question about how she could have a child without intimate 
relations with a man focused on human possibilities. We tend to consider 
potential in terms of how the known laws of nature work. Like Mary, we 
need to recognize the limitless power of God. The angel reminded Mary—
and us—that nothing will be impossible with God. 

God’s power is seen in His redemptive plan. We may not understand 
how the eternal Christ who was present in eternity past could be conceived 
in human form within a virgin’s womb. We may wonder at the miracle of 
the Christmas story. However, we can rejoice that God’s infinite power 
accomplished His plan of salvation and made it possible for us to be 
reconciled to Him through Jesus. 

Have you ever questioned God? Was it a question of doubt or simply 

wondering how God could accomplish something needful in your life?  

How did faith help you resolve the issue?

THE COMMITMENT (LUKE 1:38)

Verse 38
The first step to commitment is to recognize who we are in relationship to 
God. Mary trusted the Lord. She might not fully comprehend everything she 
had heard, but she believed the word of the Lord and the Lord of the word. 
The word Lord connotes God’s supremacy not only in the grand scheme of 
the universe but in mastery of each individual. In relation to Him, Mary 
was a servant. This term can also be rendered “slave” or “handmaid.”  

Accordingly, Mary yielded to the Lord’s plan. We need to understand 
the implications of her response: May it happen to me as you have said. 
She accepted that the word the angel spoke was a message from God. 
Hers was not the stoic surrender of someone who had no choice; rather, 
it was the embrace of the Master and His purpose in her life. She could do 
nothing to accomplish this miraculous birth except to accept the heavenly 
Father’s design.

Like Mary, believers are to submit humbly to God’s purposes. He desires 
to accomplish so much through each of us if we will simply trust Him and 
allow Him to fulfill His will through us for His glory.

VERSE 37

37 For nothing will be 

impossible with God.”

VERSE 38

38 “See, I am the Lord’s 

servant,” said Mary. 

“May it happen to me as 

you have said.” Then the 

angel left her.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
BEGIN: As the group arrives, direct 
them to share with a partner their most 
favorite and least favorite things about the 
Christmas season. After most have arrived, 
share your response, and invite volunteers 
to share their responses too.

RESPOND: Read the first paragraph on 
page 19 of the Personal Study Guide (PSG). 
Ask: How can the Christmas season 
heighten anxiety and produce fear? How 
can a person feel lonely even in the middle 
of a large crowd? (PSG, p. 19) Stress that 
God has a place for every person in His 
redemptive plan.

TRANSITION: Explain that through 
Gabriel’s conversation with Mary, we 
see the unfolding of how God involved 
humanity in His redemptive plan.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Distribute copies of  
Pack Item 7 (Handout: Luke Time Line). 
Note that this story of the angel’s visit 
with Mary takes place six months after 
Elizabeth conceived John the Baptist. Refer 
to Pack Item 3 (Poster: Themes in Luke) 
and Pack Item 2 (Outline of Luke) (also 
on PSG, p. 9) to help the group see how 
today’s account of Gabriel’s conversation 
with Mary fits into the Gospel of Luke 
as a whole.

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 1:26-29, while the group listens for 
the angel’s message and Mary’s response. 

CLARIFY: Direct attention to Pack Item 1  
(Map: Jesus’ Birth and Early Childhood) to 
show the location where this encounter 
took place, in the town of Nazareth in the 
region of Galilee. Using the information 
in Understand the Context (PSG, p. 20), 
briefly describe the betrothal process and 
the consequences Mary would face due to 
being pregnant before her wedding day.

SEARCH: Invite volunteers to connect  
the information given in verses 26-29  
to Old Testament prophecies concerning 
the Messiah. Use the information under 
The Greeting (PSG, pp. 21–22) and cross 
references (Isa. 7:14; 2 Sam. 7:16;  
Ps. 132:11) to supplement the discussion. 

DISCUSS: How do we begin to see God’s 
plan for Mary through the angel’s 
greeting? How did Mary react to the 
angel’s greeting?

READ: Call for a volunteer to read this 
sentence aloud from the PSG (p. 22): “Her 
greatest qualification was not her own 
righteousness but the fact that ‘the Lord’ 
was with her.” 

ASK: Why is it important to remember 
that a person’s involvement in God’s plans 
is based on grace rather than merit? 
(PSG, p. 22)

TRANSITION: It’s no wonder Mary was 
“troubled” as she struggled to understand the 
magnitude of Gabriel’s greeting.

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 1:30-33, while the group listens for 
all the details concerning the promised 
Messiah packed into Gabriel’s words.
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SEARCH: Direct the group to use their PSG 
(p. 23) to find and underline the meaning 
of the name Jesus. Ask: How does the name 
given by Gabriel point to the purpose and 
role of Jesus? (PSG, p. 23)

EXPLORE: Focus on verses 32-33. Using 
the information in the PSG (pp. 23–24), 
explore the meaning of the phrases “Son of 
the Most High” and He will “reign over the 
house of Jacob forever”

ASK: Why is it important to view Jesus in 
the context of the Messianic promises of 
the Old Testament? (PSG, p. 24)

TRANSITION: The angel had shared some 
profound, yet stunning, news with Mary.  
Now let’s examine how she responded.

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 1:34-37, as the group listens for 
the angel’s incredible response to Mary’s 
“how?” question.

COMPARE: Invite the group to compare 
the news the angel brought to Zechariah 
(session 1) and the news brought to Mary. 
Both Zechariah and Mary were surprised 
by the news they heard. Ask: What was 
similar about Gabriel’s news to the two 
of them? What was different? What do 
you think Mary found most difficult to 
comprehend?

DISCUSS: The angel said nothing is 
impossible with God—why would it be so 
important for Mary to believe that as the 
mother of Jesus? Why is it so important 
for us to believe that today?

CLARIFY: Use the information in the 
Personal Study Guide (p. 25) to help the 
group better understand the meaning of 
the words “the Holy Spirit will come upon 
you” (v. 35). 

ASK: How was Jesus a demonstration 
of God’s power to redeem? How does the 
announcement by Gabriel support the 
teaching that Jesus was fully God and 
fully human? (PSG, p. 26)

READ: Call for the group to read Luke 1:38 
silently, directing them to look for evidence 
of Mary’s obedience to God.

DISCUSS: Note that Mary was afraid, 
yet she believed the angel’s message. Ask: 
When have you experienced fear and faith 
at the same time?

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Call attention to the four 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 27) and invite the group to read them 
silently. Ask: How do you see these 
statements on display in the encounter 
between Gabriel and Mary? Invite 
volunteers to share which statement seems 
most applicable in their lives today and 
briefly explain why.

DISCUSS: What are some of the costs a 
person may face as a result of following 
God’s direction? How do those costs 
compare to the blessings of following God’s 
direction in our lives? (PSG, p. 26)

RESPOND: Prior to the group time, select 
one of the question sets under Apply 
the Text (PSG, p. 27). Lead the group to 
respond to the selected questions.

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for His invitation for 
us to be part of His redemption story.
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Lead the group to sing or listen to “Joy  
Has Dawned,” by Keith Getty and Stuart 
Townend. Use the song to discuss how 
Jesus came to earth as the promised 
Messiah. Review the words of the song 
and encourage the group to look for ways 
today’s Scripture (Luke 1:26-38) is seen in 
the lyrics.

CHART

Gather paper, markers, and study Bibles.

Provide supplies to the group for making 
a chart. Call attention to the Bible Skill in 
the PSG (p. 24). Direct the group to work 
in pairs to complete the Bible Skill. Guide 
them to create a chart based on what the 
Old Testament prophets taught about 
Jesus’ identity. Call for volunteers to share 
their findings with the group.

WORD STUDY

Gather a Bible dictionary.

Pre-enlist a volunteer to research the 
meaning of “incarnation” in a Bible 
dictionary. Direct attention to the Key 
Doctrine in the PSG (p. 26). Read Luke 
1:34-37. Call on the volunteer to explain 
the meaning of the word as it is used to 
describe Jesus as the Son of God.

OBJECTS

Gather sticky notes (enough for each 
person in the group to have one), pencils, 
and several coins.

Distribute a sticky note and pencil to 
each person. Then display the coins and 
note that when we want to buy an item, 
we think about how much it costs. Call 
attention to Luke 1:38. Ask: Consider the 
news that the angel had just shared with 
Mary. What would it “cost” Mary to be 
the mother of Jesus? Invite the group to 
list on their sticky note one thing it might 
“cost” them to follow God’s plan for their 
lives. Draw a large circle on the board to 
represent a coin. Call for the group to place 
their “cost” sticky note on the coin drawn 
on the board.

PRESENTATION

Pack Item 9 (Handout: The Virgin Birth)

In advance of the group time, enlist a 
volunteer to read and summarize the 
information in Pack Item 9 (Handout: 
The Virgin Birth). When Luke 1:26-29 is 
read during the group time, call for the 
volunteer to share the significance of the 
fact that Mary was a virgin. Emphasize 
that Mary being a virgin was a fulfillment 
of Old Testament prophecy (Isa. 7:14).
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3
Proclaimed
Jesus brings salvation to all who trust in Him. 

LUKE 2:4-19 
MEMORY VERSES: LUKE 2:11

S E S S I O N  3

STUDY Luke 2:4-19, imagining that you are 

reading this story for the first time. What details 

stand out? Consider how you can help the group 

see the wonder of this familiar story through 

fresh eyes. Use Explore the Text (pp. 35–39)  

to gain insight into how each action points  

to Jesus’ identity.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 40–42. Focus on helping the 

group understand that the story of Jesus’ birth 

is ultimately a story of salvation for all who trust 

in Him. Look for ways to use the Key Doctrine to 

explain that salvation comes only through faith 

in Jesus. Consider ways of using the Objects 

Idea (p. 42) during the group time.

GATHER the following items:

   Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 1 (Map: Jesus’ Birth and  

Early Childhood)

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Luke)

   PACK ITEM 6 (Key Verses: Luke 2:10-11)

   PACK ITEM 10 (Handout: Angelic 

Announcements in Luke)

CONSULT QuickSource for additional questions 

to use during the group time and review 

the Explore the Bible Adult Commentary for 

additional biblical insights (available for 

purchase from LifeWay.com).

REINFORCE the session by sending a text or 

email to group members, letting them know 

that as they gather with family and friends 

during this Christmas week, you are praying 

that the joy-filled news of the birth of the Savior 

will brighten their days.
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Some birth announcements are as simple as a phone call; others involve 
grand proclamations. When most of us were born, each branch of our 
extended family was likely notified and given the vital information—
weight, length, and the name. On the other hand, birth announcements of 
royalty come as major proclamations. After all, these are potentially future 
kings and queens. The birth announcement of Jesus, the King of kings, was 
different from what anyone might imagine. His announcement included a 
blending of the ordinary with the heralding of royalty.

(In PSG, p . 28) How does your family make birth announcements? What do the 

birth announcements reveal about the family expectations for that child?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 2:1-20

Studying familiar passages can tempt us to look for unique insights. In the 
case of Jesus’ birth narrative, our most profitable approach may not be to seek 
something new, but to be reminded of the value of this precious old story.

Luke continued to identify details of the story in a way Theophilus 
would appreciate. Caesar Augustus was the Roman emperor and Quirinius 
governed Syria. Some historians question the date, since Quirinius was 
not formally appointed governor of Syria until several years after Jesus 
was born. The key involves the term translated governing. The word is not 
a formal title, but is a participle describing an activity. Quirinius likely 
was responsible to Rome for administrative functions in Syria before he 
assumed the formal position.  

Joseph and Mary traveled to Bethlehem as part of the census ordered 
by Caesar Augustus. Caesar is a title meaning “king” or “emperor.” Augustus 
was another name for Octavius, grand-nephew of Julius Caesar. He 
commanded that a census, which was vital to taxation, be taken of the entire 
empire. Joseph had to go to Bethlehem, the ancestral home of descendants 
of David. The journey covered about ninety miles from Nazareth to the 
Judean hills about ten miles south of Jerusalem. The trip took several days, 
probably by caravan or wagon.

Jesus was born in humble circumstances. The influx of travelers filled every 
room, so Mary gave birth in a stable. Using a manger, or feeding trough, for a 
cradle, Mary laid down her newborn that she had clothed in infant’s wrappings. 
At the same time, no birth has been proclaimed by greater heralds. Notice 
the contrast between the humble circumstances of Jesus’ arrival and the 

KEY DOCTRINE

Salvation

There is no salvation apart from 
personal faith in Jesus Christ as 
Lord (Acts 4:12).

BIBLE SKILL

Review usage of key words 
or phrases.

Examine Numbers 7:89, 1 Kings 
22:19, 2 Kings 23:5, Nehemiah 9:6, 
and Isaiah 6:2-6. What different 
kinds of supernatural creatures 
can you identify that might 
have proclaimed God’s good 
news and glory? How does 
each reference help us gain a 
deeper understanding of the 
heavenly hosts?
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grandeur of this announcement. The angel did not appear to the religious 
or political leaders in Jerusalem, but to shepherds outside Bethlehem. 
These men worked in a lowly occupation but were faithfully watching their 
sheep when their night was interrupted by the heavenly visitor. As the 
angel proclaimed the Messiah’s birth, he was joined by a large multitude of 
angels who praised God. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

FULFILLED (LUKE 2:4-7)

Verses 4-5
Joseph and Mary had traveled from Nazareth where they had been living. 
The description of their journey includes the phrase went up, which we 
would normally consider a northerly trip. Nazareth was in Galilee, to the 
north of Israel. It lay between the Sea of Galilee and the Mediterranean Sea. 
Bethlehem was situated south of Jerusalem in the hills of Judea, a region 
in southern Israel.

Anytime someone traveled to Jerusalem, biblical texts use the phrase 
went up, regardless of where the person had been. One reason was that 
Jerusalem occupied a higher elevation, being built on hills. Second, because 
of its revered status as home to the temple, one always went up to Jerusalem. 

Bethlehem was called the city of David because King David grew up 
there in the home of Jesse. God had sent Samuel to Bethlehem to find and 
anoint David as the future king of Israel (1 Sam. 16). 

Being of the house and family line of David meant that Joseph’s 
genealogy traced back to David (Matt. 1:1-16). Around 700 years earlier, 
Isaiah had foretold that the Messiah would come from the descendants of 
Jesse, namely David (Isa. 11:1). Jeremiah also prophesied that the Messiah 
would rise from David’s lineage (Jer. 23:5-6).

As we learned from Luke 2:1, the emperor had issued an order for 
everyone in the empire to go to the city of his ancestors to be registered. 
This registration was part of a census that covered most of the known world, 
including Israel. A census was important to Caesar’s new taxation system. 

Joseph journeyed to his ancestral home to fulfill the emperor’s edict 
and took Mary with him. One might wonder why he would subject her to 
the journey since she was pregnant. It would have been understandable for 
her to remain with extended family or friends. 

However, Mary was engaged to Joseph, indicating a year-long period 
between the original marriage ceremony and the culmination of the 
marriage. During that time, an espoused couple did not engage in sexual 
relations. Other than Joseph, no one knew the role the Holy Spirit worked 
in Mary’s becoming pregnant without a sexual relationship. The fact that 
Mary was pregnant could have alienated her from family members. Too, 
because she was near the point of giving birth, Joseph would naturally 
want her with him if she delivered before the return trip.

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Nazareth in the First Century,” 
an archived Biblical Illustrator 
article provided via digital 
download in the Winter 2020-21 
Explore the Bible Leader Pack.

VERSES 4-5

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, 
5 to be registered along 

with Mary, who was 

engaged to him and 

was pregnant.
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Verses 6-7
The phrase while they were there indicates Mary and Joseph were in the 
town at least a few days before the birth. If Joseph was concerned about 
leaving Mary in Nazareth at this crucial time, he would have been right. 
Luke simply relates that the time came for her to give birth. This reference 
to time not only applies to the full term of pregnancy but could also have 
implications for a greater meaning.

Jesus was born “when the time came to completion” (Gal. 4:4). God 
designed all of history for this moment. Rome unknowingly participated in 
God’s plan by building an extensive road system and establishing a time of 
peace. Alexander the Great of Macedonia contributed the Greek language 
to provide a standard of writing that benefited the gospel and other New 
Testament books. Centuries of Hebrew prophecies were known to the 
people of God and awaited fulfillment in the Messiah. Yes, the time was 
ripe for Jesus to be born.

In verse 7, Luke offered a wealth of important information. First, Mary 
gave birth. She did not have a doctor or hospital, women from the family, 
or medical help to ease the pains of delivery. We do not know if she had 
the benefit of a midwife, although this practice would have been common. 

Second, this child was her firstborn son. Firstborn indicates Mary later 
had other children, as the texts describing Jesus’ half brothers and sisters 
indicate (Luke 8:19).

Third, Mary wrapped the child tightly in cloth. Jesus was swaddled 
just like other babies of this period. However, not having the benefit of a 
regular room or furniture, she had to lay Jesus in a manger instead of a 
cradle. A manger was not only the feeding trough for animals but also could 
refer to the stable where Joseph had to house his small family temporarily. 

Joseph did not put his family in this unsightly location because he was 
poor, but because there was no guest room available for them. Caesar’s 
decree compelled many people to need housing as they traveled to distant 
towns for the census. With his journey taking longer to accommodate 
Mary’s condition, Joseph arrived after all the rooms had been occupied. 
Since accounts of their later time in Bethlehem describe their staying in a 
house, it is possible that relatives eventually received the family or Joseph 
was able to obtain accommodations in a home (Matt. 2:11).

The circumstances of Jesus’ birth fulfilled prophecy about the 
Messiah. Each element in Luke’s narrative was purposefully placed so that 
Theophilus, and generations of readers since, could know the facts in an 
orderly fashion. God fulfilled His Word to give us a Savior.

Why is it important that Jesus’ birth fulfilled Old Testament prophecies? 

What about this story is important to you personally?

VERSES 6-7

6 While they were there, 

the time came for her 

to give birth. 7 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.
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ANNOUNCED (LUKE 2:8-14)

Verses 8-10
The phrase in the same region referred to the Judean hillsides near 
Bethlehem. This area was known for the flocks of sheep being raised there, 
many possibly destined for sacrifice at the temple in nearby Jerusalem. The 
shepherds were not expecting the amazing sight that suddenly appeared 
to them in the night as they kept watch over their flock. An angel of the 
Lord joined the hillside watchers. The word angel means “messenger.” 
Accompanied by the phrase of the Lord, it is clear that this angel had been 
sent by God with an extraordinary message. 

Sometimes we envision the angel floating in the sky above the 
shepherds. Instead, the angel stood before them. At the same time, the 
shepherds were surrounded by the glory of the Lord. This image reminds 
us of the glory of God associated with His presence (Ex. 24:16). We are 
not told what this manifestation looked like, other than it shone around 
them. It was not limited to the presence of the angel, but was all about the 
shepherds. They naturally were terrified by this supernatural appearance. 

Immediately, the angel encouraged them: Don’t be afraid. The angel’s 
purpose was to proclaim something that would benefit them. The good 
news of Jesus should be proclaimed not only by angelic beings, but by 
everyone who has received Him as Savior. 

Notice that the good news is both personal and public. This special 
message was given to you, that is, to the shepherds personally. At the 
same time it would bring great joy for all the people. This joy is not limited 
to a particular ethnic group, but reaches around the globe and across all 
generations of people who find salvation in Christ. 

Verses 11-12
The good news happened in a specific time—today. It occurred in a specific 
place—the city of David, which the shepherds immediately recognized as 
nearby Bethlehem. It involved a specific person—the Savior, the Messiah, 
the Lord. Each title revealed important information about this person. He 
would save them from their sins. He was the fulfillment of God’s promise 
for a Messiah—the Anointed One. From His birth, Jesus was the Lord. The 
word Lord here refers to His sovereign reign over everyone and everything. 

The angel again personalized the announcement. The child was born 
for you. Imagine the shepherds’ amazement. They might have imagined 
such news for the high and mighty, but the angel said this child was born 
for them. Jesus came for all of us and each of us.

The angel even specified a sign by which they would know the truth of 
his announcement. The shepherds would be able to find a baby who was 
newly born that very day. He would be wrapped tightly in cloth, as one 
would expect of an infant. Yet, how many babies would be found lying in a 
manger. This detail made it easier for the shepherds to locate the child as 
they made their way to town in search of their Savior.

VERSES 8-10

8 In the same region, 

shepherds were staying 

out in the fields and 

keeping watch at night 

over their flock. 9 Then 

an angel of the Lord 

stood before them, and 

the glory of the Lord 

shone around them, and 

they were terrified. 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:

VERSES 11-12

11 Today in the city 

of David a Savior was 

born for you, who is 

the Messiah, the Lord. 
12 This will be the sign for 

you: You will find a baby 

wrapped tightly in cloth 

and lying in a manger.” 
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Verses 13-14
The shepherds reacted strongly to the appearance of a single angel. Imagine 
their emotions when suddenly the angel was joined by a multitude of 
the heavenly host. The phrase heavenly host encompasses all kinds of 
supernatural creatures such as the seraphim and cherubim (Isa. 6:2,6; 
Num. 7:89). The prophet Micaiah described his vision of God in the midst 
of His “heavenly army” (1 Kings 22:19). 

Again, we picture these beings floating in the air as a heavenly choir. The 
actual description places the heavenly host as simply appearing alongside 
the angel. The text does not say they sang, but that they were praising God.

All glory belongs to God in the highest heaven. This phrase was not 
meant to suggest God is distant from His people, but it spoke of His 
supremacy over all. His praise reached to the furthest realm of the heavens.

At the same time, God’s glory offers peace on earth. This peace is not 
merely the absence of conflict. The kind of peace Jesus brings reaches into 
the hearts of people (John 14:27). Not everyone chooses to accept Christ 
and His peace, but God offers salvation to everyone because of His favor. 
God’s peace comes from God’s gracious favor which we do not deserve but 
can receive through Jesus.

Jesus alone is the Savior. The angels of heaven rejoiced and glorified 
God for the Savior Who was born in that humble town and announced 
to simple people. The good news of Christ offers each of us the promise of 
salvation if we will repent and receive Him as our Lord.

What would have been your reaction if you had been one of those 

shepherds? What does the angel’s announcement mean to you as you  

think of these words: Savior, Lord, Messiah, peace, God’s favor?

FOUND (LUKE 2:15-19)

Verse 15
Perhaps as suddenly as they arrived, the angels departed and returned to 
heaven. Their task was completed. The announcement was not designed 
to bring attention to themselves but to point to the baby who had 
been born. The shepherds did not dwell on the angels, but immediately 
they wanted to go straight to Bethlehem. Up until this time, they were 
primarily concerned about the sheep, but this event took priority. They 
wanted to see firsthand what has happened. The shepherds recognized 
the source of the announcement. The Lord had made known this unique 
event. They also appreciated that the message had come from God to them 
personally—to us. 

VERSES 13-14

13 Suddenly there was 

a multitude of the 

heavenly host with the 

angel, praising God and 

saying: 14 Glory to God in 

the highest heaven, and 

peace on earth to people 

he favors!

VERSE 15

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.”
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Verses 16-19
No time could be wasted. They hurried off to see for themselves. Following 
the angel’s description of the location, they found both Mary and Joseph, 
and the baby. Fulfilling the sign given by the angel, the infant was lying in 
the manger. They discovered a truth that God gives all of us: we can seek 
Him and find Him when we search for Him with all our hearts (Jer. 29:13).

People who receive such a message and find its truth naturally want to 
share it with others. The shepherds reported the message they were told 
about this child. They may have all spoken at once in their excitement, or 
they may have simply remained quiet for a while at the wonder of it all. 
In either case, after seeing them, the shepherds had to pass along what 
they had heard. In the same way, once we have met Jesus, our first impulse 
should be to tell someone else about Him.

Verse 16 suggests that the shepherds found only Mary, Joseph, and the 
baby. However, the phrase all who heard it in verse 18 implies that others 
from the inn or from the town may have been attracted to the site and 
listened to the shepherds’ testimony. The term all could simply be inclusive 
of the immediate family. The number of hearers was not important. What 
the shepherds said to them caused them to be amazed. Certainly, Mary 
and Joseph would have understood the divine source of the proclamation, 
but the revelation of the shepherds still caused them to marvel.

While all these discussions were occurring, Mary was quietly 
treasuring up all these things. Like any new mother, this child lying 
before her and these sayings about Him filled her with wonder. Lacking 
the kinds of modern baby books, she placed these experiences in her heart 
and was meditating on them. Even though she also had received an angelic 
proclamation and had carried this baby within her womb for many months, 
she still had much to ponder.

Jesus is available to all who seek Him. As Isaiah urged, “Seek the Lord 
while he may be found; call to him while he is near” (Isa. 55:6). The Lord 
wants us to know Him and in Him to find salvation.

What first attracted you to Jesus? Once you found the Savior, who did 

you tell?

VERSES 16-19

16 They hurried off and 

found both Mary and 

Joseph, and the baby 

who was lying in the 

manger. 17 After seeing 

them, they reported 

the message they were 

told about this child, 
18 and all who heard it 

were amazed at what 

the shepherds said to 

them. 19 But Mary was 

treasuring up all these 

things in her heart and 

meditating on them.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
RESPOND: As the group arrives, ask 
the following question: When you have 
exciting, good news, how do you share 
it with family and friends? Record their 
responses on the board. After most have 
arrived, ask: Would you ever have really 
good news but not want to tell anyone? 

TRANSITION: Read the first paragraph 
on page 28 of the Personal Study Guide 
(PSG) to help the group focus on how 
God proclaimed the news of the birth of 
His Son. Explain that in today’s study, we 
will examine how God handled the birth 
announcement for a King born in a stable.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Direct attention to Pack 
Item 2 (Outline of Luke). (The full outline 
is on page 9 of the PSG.) Note that Joseph 
and Mary were making the journey from 
Nazareth to Bethlehem, because it was 
time for the census under the Roman ruler 
Caesar Augustus. Use the information in 
Understand the Context (PSG, p. 29) to 
briefly describe the census process. 

DISPLAY: Point out Pack Item 1 (Map: 
Jesus’ Birth and Early Childhood) to help 
the group further understand the possible 
route of the journey in today’s study.

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 2:4-7, as the group listens for how 
Luke used simple details to describe such a 
world-changing event taking place.

COMPARE: Focus on verse 4, and explain 
that Bethlehem was called the city of  
David because it was King David’s 
hometown. Call for a volunteer to read 
aloud 2 Samuel 7:12 and Micah 5:2. 

ASK: How do the promises of 2 Samuel 7 
relate to Jesus? How does the promise  
of Micah 5 help to confirm Luke’s details  
of Jesus’ birth?

EXAMINE: Ask: How does knowing 
some details about a person—family, 
job, hometown, hobbies—help us better 
understand who a person is? Focus on 
verses 5-7, directing the group to examine 
those verses and the information in their 
Personal Study Guide (pp. 30–31) for the 
details of Jesus’ birth. Ask: How do the 
details of Jesus’ birth help us understand 
His identity? (PSG, p. 31)

TRANSITION: These details of Jesus’ birth help 
us connect the Old Testament prophecies to the 
New Testament events—continued evidence 
that God keeps His promises.

READ: Direct a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 2:8-14, inviting the group to imagine 
the sounds that might have filled the air as 
these events unfolded.

PROBE: Direct the group’s attention to 
Announced (PSG, p. 32), that clarifies 
verses 8-14. Call for the group to silently 
read one of the four sections of verses 
under Announced. (Arrange the group 
so all the sections are assigned.) Allow 
time for them to read, and then invite 
volunteers to share what they learned from 
the PSG about the language in the verses 
they examined.
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ASK: How does the praise of the heavenly 
host compare to the message of the angel? 
How do they complement each other? 

GUIDE: Comment that when companies 
advertise their products, they often use 
a short, catchy slogan that sticks in our 
minds and encourages us to remember 
that product. 

DISCUSS: How would you summarize in 
one sentence the message shared by the 
angel? How does that message compare 
to what a person might share about Jesus 
today? (PSG, p. 33)

HIGHLIGHT: Remind the group that verse 
11 is the memory verse for this week. 
Call attention to Pack Item 6 (Key Verses: 
Luke 2:10-11), challenging the group to 
memorize verse 11 this week.

TRANSITION: The angels announced the 
glorious news that this baby was the Messiah 
who would bring salvation.

READ: Direct the group to read Luke 
2:15-19 silently, looking for the shepherds’ 
response to the angel’s announcement of 
Jesus’ birth.

NAME: Call attention to Pack Item 10 
(Handout: Angelic Announcements in Luke). 
Direct the group to review the chart and 
name the responses of these three. Ask: 
How do you account for the differences 
between the way the shepherds reacted 
and how Mary reacted to the birth 
of Jesus? What is the value of both 
responses? 

CLARIFY: Call attention to the word 
“amazed” in verse 18. Use the information 
in the PSG (p. 35) to discuss the possible 
meanings of the word. 

ASK: How does the word help us 
understand some of the different ways 
people might have responded to the 
shepherds’ news? What are some of the 
different ways we see people respond to 
the news of a Savior today?

GUIDE: Note that after all Mary had 
experienced—an encounter with an angel,  
the birth of a Baby, visiting shepherds—she 
“was treasuring up all these things” (v. 19). 

DISCUSS: What are practical ways we 
can treasure up the things of God in our 
own hearts?

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Call attention to the three 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 36). Lead the group to identify specific 
verses in today’s passage that support each 
statement, listing the passage reference in 
the margin next to the statements.

RESPOND: Before the group time, choose 
one of the question sets under Apply 
the Text (PSG, p. 36). Lead the group 
to respond to the selected questions. 
Encourage the group to revisit this section 
later in the week, to help keep their focus 
during this busy season on the Savior the 
angels proclaimed.

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for the Savior and the 
salvation He brings to every one of us who 
put our faith in Him.
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Lead the group to sing or listen to 
“Salvation Is Born,” by Greg Tulenko. 
Emphasize that the greatest Christmas 
miracle is that with the arrival of the baby 
Jesus, salvation had come into the world.

RESEARCH

Gather Bible dictionaries and  
Bible commentaries.

Call attention to Luke 2:11 and note the 
three titles for Jesus that are included in 
that verse: “Savior,” “Messiah,” and “Lord.” 
Direct the group to work in pairs or groups 
of three and use the Bible dictionaries and 
commentaries to determine the meanings 
of these titles. Allow time for the group to 
work, and then call for volunteers to share 
their findings. Discuss: How does knowing 
the meanings of these titles provide us 
with a richer picture of Jesus and His 
purpose in coming to earth?

OBJECTS

Gather a calendar or planner (one 
with some appointments and meetings 
listed on it).

Note that God spoke to the shepherds 
through an angel while they were out in 
the field doing their work. Call attention 
to the calendar and some of the upcoming 
appointments. Lead the group to discuss 
how we as believers can be better aware of 
Jesus speaking to us during the ordinary 
rhythm of our days.

NATURE

Invite the group to name some of the 
places where they have seen the clearest, 
most beautiful night skies. Then read Luke 
2:8-14, and call for the group to imagine 
what it might have looked like to have 
been out in that field on that night with 
no electricity and no city lights. Invite 
volunteers to describe what they think 
that night sky might have looked like as it 
filled with the “multitude of the heavenly 
host” (v. 13).

ILLUSTRATE

Gather pens or pencils and paper.

To help summarize today’s study, remind 
the group that we have focused on the 
idea that Jesus brings salvation to all who 
put their trust in Him. Distribute pens or 
pencils and paper to each person. Instruct 
the group to draw a symbol showing 
how you might explain “salvation” (Key 
Doctrine, PSG, p. 33) to a person who 
has never heard of it. Call for volunteers 
to share and explain their drawings with 
the group.
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4
Anticipated
Jesus is the promised Messiah.

LUKE 2:25-38 
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 2:34-35

S E S S I O N  4

STUDY Luke 2:25-38, looking and listening 

for the two prophetic voices described in this 

passage. Use Explore the Text (pp. 45–49)  

to gain insight into the role of the prophet and 

prophecy in Old Testament times.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 50–52. Focus on helping 

the group understand that Jesus is the 

promised Messiah and that in Him alone we 

find redemption. Consider ways to use the 

Testimony idea (p. 52) during the group time.

GATHER the following items:

   Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

  PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Luke)

   PACK ITEM 3 (Themes in Luke)

Make copies of:

   PACK ITEM 7 (Handout: Luke Time Line)

CONSULT the weekly Explore the Bible adult 

podcast to gain insights on the go about this 

week’s study on Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, 

Stitcher, Spotify, LifeWay’s Digital Pass, or at 

goExploreTheBible.com/adults-training.

REINFORCE the session by inviting the group 

to think of one person they know who has not 

yet accepted Christ. Encourage them to jot 

down that name in the margin of their PSGs and 

commit to pray for that person, as they look for 

opportunities to have conversations about faith 

with the person.
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FIRST THOUGHTS
This time of year is filled with anticipation. We might have expectations 
for receiving a particular gift, for the people we will see, or the activities in 
which we will participate. No doubt, some of the things we have anticipated 
meet our expectations and some do not. In today’s lesson, the anticipation 
of the Messiah did not disappoint two people who had waited for His birth.

(In PSG, p . 37) What do you anticipate most during the Christmas season? 

Does it usually fulfill your expectation or leave you wanting?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 2:21-38

The Christmas narrative did not conclude with Jesus’ birth; the story had 
just begun. Although Joseph had fulfilled his duty to register his family 
for Caesar’s census, the family remained in the area for some months. They 
might have stayed in Bethlehem for 12-24 months, during which time they 
were visited by the eastern wise men (Matt. 2:1-18). They moved out of the 
stable into a house, possibly renting space in a resident’s home.

Mosaic law said that the mother was ceremonially impure for seven days 
after the birth of a male child. On the eighth day, the boy was circumcised as 
a sign of God’s covenant (Gen. 17:10-11; Lev. 12:1-2). The mother continued 
her purification for thirty-three days (Lev. 12:4). Mary and Joseph followed 
the law’s requirements and circumcised their child on the eighth day. As was 
the custom, at that time they gave Him a name: Jesus. They did not choose 
a name honoring some member of their family but obeyed the instructions 
of the angel who appeared to them before Jesus was conceived (Luke 1:31).  

Mary and Joseph brought Jesus to the temple so they could dedicate 
Him to God and make the appropriate sacrifices (Ex. 13:2,12). The fact that 
they offered two turtledoves or pigeons indicates they were not wealthy 
enough to purchase a lamb for the sacrifice (Lev. 5:12; 12:8). As Joseph 
and Mary brought Jesus to the temple, they met two elderly and godly 
people who made some remarkable statements. Simeon had anticipated 
the Messiah’s advent for many years. In fact, God had promised him that 
he would see the Christ before his death. Anna was a woman of God who 
remained at the temple complex constantly, serving God with prayers 
and fasting. Upon seeing the child, Simeon and Anna praised God as they 
recognized Jesus as the Messiah whom they had anticipated. 

KEY DOCTRINE

God the Father

God is fatherly in His attitude 
toward all men (Isa. 64:8).

BIBLE SKILL

Review Bible commentaries.

Review Bible commentaries 
on Luke 2:25 and 38, paying 
particular attention to comments 
on “Israel’s consolation” and “the 
redemption of Jerusalem.” Review 
other Bible passages identified 

in the commentaries. Write a 

summary of what you discovered 

and how these two phrases 

are connected. 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

ANTICIPATED (LUKE 2:25-27)

Verses 25-27
This event took place a little over a month after the shepherds’ encounter 
with the angels and their subsequent finding of Jesus. Either the shepherds 
did not tell many other people about their experience, or no one believed 
them since Joseph, Mary, and the baby arrived at Jerusalem in anonymity. 
Still, God prepared two encounters to declare Jesus’ identity. 

The first meeting involved Simeon. He apparently held no position 
of authority but was known for his godly character. The terms righteous 
and devout refer to someone who is just before God and reverent toward 
Him. The first word could describe God’s attitude toward Simeon, while the 
second term reflects Simeon’s attitude toward God.

Another defining quality of Simeon’s life was his constant looking 
forward to Israel’s consolation. Consolation literally means “comfort.” The 
phrase Israel’s consolation referred to the coming Messiah. Simeon was not 
merely waiting around, hoping the Messiah might come. The phrase looking 
forward indicates intense expectation. 

Perhaps the highest praise Luke could offer Simeon was that the Holy 
Spirit was on him. The phrase described God’s favor as well as the activity 
of the Spirit in the person’s life (Num. 11:25). The most important aspect 
of the work of the Holy Spirit for Simeon was in revealing that he would 
not see death before he saw the Lord’s Messiah. Like many Hebrews, 
Simeon longed for the coming of the Anointed One. Most people believed 
the Messiah would redeem Israel by freeing the nation from foreign 
domination. Even after Jesus’ resurrection, His disciples maintained this 
expectation (Acts 1:6). God’s promise to Simeon did not involve a deliverer 
for the nation but a Savior for the world. Simeon was not focused on the 
potential of a long life; He wanted to see the Messiah. His pure heart held 
no selfish ambition but longed for Christ.

Obeying the Spirit’s leading, Simeon entered the temple. This reference 
to the temple did not mean the building containing the holy place or the 
holy of holies. Surrounding these restricted places was the court of Israel, 
into which Jewish men could enter, and beyond that was the court of the 
women, where female Jews could worship. Surrounding it all was the court 
of the Gentiles, making room for non-Jews to worship God. 

At this same time, Joseph and Mary entered the temple area. with the 
child Jesus. Since Mary was with Joseph, their meeting with Simeon likely 
took place in the court of the Women as Simeon was on his way to the 
inner court. Since they also met Anna in this place, we can be confident in 
identifying the location as the courtyard where the women of Israel could 
worship God (Luke 2:37). 

The family did not expect to meet anyone special, but had come to 
perform for him (Jesus) what was customary under the law. Mary must have 
completed her purification process before entering the temple. Every firstborn 

VERSES 25-27

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. 26 It had been 

revealed to him by the 

Holy Spirit that he would 

not see death before he 

saw the Lord’s Messiah. 
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,

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Presenting Jesus at the Temple” 
in the Winter 2020-21 issue of 
Biblical Illustrator. Available at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.
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male was considered holy, or separated, unto the Lord. Parents acknowledged 
God’s right to the child by redeeming him with an offering (Num. 18:15-16).

God’s promises give purpose in this life. Like Simeon, if we are devoted 
to the Lord and desire His glory, we will experience the working of His 
Spirit in and through our lives. Our purpose in life no longer centers on 
achievement or acquisition but on acknowledging Jesus as Lord.

What are you anticipating as a promise of God? What effect does that 

anticipation have on your relationship with the Lord?

RECOGNIZED (LUKE 2:28-35)

Verses 28-30
Mary did not object when Simeon took Jesus up in his arms. Perhaps the 
Spirit reassured her that this man could be trusted with her child. He 
cradled Him in his arms. The posture by which he held Jesus displayed 
tenderness and care. 

Immediately, Simeon praised God. The same Holy Spirit who gave 
Simeon the prophecy and who guided him to this encounter, confirmed 
that this child was indeed the Christ. This moment was the culmination of 
years of anticipation. Simeon’s joy overflowed in praise.

The term Master in this instance not only applies to God’s lordship 
over all things, but Simeon acknowledged God as his personal sovereign. 
By contrast, Simeon viewed himself as the Lord’s servant, literally “slave.” 
This statement demonstrates Simeon’s attitude of submission toward God 
as well as his personal relationship to God. 

Simeon had looked forward to this encounter for many years. The word 
now indicates he had a sense of completion to this long journey. Simeon 
was ready for a release not only from his waiting but from his life. He used 
a word picture to describe how the Master could dismiss His servant. The 
term dismiss has a connotation of “to release” or “to let go.” Its verb tense 
does not so much involve making a request as in acknowledging what is 
happening. God was releasing Simeon as He had promised. Simeon could 
die in peace having experienced the fulfillment of his Master’s promise. 
Having met the Messiah, his life was full, as was his heart. He was at peace.

Simeon was not merely resigned to his death. The word for in verse 30 
carries the idea of purpose. Simeon was ready to be released from service 
because his eyes had seen God’s salvation. Simeon equated Jesus as being 
God’s salvation. He is not only the Savior of the world, but He is salvation 
itself. Salvation is not some position we hold as believers, and it is no mere 
experience. Salvation is not just found in Jesus; salvation is Jesus. The phrase 
“Israel’s consolation” (v. 25) should be understood in light of other terms that 
are parallel within this passage: seeing the Messiah (2:26), God’s salvation 
(v. 30), and redemption (v. 38). 

VERSES 28-30

28 Simeon took him up in 

his arms, praised God, 

and said, 29 Now, Master, 

you can dismiss your 

servant in peace, as you 

promised. 30 For my eyes 

have seen your salvation.
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Verses 31-32
God’s salvation was not an afterthought to humanity’s sin. God prepared it. 
Jesus was the Lamb of God slain “from the foundation of the world” (Rev. 
13:8). Each interaction with His creation was part of God’s preparation for 
what was to take place in Christ. 

God’s work was not done in secret but in full view of all peoples. 
The world was witness to God’s preparation for the salvation of anyone 
from every ethnos (people group) who would repent and believe. Other 
references to the availability of salvation to all people place the Jew 
first and then non-Jews (often referenced as either Gentiles or Greeks). 
Simeon’s prophecy emphasized that God’s salvation through Jesus was 
first a light for revelation to the Gentiles. This phrase corresponds to 
Isaiah’s prophecy that the Messiah would not only be a deliverer of the 
chosen people, Israel, but would reveal God to all the people of the world 
(Isa. 42:6; 49:6). Jesus later referred to Himself as “the light of the world” 
(John 8:12). 

At the same time, the Anointed One would be glory to God’s people 
Israel. Interestingly, this statement does not describe the Messiah as the 
glory of Israel but glory to God’s people. God’s salvation in Christ offers His 
glory to Israel. They needed to be saved just as much as the non-Jewish 
nations around the world. In Him, they could know the glory of God.

Verses 33-35
The fact that Mary and Joseph were amazed seems a bit strange. After all, 
they both had angelic encounters about the nature of this child. They had 
heard the shepherds’ testimony of what the angel had said concerning the 
baby. Simeon’s words went a bit further. Perhaps they had not considered 
the way God’s salvation would be made available to all the world through 
this child. Some scholars argue that Joseph and Mary were naturally 
reacting to this revelation by the Holy Spirit to and through Simeon. In 
any case, the more they learned about Jesus, the more they were filled 
with wonder.

At this point, Simeon turned his attention to Joseph and Mary. He 
blessed them. Luke does not reveal Simeon’s words to the couple, but he 
doubtless affirmed them in their roles relating to Jesus. Then, Simeon 
spoke directly to Mary. Since he addressed Mary alone, rather than Mary 
and Joseph together, many scholars attribute the specificity to the fact that 
Joseph is believed to have died before Jesus began His earthly ministry. 
We must keep in mind Simeon’s unique guidance by the Holy Spirit. His 
prophecy bears the hallmark of the inspiration of the Spirit, since there is 
no way mere man could know, much less understand, what was about to be 
said about Jesus.

First, Jesus was destined. The term destined comes from a word 
meaning “appointed.” God’s plan included Jesus’ specific role. His destiny 
would cause the fall and rise of many in Israel. Mighty religious and 
political leaders would fall as they denied and condemned Jesus. People 
who rejected and refused to believe in Him would not experience the 
salvation He came to bring. On the other hand, many people who were 

VERSES 31-32

31 You have prepared 

it in the presence of 

all peoples — 32 a light 

for revelation to the 

Gentiles and glory to your 

people Israel.

VERSES 33-35

33 His father and mother 

were amazed at what was 

being said about him. 
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 — 35 and a 

sword will pierce your 

own soul — that the 

thoughts of many hearts 

may be revealed.”
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poor, despised, and outcast would rise under the saving hand of the One 
who Himself was despised and rejected. To rise means to be elevated in 
status, an improvement for the better. Sinners who found no acceptance in 
the religion of their people would rise from spiritual squalor through the 
Savior’s sacrifice.

Second, Jesus was a sign that will be opposed. The term opposed 
literally means “spoken against.” The Pharisees and other religious leaders 
often spoke out against Jesus as He taught and worked miracles. Even 
the people of Jesus’ hometown opposed Him when He spoke in their 
synagogue (Mark 6:1-4). In the case of His sermon at Nazareth, the 
statements about God’s mercy to non-Jews caused a riot that threatened 
His life (Luke 4:14-30). Indeed, much of the opposition to the gospel of the 
early church centered around the light that Christ offered to the Gentiles.

In verse 35, Simeon’s prophecy became more personal and ominous. 
Probably, neither he nor Mary understood the meaning of the sword which 
would pierce Mary’s soul. Modern readers look back at the shocking scene 
of Mary as she stood by as Jesus was being crucified (John 19:25). We 
cannot imagine the pain that filled Mary’s soul in that moment as Simeon’s 
words were fulfilled.

Some interpreters apply the phrase that the thoughts of many hearts 
may be revealed to what was said in verse 34, making the word that in 
verse 35 refer to the sign that was opposed. This rendering would make 
the comment about the sword to be an interjection. However, both the sign 
that was opposed and the sword that pierced cause the thoughts of many 
hearts to be revealed. People who opposed Jesus and urged His crucifixion 
appeared to be zealous for God, but their evil thoughts were revealed.

Gentiles and Jews find redemption in Jesus. He came to bring salvation 
to all people, regardless of ethnicity or other factors. When we recognize 
Him as God’s Son who died and rose for us, we are motivated to receive 
Him as Savior and Lord.

How does the Holy Spirit help people to recognize Jesus as the Savior?  

What can believers do to help others know Him and be saved?
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SHARED (LUKE 2:36-38)

Verses 36-38
Luke went to lengths to describe the second witness who encountered 
Jesus at the temple. Anna was a prophetess. Her father, Phanuel, and her 
tribe, Asher are also mentioned. The tribe of Asher held little significance 
in Israel’s history. Asher was born to Jacob by Leah’s handmaid. The tribe 
was small and contributed little compared to other tribes. Anna had been 
married for seven years and had been a widow for eighty-four years. Would 
anyone expect an elderly woman from an insignificant tribe to have insight 
into the arrival of the Messiah? Yet, she did.

More important than genealogical heritage, Anna was a devout 
worshiper of God. She did not leave the temple, that is, she remained close 
to the place of God night and day. The word temple refers to the court of the 
women and other areas where she could worship the Lord. The Jewish day 
began at sundown (night) on one day and concluded at sundown the next 
day. While the priests served God with sacrifices and other elements, Anna 
was serving God with fasting and prayers. Her fervent love for the Lord 
was rewarded by her encounter with Jesus.

Anna came into the temple area by Joseph and Mary at that very 
moment in which Simeon was prophesying about the baby Jesus. To say she 
came up describes her approach to the small group. She saw the baby, heard 
Simeon’s words, and began to thank God. Like Simeon, she probably had 
spent many years praying about God’s promise of the Messiah. Now that 
the Anointed One was here, Anna began to speak about him, presumably 
first to Mary, Joseph, and Simeon, and then to others.

Anna did not stop with the immediate group. She went on to share 
about Jesus to all who were looking forward to the redemption of 
Jerusalem. This phrase suggests she went beyond this immediate setting 
to tell others about the child she had just met. She focused on people who, 
like her and Simeon, yearned for the arrival of the Christ. The redemption of 
Jerusalem was commonly identified with the role of Messiah as a national 
hero and deliverer. However, this statement hearkens back to Luke’s 
description of Simeon who looked for the “consolation” of Israel (v. 25). 
Both should be understood as referring to spiritual redemption rather than 
political liberation. 

Believers must tell others that redemption is found in Jesus Christ 
alone. Like Anna and Simeon, if we spend much time serving the Lord in 
prayer and fasting, we will develop a heart like theirs. We will yearn to 
share the good news that Jesus saves.

How did you first hear about salvation through Jesus? What motivates you to 

share this good news with others?

VERSES 36-38

36 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, 37 and 

was a widow for eighty-

four years. She did not 

leave the temple, serving 

God night and day with 

fasting and prayers. 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.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
BEGIN: Before the group arrives, draw a 
horizontal line across the board, as space 
allows. At one end of the line, write: “I’m 
pretty good at waiting.” At the other end 
of the line, write: “I’m not so good at 
waiting.” As the group arrives, encourage 
them to write their initials on the line 
based on where they think they fall on 
the scale between being “pretty good” and 
“not so good” at waiting for something 
that is coming. After most have arrived, 
call attention to how the group has rated 
themselves. 

RESPOND: Ask: What do you anticipate 
most during the Christmas season? Does 
it usually fulfill your expectation or leave 
you wanting? (PSG, p. 37) Then read the 
first paragraph on page 37 of the Personal 
Study Guide (PSG) to help the group 
focus on the idea of Jesus being the long-
awaited Savior.

TRANSITION: Call attention to the outline on 
page 9 of the PSG, or Pack Item 2 (Outline 
of Luke), and Pack Item 3 (Poster: Themes 
in Luke) to review how this study has 
moved through the account of Jesus’ birth, 
showing that He fulfills God’s redemptive 
plan, bringing salvation to those who put 
their trust in Him. Challenge the group 
to look for evidence in today’s study that 
Jesus is the long-promised Messiah.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Distribute copies of Pack 
Item 7 (Handout: Luke Time Line) to help 
the group understand the timing of the 
events in today’s Scripture—soon after 
Jesus’ birth.

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 2:25-27, while the group listens 
for who Simeon was and what God had 
promised him. 

ANALYZE: Direct the group to find three 
interesting facts that Luke revealed about 
Simeon from the information in their  
PSGs (pp. 39–40). Lead the group to 
discuss what these three facts tell us about 
Simeon. Ask: How did the anticipation  
of seeing the Messiah frame the purpose  
of Simeon’s life? 

DISCUSS: Note that the Holy Spirit 
had told Simeon he would live to see 
the Messiah. Yet we might wonder how 
Simeon felt as he waited. Ask: What range 
of emotions do we experience when we 
are waiting for something important to 
happen? Emphasize that by following the 
Holy Spirit, Simeon was in the right place 
at the right time for him to meet the infant 
Jesus. Ask: How does trusting in God’s 
promises help a person endure the daily 
grind of life and time? (PSG, p. 41)

TRANSITION: God’s promises brought purpose 
to Simeon’s life, and He can bring the same 
purpose to our lives today.
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READ: Direct a volunteer to read 
Luke 2:28-35 aloud, as the group 
listens for Simeon’s words of praise upon 
meeting Jesus.

EXAMINE: Focus on verses 29-32, and call 
attention to the word “salvation” (v. 30). 
Direct the group to silently review the two 
paragraphs, starting with the words “By 
beginning his praise …” (PSG, p. 41). 

ASK: What does Simeon’s first prophecy 
teach us about Jesus’ role in coming 
to earth? 

LEAD: Call for volunteers to share how 
they came to recognize that Jesus is the 
promised Messiah who brings salvation. 
Then ask: What factors did the Holy Spirit 
use to help lead you to Him? 

CLARIFY: Focus on verses 33-35. Direct 
the group to the PSG for insight (p. 42) into 
the meaning  of the words “rise” and “fall” 
as they are used in verse 34. Ask: What 
does Simeon’s second prophecy, spoken 
over Mary and Joseph, teach us? Ask from 
the PSG (p. 43): How does Christ divide 
and unite people at the same time? 

TRANSITION: Simeon’s prophecy when 
he met Jesus reminds us of the great news 
that the gospel is for all people—Jews and 
Gentiles alike.

READ: Direct the group to read  
Luke 2:36-38 silently, to discover  
Anna’s encounter with Jesus.

DISCUSS: Call for the group to name the 
details Luke provided about Anna in these 
verses. Ask: How does the description of 
Anna make her a credible witness? What 
qualifies people to be credible witnesses 
for Jesus? (PSG, p. 44) Note that like 
Simeon, Anna was someone who waited 
well—depending on God’s promises as the 
foundation for her life.

RESPOND: Point out that when we see a 
newborn baby, we often comment on how 
cute (precious, handsome, wonderful) the 
baby is. Note that Anna had a different 
kind of response when she met the 
baby Jesus. 

ASK: How did Anna respond to meeting 
the Messiah? How was Anna’s response 
like Simeon’s response? How is Anna’s 
response to the Messiah a model 
for us today?

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Direct the group to review  
Luke 2:25-38, recalling the evidence they 
saw that Jesus is the promised Messiah.

DISCUSS: Why should people share 
the message of Jesus Christ? What 
factors hinder someone from sharing 
that message? 

GUIDE: Lead the group to brainstorm 
how we can encourage each other toward 
being more bold in sharing the message of 
Jesus Christ. 

RESPOND: Before the group time, choose 
one of the question sets under Apply the 
Text (PSG, p. 45). Allow time for the group 
to respond to the selected questions. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for Jesus, the 
promised Messiah, who brings redemption 
for all who trust in Him.

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



52 E        B   |  L    G  52 E        B   |  L    G  

OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Lead the group to sing or listen to “Jesus 
Messiah,” by Chris Tomlin. Use the song to 
discuss how through today’s Scripture—as 
the child Jesus grows—we begin to see 
His role as the promised Messiah much 
more fully. Emphasize that Jesus is the 
Messiah and Redeemer for all who put 
their faith in Him. 

MINI-LECTURE

Enlist a volunteer to prepare a brief 
mini-lecture based on the material in 
Understand the Context (PSG, p. 38) 
and present it to help the group better 
understand the role of the prophets 
and prophecy.

TESTIMONY

To supplement Luke 2:25-27, note that 
Simeon held onto God’s promise “that 
he would not see death before he saw 
the Lord’s Messiah” (v. 26). Emphasize 
that God’s promise brought purpose to 
Simeon’s life. Call for volunteers to share a 
brief testimony about a time or situation 
when God’s promises brought purpose to 
their lives.

VISUAL

Gather art supplies.

Provide art supplies, and invite the group 
to create images depicting what it means to 
them that Christ brings “light” to our lives 
(Luke 2:32). Allow volunteers to explain the 
image they created.

CHART

Gather paper, markers, and Bible 
commentaries.

Provide supplies to the group for making a 
chart. Call attention to the Bible Skill (PSG, 
p. 40) and provide Bible commentaries. 
Direct the group to complete the Bible 
Skill using the study resources provided, 
and then create a chart summarizing the 
connections between the two phrases 
“Israel’s consolation” and “the redemption 
of Jerusalem.”

COMPARISON

Direct the group to compare Simeon’s 
prophecy about Jesus (Luke 2:30-32) with 
Isaiah’s prophecy of God bringing salvation 
to Jews and Gentiles (Isa. 42:6-7; 49:6; 
50:10). Lead the group to discuss: What 
common words or themes do you see in 
these passages? How is the idea of “light” 
connected to the salvation God offers to 
all people?

CREATIVE WRITING

Gather paper and pencils.

To summarize the Bible passage, provide 
paper and pencils to the group. Encourage 
them to imagine that they were in the 
temple courts the day when Mary and 
Joseph arrived with the baby Jesus and 
encountered Simeon and Anna. Direct 
them to write a journal entry describing 
what they saw and heard that day. Call for 
volunteers to share their journal entries.
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5
Matured
Jesus, as the unique Son of God, experienced human life fully and without sin. 

LUKE 2:41-52 
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 2:52

S E S S I O N  5

STUDY Luke 2:41-52, looking for the ways these 

verses show Jesus as both fully human and the 

Son of God. Use Explore the Text (pp. 55–59) to 

gain insight into twelve-year-old Jesus’ purpose 

in going to the temple at this time.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 60–62. Focus on helping the 

group understand Jesus’ identity as God’s Son 

and His obedience to the Father even at a young 

age. Look for ways to use the Key Doctrine (p. 54;  

PSG, p. 52) to help the group understand Jesus 

as the Son of God. 

GATHER

   Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 1 (Map: Jesus’ Birth and  

Early Childhood) 

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Luke)

   PACK ITEM 7 (Handout: Luke Time Line)

Make copies of:

   PACK ITEM 8 (Handout: Memory 

Verses Bookmark)

CONSULT the Explore the Bible website for 

ways of using a current news event to start and 

conclude the session (goExploreTheBible.com/

LeaderExtras). Also listen for tips on the weekly 

Explore the Bible Podcast to gain insights as 

you prepare for the session.

REINFORCE the session by reminding the group 

that Jesus, as a boy, showed us the value of 

obeying God’s Word. Encourage the group to 

conduct their own self-evaluation this coming 

week, reflecting on how they are doing in 

obeying God’s Word and where there might be 

areas for improvement.
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Many know the feeling of being left behind or leaving behind someone. Our 
attention led us one way while the rest of the group went the other way. We 
may have been on the other end when we realized someone in our group 
was no longer with us. After celebrating the Passover in Jerusalem, Mary 
and Joseph found themselves separated from Jesus as they journeyed back 
to Nazareth. This account gives us a glimpse into the uniqueness of Jesus. 

(In PSG, p . 46) Share about a time you or someone in your group became 

physically separated. What lessons did you learn about yourself as a result 

of that separation?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 2:39-52

One advantage of having multiple Gospel accounts is seeing various points 
of view to gain a complete picture. Luke focuses on the encounter with 
shepherds while Matthew relates the visit of the wise men and the flight by 
Joseph and Mary into Egypt to save Jesus from Herod. Matthew indicates 
the family remained in Judea perhaps as long as two years (Matt. 2:12-18). 
Luke moves directly from Jesus’ dedication about forty days after His birth 
to the family’s return to Nazareth (Luke 2:39). 

A gap of twelve years contains only a summary of Jesus’ maturation. 
He grew up like any other Jewish boy, except without sin. It is enough to 
know that Jesus grew strong in every way. He was full of godly wisdom as 
God’s grace was on Him (v. 40).

Luke re-engaged with the account of the family’s pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem for Passover when Jesus was twelve years old (v. 42). This journey 
was not a new experience for Jesus, since His family made the trip every 
year. What made this Passover different was a situation that developed 
after the celebration ended.

Families and friends often caravaned together for fellowship and 
protection. Children commonly intermingled with each other’s families. 
Joseph and Mary became aware that Jesus was not with them, so they 
hurried back to Jerusalem. After several days, they found Him interacting 
with religious teachers at the temple (vv. 43-50).

This story is important for the value of Jesus’ statement when Joseph 
and Mary located Him. He thought they should not be concerned because 
He needed to be about His Father’s business. Even at this young age, Jesus 
understood who He was and who His true Father was. 

KEY DOCTRINE

God the Son

Jesus perfectly revealed and 
did the will of God, taking upon 
Himself human nature with its 
demands and necessities and 
identifying Himself completely 
with mankind yet without sin 
(Phil. 2:5-11).

BIBLE SKILL

Use multiple Scripture passages to 
understand a major doctrine.

Read Matthew 1:23; John 1:14; 
1 Peter 2:21-24; Isaiah 53:3-10; 
and 1 John 4:2-3. What aspect 
of Jesus’ human nature can you 
identify in each passage? Review 
John 8:58; 10:30; 20:28-29; Mark 
2:9-12; and Matthew 28:9. What 
do these texts reveal about 
Jesus’ deity?
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Jesus did not suddenly discover that He was the Messiah after He 
became an adult. He was all human and all God from conception. Each 
stage of His human growth further demonstrated His divine nature.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

ENGAGED (LUKE 2:41-47)

Verses 41-44
The Passover Festival recognized God’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt. 
It also symbolized the substitutionary atonement for the firstborn of 
each household (Ex. 12:14). God commanded the people to observe this 
celebration each year as an act of remembrance (Ex. 13:3-10). Joseph’s family 
faithfully observed the Scriptures. Every year they traveled to Jerusalem.  

The original Passover occurred in the month of Abib—the first month 
of the religious year because Israel came out of Egypt at that time (Ex. 12:2). 
The lamb was killed in the evening of the fourteenth day of Abib (Ex. 12:6). 
After Israel’s exile to Babylon, the month of Abib became known as Nisan 
and corresponds to our March/April.  

The Passover Festival was also called the Feast of Unleavened Bread 
because leaven (yeast) was omitted not only from their bread but from the 
house. The Passover meal focused on multiple elements, but the centerpiece 
was the lamb. A lamb was sacrificed at the first Passover as a substitutionary 
atonement for the firstborn. Later, Jesus was called the Lamb of God whose 
death provided a substitutionary atonement for our salvation (John 1:29).  

Luke did not describe the previous visits to the Passover celebration. 
Something about this trip was different. Jesus was twelve years old. At age 
thirteen, Jewish boys were generally considered to be men. This journey 
occurred while Jesus was still considered to be a child.

The narrative does not detail the events of the Passover Festival but 
focuses on a singular event after those days were over. The Passover 
formally took place on the fifteenth day of the month, but the overall 
festival involved multiple days of worship (Ex. 13:3-9). As an observant 
Jewish family, they would not have traveled on the Sabbath. So this incident 
likely took place midweek after the Passover celebration. 

While the family was returning to Nazareth, Jesus stayed behind in 
Jerusalem. He is called a boy. This notation is important because, in His 
human development, Jesus was still a child. Joseph and Mary were unaware 
Jesus was not in the caravan. His staying behind in Jerusalem was not an 
act of disobedience but reflected the natural act of a child whose attention 
was captivated by the teachers He met at the temple. 

For fellowship, sharing of expense, and protection from bandits, people 
often traveled to these festivals in caravans. The traveling party included 
relatives and friends. Children intermingled among families, so it was not 
unusual for Joseph and Mary to go a day’s journey away from Jerusalem 
without Jesus. They were assuming He was with the other children. Only when 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“At Age Twelve” in the Winter 
2020-21 issue of Biblical 
Illustrator. Available at LifeWay.
com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSES 41-44

41 Every year his parents 

traveled to Jerusalem 

for the Passover Festival. 
42 When he was twelve 

years old, they went up 

according to the custom 

of the festival. 43 After 

those days were over, as 

they were returning, the 

boy Jesus stayed behind 

in Jerusalem, but his 

parents did not know it. 
44 Assuming he was in 

the traveling party, they 

went a day’s journey. 

Then they began looking 

for him among their 

relatives and friends.
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they started looking for him did they discover Jesus was not with them. This 
occurrence should not imply that Joseph or Mary were negligent in their care 
of the boy. Their actions were typical of any family in a similar situation.

Verses 45-46
When Joseph and Mary did not find Jesus, they were anxious (see v. 48). 
They backtracked and returned to Jerusalem. To search a large place like 
Jerusalem would be daunting. The capital city had a large population that 
swelled during the Passover Festival. To find a small boy in that mass of 
humanity would have caused any parent to become concerned.

Joseph and Mary had traveled a day from Jerusalem before they 
learned Jesus was missing. Another day would be required to return to 
Jerusalem. Likely, the phrase after three days referred to the total time 
from the discovery that Jesus was absent. They would have spent a day 
traveling away and a day returning to Jerusalem, leaving one day of looking 
for Him in the city. Luke does not describe how or where Jesus lived during 
those days. Some kind family, perhaps even some of the religious teachers, 
may have taken Him into their homes.

When Joseph and Mary finally found him, Jesus was in the temple. After 
so many visits to Jerusalem for the various festivals, He was familiar with the 
city and the temple complex. As He talked with the teachers, His interaction 
was interesting. He was sitting among them. Usually a rabbi sat while the 
listeners stood. For a child to sit with the teachers would have been unusual. 

Sometimes we think of Jesus doing the teaching and the rabbis asking 
Him questions. The opposite was true here. Jesus was listening to them. 
He demonstrated respect toward these men as elders and teachers of the 
Law. He also was asking them questions. This phrase does not infer that 
He needed information about the Scriptures. Questions are often used to 
challenge someone to go deeper in a discussion. 

Verse 47
As Jesus engaged the teachers, everyone was astounded. He displayed 
biblical understanding beyond his years. The phrase all those who heard 
him suggests other people were present in addition to the teachers. Luke 
presented Jesus’ full humanity and full deity. He grew as any human child 
grows, and yet even as a child He displayed knowledge of the divine.

Jesus demonstrated concern for the things of God even as a child. His 
answers were astonishing. The term answers can refer to Jesus’ responses 
to questions by the teachers as well as His statements regarding biblical 
truth as they talked. 

How would you describe the emotions Mary and Joseph felt when 

they couldn’t find Jesus? How did Jesus’ interaction with the teachers 

demonstrate both His humanity and His deity?

VERSES 45-46

45 When they did not 

find him, they returned 

to Jerusalem to search 

for him. 46 After three 

days, they found him in 

the temple sitting among 

the teachers, listening 

to them and asking 

them questions.

VERSE 47

47 And all those who 

heard him were 

astounded at his 

understanding and 

his answers.
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QUESTIONED (LUKE 2:48-50)

Verse 48
The phrase saw him does not tell us whether Mary and Joseph observed 
Jesus’ interaction with the religious teachers, though Luke’s inclusion of this 
part of the story suggests they watched what was happening. Their reaction 
was to be astonished. We don’t know whether they were astonished at 
finding Jesus at the temple or at His discussions with the teachers. The 
term astonished is the same word Luke used to describe the people’s 
reaction to Jesus’ mighty works as an adult (Luke 9:43). Jesus’ parents 
would obviously be glad to find Him, but their worried search caused them 
to react emotionally.

Jesus’ mother spoke to Him first, asking why He had treated them 
in this way. Jesus needed no discipline, since He had not done anything 
wrong. It was the adults’ responsibility to ensure their child was with them 
when they left the city. Still, a mother who has experienced fear normally 
responds accordingly.  

The references to his parents and your father and I include Joseph in 
the natural position of parent and father, even though he was not Jesus’ 
biological father. Both phrases are used as one might commonly speak of a 
child’s parents, even if one is a step-parent.

Like any worried mother, Mary’s statement about anxiously searching 
focuses more on their anxiety than the process of looking for Jesus. Three 
days of not knowing what had happened to Him caused her to fear for 
His safety. Perhaps she recalled Herod’s murderous search for Jesus after 
their encounter with the wise men (Matt. 2:13-18). Mary responded to this 
situation with a mother’s protective instincts. 

Verses 49-50
Jesus did not apologize for doing something wrong, for He had not sinned. 
He, in turn, questioned His mother about why they were searching for 
Him. Although fully divine, Jesus was developmentally a human child. 
He genuinely wondered why they had found it difficult to locate Him. 
When they couldn’t find Him, they should have known exactly where 
He would be.

Jesus’ second question reveals His Christological awareness even though 
He was, humanly speaking, a twelve-year-old child. He understood that God 
was His Father and this temple was His Father’s house. When Mary referred 
to “your father and I,” Jesus posed His question in a way that corrected her 
without being insolent. Jesus undoubtedly appreciated Joseph and treated 
him with respect. Nevertheless, Jesus understood His true nature.  

The word necessary does not mean “required” or “essential.” Rather, it 
translates a term that describes something as “inevitable.” The sentence might 
be understood in this way: “Didn’t you know that I would naturally be found 
in my Father’s house?” Being in the temple, which represented the presence of 
God to Israel, was the obvious place for God’s Son to be. Jesus was patiently 
waiting for Mary and Joseph to return for Him. Instead of wandering around 
the city, He remained at the one place they should have come.

VERSE 48

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.”

VERSES 49-50

49 “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?” 
50 But they did not 

understand what he said 

to them.
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The King James Version renders this statement as “about my Father’s 
business” instead of “in my Father’s house.” In the original text, neither 
“business” nor “house” appears. The word in the Greek is an indefinite term 
whose meaning is inferred by the context. As often occurs in the Greek 
text, some words are understood and do not need to be stated specifically. 
Both renderings convey the same basic meaning. Jesus understood who He 
was and who His Father was. He believed it was natural for Him to be in 
His Father’s house and about the Father’s business. 

Modern readers might wonder at the fact that Mary and Joseph did 
not understand what he said to them. After all, they had received angelic 
instructions about Jesus’ nature prior to His birth. Mary knew Jesus’ 
conception involved God’s supernatural work since she had not had 
intimate relations with a man. Gabriel told her this child would be called 
“the Son of the Most High” (Luke 1:32).

Perhaps in the intervening years, Mary and Joseph had come to view 
Jesus more as a human child rather than as the Son of God. They had 
clothed, fed, and loved Him as any parents would care for their children. 
Prior to His adult ministry, He did no miracles that might emphasize His 
deity. For whatever reasons, they did not link the angelic encounters with 
Jesus’ reference to His Father’s house.  

Sometimes, we also experience worry and confusion. Jesus can be 
trusted to answer our anxious questions. He does not upbraid or reprimand 
us but patiently takes us to His Word and illuminates the answer through 
the guidance of His Spirit. We should never hesitate to ask Him about 
whatever issues we might experience. With love and understanding, 
He responds.

What question would you have asked Jesus if you had been Mary? How can 

Jesus’ questions help us understand His self-awareness?

OBEDIENT (LUKE 2:51-52)

Verse 51
Nothing further is revealed about the discussion in Jerusalem. Luke 
concluded this narrative with the simple statement that Jesus went 
down with them. Just as going to Jerusalem was described as “going up” 
even though the journey was southerly, returning to Nazareth meant 
“going down.” 

Jesus was obedient to Mary and Joseph. Although He understood 
His divine nature, He also was faithful to His human nature. Scripture 
commands children to honor their parents, which includes obeying them 
(Ex. 20:12). Jesus never sinned (Heb. 4:15). More than that, He went 
beyond the expectations of the Law because of His love for His Heavenly 
Father and His earthly parents. 

VERSE 51

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.
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Years earlier, the shepherds related what the angels said about the 
infant Jesus, and Mary hid everything in her heart. As Jesus grew older, 
his mother kept all these things in her heart. His statements at the temple 
brought back those early memories and reminded her again of His nature 
and purpose in life. All mothers cherish things their children do and say. 
With Mary, the unique nature of her child impressed each word and action 
into her heart.

Verse 52
Often, we focus entirely on Jesus’ deity and forget He was also fully human. 
In Nazareth, Jesus developed like other children. He increased, or grew, in 
many ways. Luke encapsulates Jesus’ growth in three phrases. He increased 
in wisdom. This term involves more than simply gaining more knowledge. 
In this context, it refers to the ability to act with spiritual understanding. 

Jesus also grew in stature, that is, physically. He experienced natural 
development, moving from infancy to childhood to adulthood. Working 
beside Joseph in the workshop, He likely became muscular, which prepared 
Him for the intense physical demands later in His travels and ministry.

Third, Jesus increased in favor with God and with people. The second 
phrase is easily understood—He was liked by other people. The first 
statement can raise questions. How could God the Son increase in favor 
with God? Certainly, God was pleased with His Son; however, Jesus’ 
submission to the Father’s plan received affirmation (Luke 3:22). 

Jesus showed the value of obeying God’s Word for our spiritual and 
social growth. We not only develop in our relationship with God but also 
with other people. Believers’ submission to the Lord affects all aspects of 
life for our good and God’s glory.

If you had been in Mary’s place, what about this story would have been most 

memorable? How does Jesus’ obedience to Mary and Joseph inspire you to 

submit to the Father’s will?

VERSE 52

52 And Jesus increased 

in wisdom and stature, 

and in favor with God 

and with people.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
BEGIN: As everyone arrives, ask for 
volunteers to share about their favorite 
movies that include being left behind or 
separated from family. Note that while 
some of these are funny movies with lots 
of slapstick humor, being separated or lost 
from the group is not a comfortable feeling. 

DISCUSS: Share about a time you or 
someone in your group became physically 
separated. What lessons did you learn 
about yourself as a result of that 
separation? (PSG, p. 46) 

TRANSITION: Read the first paragraph 
on page 46 of the Personal Study Guide 
(PSG) to help the group focus on how 
today’s study of the story of Jesus being 
separated from His parents allows us to see 
something of His uniqueness.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Distribute copies of Pack 
Item 7 (Handout: Luke Time Line). Explain 
that this story of Jesus and His parents 
traveling to Jerusalem for the Passover 
Festival takes place when Jesus was twelve 
years old. Refer to Pack Item 2 (Outline of 
Luke) under “Preparation for the Ministry 
of Jesus” (PSG, p. 9) to help the group see 
how today’s account of Jesus visiting the 
temple as a boy fits into the Book of Luke 
as a whole.

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 2:41-47, while the group listens 
for what Jesus was doing when He got 
separated from His parents.

CLARIFY: Using the information in 
Understand the Context (PSG, p. 47), 
briefly describe what might have been 
going on in Jesus’ life in the years between 
His birth and this account of His trip 
to the temple at age twelve. Refer to the 
Pack Item 1 (Map: Jesus’ Birth and Early 
Childhood) to show the distance Jesus and 
His parents would have traveled in making 
this trip from Nazareth to Jerusalem.

STUDY: Write the three assignments below 
on the board. Arrange the group into three 
teams and assign each team one of these 
assignments. Direct them to use their 
Bibles and PSGs to help them respond to 
the question. (If the group size is large, 
instruct them to work in pairs or threes 
within each team.) 

Assignment 1: Focus on verses 41-42. 
Ask: Why might it have been important 
for Luke to include these details in his 
Gospel account? 

Assignment 2: Focus on verses 43-45.  
Ask: How do these verses help us better  
see Jesus as being fully human?  

Assignment 3: Focus on verses 46-47.  
Ask: Why is it important to emphasize 
Jesus’ being fully divine and fully human? 
Why are both important to understanding 
who Jesus is? (PSG, p. 50) 

Allow time for teams to work, and then 
call for volunteers to share responses. 
Emphasize that we see how Jesus was 
concerned for the things of God, even 
as a child.
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TRANSITION: We see that Jesus had a unique 
understanding of the things of God. Next let’s 
see how He handled some tough questions.

READ: Direct the group to read  
Luke 2:48-50 silently, looking for  
how Jesus responded to His parents’ 
anxious questions.

ASK: How does this situation compare 
to times when we may have caused our 
parents or others to be anxious?

CLARIFY: Use the information from the 
commentary and the PSG (pp. 50-51) 
to explain the meaning of the words 
“astonished” and “anxiously searching” 
as they are used in verse 48. Emphasize 
the panic Mary and Joseph must have 
experienced while they were searching 
for Jesus. 

GUIDE: Focus on verses 49-50, noting  
that these are the first recorded words 
of Jesus in this Gospel account. Use 
information from the commentary 
and the PSG (pp. 51–52) to discuss the 
meaning behind Jesus’ words “Didn’t you 
know?” in verse 49. 

ASK: What could Mary have learned from 
this incident about Jesus? (PSG, p. 52)

TRANSITION: Jesus’ answers to His mother’s 
anxious questions show us that we can trust 
Him with our questions too.

READ: As you read Luke 2:51-52 aloud, 
direct the group to look for evidence of 
Jesus behaving as a human child.

CLARIFY: Call attention to the Key 
Doctrine (God the Son; PSG, p. 52), and 
direct a volunteer to read Philippians 2:5-11 
aloud. Connect the verses from Philippians 
to these verses in Luke by emphasizing that 
this part of the story of Jesus’ trip to the 
temple as a child helps us better see His 
role as both the unique Son of God and a 
child who was fully human. 

STUDY: Use the information in the PSG 
(p. 53) to discuss what it meant that Jesus 
increased in “wisdom,” “stature,” and 
“favor” with God and people. 

DISCUSS: How did Jesus’ obedience to 
both His Father and His earthly parents 
highlight His divinity and humanity? 
(PSG, p. 53) 

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Call attention to the three 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 54). Lead the group to identify specific 
verses in today’s passage that support each 
statement, listing the passage reference 
next to the statement. Encourage the group 
to add to or modify the statements based 
on their findings. 

RESPOND: Before the group time, choose 
one of the question sets under Apply 
the Text (PSG, p. 54). Lead the group to 
respond to the selected questions. You may 
choose to lead them to respond silently, 
challenging them to revisit this section 
later in the day or week.

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for Scripture that 
shows Jesus as both fully human and also 
as the unique Son of God without sin.
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Lead the group to sing or listen to “King 
of Kings,” by Brooke Ligertwood, Scott 
Ligertwood, and Jason Ingram. Use the 
song to discuss the questions we face as we 
struggle to fully appreciate the knowledge 
that the boy Jesus in today’s study is the 
very same Son of God.

PHYSICAL

Gather unleavened bread (available in 
many grocery stores) and a study Bible  
or Bible dictionary.

Prior to the session, enlist a volunteer to 
prepare a brief explanation of the Feast of 
the Passover, using a study Bible or Bible 
dictionary as needed. To set the stage for 
today’s Scripture, call for the volunteer 
to describe the Feast of the Passover that 
Jesus and His parents attended, and 
provide a sample of unleavened bread  
(a part of the Passover) for anyone in the 
group who would like to try it.

RESEARCH

Gather two pieces of poster paper 
and markers.

Direct attention to the Bible Skill on page 50  
of the PSG. Assign half the group to read 
the first five Scriptures listed and then 
answer the first question. Assign the 
other half of the group to read the last five 
Scriptures listed and answer the second 
question. Instruct them to record their 
findings on the poster paper provided. Call 
for volunteers to share their findings about 
Jesus—both His human and divine nature.

JOURNAL

Gather paper and pens or pencils.

Distribute paper and pens or pencils to the 
group. Note that Luke is the only Gospel 
writer to include a scene from Jesus’ 
boyhood. Invite the group to think about 
why Luke chose to share this one scene 
that shows us Jesus as a child. Instruct 
them to write a few sentences, sharing 
their ideas for why Luke included this story 
in his Gospel. Call for volunteers to share 
their responses.

COMPARE AND CONTRAST

Write these two statements on the board: 
• I have a responsibility to my family. 
• I have a responsibility to learn and do the 
things of God.

Note that Jesus was part of an earthly 
family, while also the Son of God. Call 
attention to the two statements and ask: 
In our own lives, how can we do both these 
things well? 

MEMORIZATION

Explain that verse 52 is the memory verse 
for this week. Distribute copies of Pack 
Item 8 (Handout: Memory Verses Bookmark). 
Practice reciting the verse together and 
challenge the group to memorize verse 52 
this week.
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6
Prepared
Jesus is the promised Messiah who brings judgment. 

LUKE 3:7-18 
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 3:22

S E S S I O N  6

STUDY Luke 3:7-18, paying attention to how 

John strongly called people to repentance 

while pointing them toward Jesus. Use 

Understand the Context (pp. 64–65) and Explore 

the Text (pp. 65–69) to gain insight into the 

historical context.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 70–72. Focus on helping 

the group to see how John prepared the way 

for Jesus, the promised Messiah, and pointed 

people toward repentance (Key Doctrine: 

Salvation (Repentance) on page 58 of the PSG). 

Consider ways of using the Monologue Idea  

(p. 72) during the group time.

GATHER the following items:

   Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 3 (Poster: Themes in Luke)

Make copies of:

   PACK ITEM 7 (Handout: Luke Time Line)

   PACK ITEM 13 (Handout: John the Baptist)

CONSULT QuickSource for additional questions 

to use during the group time and review 

the Explore the Bible Adult Commentary for 

additional biblical insights (available for 

purchase from LifeWay.com).

REINFORCE the session by offering to talk 

privately with anyone who has more questions 

about what repentance is and how it is 

demonstrated through godly living.
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Bob Ebeling and four other colleagues sounded a warning note on 
January 27, 1986. As one of the engineers on the space shuttle Challenger, 
Ebeling and his colleagues came to the conviction that the temperature 
would lead to an explosion. Those above him ignored the warnings and 
proceeded with the ill-fated launch. Most of us have ignored warning signs 
too. John the Baptist sounded the warning call; some heeded his warning 
and others ignored it.  

(In PSG, p . 55) Why would people ignore clear warning signs? How can a 

warning sign also be a path to safety?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 3:1-38

Luke began his Gospel with the interwoven narratives of John and Jesus. We 
heard the angel’s announcements to Elizabeth and then Mary. We witnessed 
the births of the forerunner and the Messiah. Time passed as Jesus grew up 
in Nazareth while John wandered the wilderness around the Jordan River. 
While in this remote area, God spoke to John, instructing him to preach.

Following Augustus, Tiberius had been the Caesar for nearly fifteen 
years. Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea and Herod Antipas, son of Herod 
the Great, was tetrarch in Galilee. A tetrarch was a provincial ruler who 
shared power with several others. Herod’s brother was tetrarch in Iturea and 
Trachonitis. Lysanias was tetrarch of Abiline. In Jerusalem, Caiaphas served 
as high priest, having succeeded Annas. 

John’s sermons were designed to prepare the way for the Messiah. He 
was the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy—a voice in the wilderness as he 
preached to ready the path for the Lord. The mountains (symbolizing the 
high and mighty who thought they had no need of God) would be brought 
low. The valleys (representing the poor and lowly who repented) would be 
raised up. Crooked and rough ways would be made straight and smooth so 
that everyone might see the salvation of the Lord (Isa. 40:3-5).

John preached a message of repentance and baptized multitudes who 
responded. Many came with sincere hearts, eager to seek God and repent. 
Others came with impure motives, wanting the validation of being baptized 
by John without the corresponding repentance.

The prophet did not mince words as he confronted hypocrisy. He 
refuted the religiously proud who believed they had special status before 
God because they were descendants of Abraham. He warned them of God’s 

KEY DOCTRINE

Salvation (Repentance)

Repentance is a genuine 
turning from sin toward God 
(2 Chron. 7:14).

BIBLE SKILL

Use a concordance and/or 
Bible dictionary to learn more 
about baptism.

Read entries about baptism in 
a Bible dictionary. What was 
the difference between Jewish 
baptism of converts, John’s 
baptism for repentance, and the 
church’s baptism? How would 
you explain the importance of 
believer’s baptism? 
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imminent judgment. When asked what they should do, he demanded 
evidence of repentance. Some listeners wondered if John might be the 
Messiah, but he deferred, proclaiming the One who would come.

When John’s fiery message condemned Herod’s immorality, the king 
cast him into prison. Before this happened, Jesus came to the Jordan 
and was baptized by John. Jesus’ humble submission received a heavenly 
affirmation from God that this was His beloved Son.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

WARNING (LUKE 3:7-9)

Verses 7-8
Preachers in search of a crowd typically go to populated areas. John did 
the opposite, wandering the remote wilderness of the Jordan River valley. 
Though he preached in a remote area, crowds of people came to hear him 
and to be baptized by him. The word baptize means “to immerse.” John’s 
ministry was situated around the Jordan River where there was enough 
water to immerse—especially such numerous people. 

As with any large group, some people were sincere but some came with 
impure motives. Perhaps they wanted to be identified with this popular 
preacher. Others might have been interested in a spectacle. John saw 
through their insincerity. He called those with unclean motives a brood 
of vipers. That’s not the way to win friends and followers. John was not 
interested in the approval of the crowd but of God alone.

By asking how they were warned about the coming wrath, John 
addressed persons in the crowd who wanted the benefit of baptism without 
the price of repentance. He reminded them of God’s impending judgment. 
He was not speaking of the final judgment but of the certain wrath of God 
that falls on every unrepentant unbeliever. 

God is not interested in superficial rituals or ceremonies. The word 
repentance translates a compound term literally meaning a “change of 
mind.” The connotation goes further than mere intellectual assent. This 
kind of change results in true transformation of one’s life.  

John demanded that those who desired his baptism produce fruit 
consistent with repentance. He wanted to see evidence of changed lives. 
The word fruit is plural, indicating multiple types of actions that accompany 
repentance. Merely going through the ritual of immersion does not change 
anyone’s heart. Baptism was, and is, a symbol representing something that 
has already happened. John’s baptism differed from baptism after Jesus’ 
resurrection. The Christian church practiced baptism as identification with 
Jesus’ death and resurrection. Believers have died to an old way of life and 
have been raised in Christ to a newness of life (Rom. 6:4).  

John was familiar with the Jews’ claim of special privilege with God 
because Abraham was their father, or ancestor. They did not think they needed 
conversion or repentance. John declared that God could raise up children for 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Herod Antipas” and “Insites: 
Herod the Great” in the Winter 
2020-21 issue of Biblical 
Illustrator. Available at LifeWay.
com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSES 7-8

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? 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.
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Abraham from these stones. While not complete hyperbole, the illustration 
was intended to show how it was God, not Abraham, who was responsible for 
creating Israel. The people should look to God rather than their ancestry.

Verse 9
John preached with urgency. He continued to use metaphors to stress the 
importance of immediate repentance. His statement that the ax is already 
at the root of the trees emphasized God’s judgment was at hand. One 
implication could apply to the nation of Israel (Matt. 8:11-12). A rebellious 
people were closer to God’s judgment. However, the follow-up statement 
about every tree indicates an application to individual people. 

John focused on the fruit. To qualify for his baptism, the seekers should 
demonstrate fruit that indicates true repentance. Fruit is a metaphor for 
living according to God’s Word and will. On the other hand, every tree 
that doesn’t produce good fruit will suffer consequences. To be cut down 
represents an end—an end to life and, thus, an end to opportunity for 
repentance. To be thrown into the fire metaphorically connotes judgment 
and destruction. It also describes the eternal destiny of all unbelievers who 
die without salvation in Christ (Matt. 13:42; 23:33; Rev. 20:15).

No one can claim special privilege because of godly ancestors. Each of 
us will be judged according to whether we truly have repented and placed 
our faith in Christ. Evidence of such conversion should be seen in our 
daily lives.

How would you compare the condition of society in John’s day and our current 

era? What kind of fruit does God expect to see in our lives as believers?

RESPONSE (LUKE 3:10-14)

Verses 10-11
The phrase the crowds were asking him does not mean all the people 
joined in the discussion. Voices from the masses called out, inquiring 
what John’s words meant for them. Some asked, What then should we do? 
They appeared to want direction for their lives. Their response reminds 
us of the crowd listening to Peter’s sermon at Pentecost some years 
later (Acts 2:37). People under conviction may not understand all the 
implications of the gospel message, but they often will respond positively 
if given specific instruction.

John kept it simple. If someone had two shirts, that person should 
share with someone who has none. The word for shirt refers to an inner 
garment worn under the outer cloak. John applied the same principle to 
someone who has food. This example made it possible for everyone to apply 
his sayings. Often, only the wealthy are singled out as needing to share 
with the poor. However, John saw true repentance applying to everyone. 

VERSE 9

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.”

VERSES 10-11

10 “What then should we 

do? ” the crowds were 

asking him. 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.”
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Each person can find some tangible way to express a changed life by helping 
other people instead of living selfishly.

Some well-meaning people confuse human compassion for godliness. 
Obviously, believers should follow Old and New Testament admonitions 
to care for the needy. However, simply meeting human needs does not 
substitute for repentance and salvation through Christ. As James pointed 
out years later, Christian works are merely evidence of Christ’s converting 
work in believers’ lives (Jas. 2:17-18).

Verses 12-13
Among the crowds were tax collectors. These usually were Jews in the 
employ of the Roman government. Reviled and often considered traitors by 
their countrymen, tax collectors were notorious for enriching themselves 
at the expense of their fellow Jews. However, like Zacchaeus who came to 
Jesus (Luke 19:2-8), these men who came to John to be baptized apparently 
wanted to change. 

They addressed John as teacher. This term is not the word for rabbi but 
generally applies to someone who gives religious instruction. It was often 
employed by people addressing Jesus. It is a term of respect and indicates 
recognition of spiritual authority. These men wanted to know what they 
should do as evidence of repentance.

Again, John made application in a simple yet direct manner that 
enveloped a typical sin attributed to tax collectors. They should not 
collect any more than what they had been authorized. The government 
established a set rate of taxation. The idea of taxes included all kinds of 
payments for conducting trade or other aspects of common life. Greedy 
tax collectors would inflate people’s taxes and pocket the excess. The fact 
that John chose this specific sin did not mean these people were not guilty 
of other transgressions. He focused on the one aspect of their lives that 
might be most difficult to change, and would, therefore, be true evidence 
of repentance.

Verse 14
Soldiers also were in the crowds that came to John’s baptism. The context 
does not clarify if these were soldiers who traveled to the Jordan to be 
baptized or were present in their official capacity. Likely, given the presence 
of large crowds, they had been sent to see what was happening and to keep 
order. However, some of the soldiers were touched by John’s message. They 
also questioned him and wanted to know what they should do.

Unlike the tax collectors, soldiers were not authorized by the government 
to collect tariffs. Instead, some of them would take money from people by 
force. They might make false accusation in hope of getting a bribe. Both 
actions were indications they were not satisfied with their wages. John 
addressed this common practice as something that would have to change if 
they were genuinely repentant.

Repentance is demonstrated through godly living. In each person’s 
case, some sins are more common than others. In every person’s case, true 
repentance is demonstrated by turning from sin as we turn to the Savior. 

VERSES 12-13

12 Tax collectors also 

came to be baptized, 

and they asked him, 

“Teacher, what should 

we do?” 13 He told them, 

“Don’t collect any more 

than what you have 

been authorized.”

VERSE 14

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.”
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We cannot change ourselves, but by surrendering to His lordship we receive 
empowerment from His Spirit to live in a way that glorifies God.

If you were in the crowd that day, what changes might John say you should 

make? How might the Lord see evidence of repentance in our lives?

DIVISION (LUKE 3:15-18)

Verse 15
As John interacted with the crowd, the people who heard him were 
waiting expectantly, as if wondering what would happen next. This brief 
word picture portrays an astonished group that anticipated a reaction to 
John’s message. Perhaps John had halted his baptism as he responded 
to the previous questions. Would the soldiers and tax collectors make a 
dramatic declaration of repentance and come forward to be baptized? Was 
there more to John’s message? However, the phrase all of them indicates 
the entire audience was focused on one question: whether John might be 
the Messiah.

The Jews had anticipated the coming of the Messiah for centuries. The 
present generation was no exception. Israel had not seen a genuine prophet 
in 400 years. John’s power obviously came from God in a way these people 
had not seen. By contrast, their scribes and religious leaders taught without 
spiritual authority (Mark 1:22). These people had been drawn from all over 
the region by this man who spoke with God’s anointing. Naturally, their 
thoughts turned to the possibility that John was the Messiah. 

Verse 16
The previous verse indicates the people did not voice their question but 
were wondering in their hearts whether John was the Messiah. Perhaps 
whispers developed as they may have discussed the issue with each other. 
John may have heard them or the Holy Spirit may have given him insight 
into their hearts. In either case, John answered them all. He did not 
hesitate but declared to everyone present that he was not the Messiah. 
John pointed out that he merely baptized with water. His baptism was 
limited to symbolism of an inner transformation. It could not accomplish 
the conversion of repentance, but only describe it. 

John declared that one is coming. The tense of the verb coming indicates 
something that is already underway or was in the act of happening. The 
Gospels do not say anything about possible interactions between John 
and Jesus as they grew up, but given the family relationships they likely 
had multiple encounters through the years. Both had entered a new phase 
of life. They were no longer mere cousins. John was a prophet with the 
mission to identify the Messiah and prepare the way for Him (John 1:33). 

VERSE 15

15 Now the people were 

waiting expectantly, 

and all of them were 

questioning in their 

hearts whether John 

might be the Messiah.

VERSE 16

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.
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The prophet offered three characteristics of the One who was coming. 
First, He was more powerful than John. The people were amazed by John’s 
power; they would be awed by the authority of the Messiah. Second, John 
did not consider himself worthy even to untie the strap of his sandals. He 
was not merely being humble. He understood the vast difference between 
himself and the Messiah. Third, the One who was coming would not baptize 
with mere water, but with the Holy Spirit and fire.

Some commentators believe that Jesus’ baptizing with the Holy Spirit 
and fire describes only the salvation experience and points to the refining 
or purifying work of the Holy Spirit in believers’ lives. Since verse 17 clearly 
describes judgment, the reference likely is to two experiences. The phrase 
baptize … with the Holy Spirit refers to the salvation experience, while fire 
refers to judgment. Thus people will have only one of these experiences, 
not both of them.

Verses 17-18
The Messiah’s judgment is both positive and negative, hopeful and woeful. 
The winnowing shovel was used in the process of separating grain from 
its chaff by tossing the grain into the air so the chaff might be blown away 
and the grain fall to the threshing floor for collection. John’s metaphor 
describes the instrument of judgment as being in his hand, meaning the 
Messiah was ready to begin.

The good news is that the Messiah will gather the wheat into his barn. 
The analogy pictures the joyous bringing of believers into the kingdom 
of God. On the other hand, the chaff represents unbelievers who reject 
God and His Anointed One. Like the chaff that is separated and burned, 
they will burn with fire that never goes out. This last image is of the final 
destination of the lost (Mark 9:43; Matt. 25:41).

Jesus later used a similar parable to describe the judgment at the end of 
the age when the angels gather unbelievers and cast them into the blazing 
furnace. At the same time, the righteous (people who trust in Christ) will 
“shine like the sun in their Father’s kingdom” (Matt. 13:40-43).

Both of these results—blessings for people who repent and punishment 
for those who reject God—are equal parts of God’s good news. Luke does 
not record the many other exhortations that John proclaimed to the 
people, but it must have continued in this same direction. 

Our eternal destiny is determined by our response to Jesus. The good 
news, or gospel, is that no one has to experience the punishment of eternal 
hell. We can be saved by repenting of our sin, trusting in Jesus Christ, and 
receiving Him as Savior and Lord. As a result, we experience a change in 
our lives as we relate rightly to God and to one another.

How did you first respond to the good news? What differences can you 

observe in your life as a result of receiving Christ?

VERSES 17-18

17 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.” 18 Then, 

along with many 

other exhortations, he 

proclaimed good news 

to the people.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
BEGIN: As the group arrives, call for them 
to think of places where people see warning 
signs as they go about their daily business. 
Encourage the group to greet others and 
share their examples of warning signs with 
each other.

RESPOND: After most have arrived, read 
the first paragraph on page 55 of the 
Personal Study Guide. Ask: Why would 
people ignore clear warning signs? How 
can a warning sign also be a path to 
safety? (PSG, p. 55)

TRANSITION: Encourage the group to be 
looking for the warning signs John the 
baptizer gave as he spoke to the crowds 
who followed him. Use the information  
in Understand the Context (PSG, p. 56)  
to describe how John chose the role of  
a prophet over that of a priest. Refer to  
Pack Item 3 (Poster: Themes in Luke) to help 
the group see how today’s study of John’s 
call to repentance and faith shows us such 
an essential part of the Christian life.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Distribute copies of Pack 
Item 7 (Handout: Luke Time Line) to help the 
group understand the timing of the events 
in today’s Scriptures—at the beginning of 
Jesus’ earthly ministry.

READ: Call for a volunteer to read 
aloud Luke 3:7-9, while the group listens 
for John’s strong words of warning and 
consequence.

DISCUSS: Note that Matthew’s Gospel 
tells that many Jewish religious leaders 
(Pharisees and Sadducees) were in the 
crowds that followed John as he began to 
preach about the Messiah who was coming. 
Ask: How do the actions identified by  
John point to true repentance? (PSG, p. 56) 
Why might John’s words in verses 7-8  
have been shocking to his audience?

CLARIFY: Call attention to the Key 
Doctrine (Salvation [Repentance]; PSG, 
p. 58). Note that true repentance is 
a “genuine turning from sin toward 
God.” Invite a volunteer to read aloud 2 
Chronicles 7:14 to emphasize the point. 

ASK: How do we “produce fruit consistent 
with repentance” (v. 8)? Use the 
information from Explore the Text  
(pp. 65–66 of this book) and the Personal 
Study Guide (p. 58) as needed.

EXAMINE: Direct the group to silently read 
the PSG (pp. 58–59) to better understand 
John’s radical words in verse 9, that “the 
ax is already at the root of the trees.” Ask: 
What religious works do people trust to 
save them in place of faith in Christ and 
repentance from sin? (PSG, p. 59)

TRANSITION: John’s message was more than 
a warning of coming judgment. In these next 
verses, look how he pointed the people toward  
a changed life.

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 3:10-14, while the group listens for 
the question the crowd asked and John’s 
practical instructions for godly living.
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COMPARE: Direct attention to the question 
the crowd asked three times: “what should 
we do?” (v. 12). Invite a volunteer to read 
aloud Acts 2:37. Explain that this verse 
shows the question the people asked after 
Peter preached his powerful sermon at 
Pentecost. Note that the people were all 
asking the same question after hearing the 
gospel message: “What should we do?” 

ASK: In what ways does the gospel 
message always demand a response 
from people?

EXAMINE: Call for the group to name 
the ways John showed compassion for 
the poor in his responses to the people’s 
question, asking “what should we do”? Use 
the information in the PSG (p. 60) to help 
the group connect John’s responses here 
in this passage to the message the Old 
Testament prophets preached. Ask: Should 
compassion for the poor be a test for 
genuine repentance? Explain. (PSG, p. 60)

LIST: Write on the board, “tax collectors 
and soldiers.” Note that John gave specific 
examples for how the tax collectors and 
soldiers were to respond to the gospel 
message with practical righteousness. 
Ask: If occupations of today had been 
represented that day, what might John 
have listed as examples of the fruit of 
true repentance? List responses on the 
board too. 

TRANSITION: John gave the people practical 
examples of what godly living looked like. The 
next verses show us how he always pointed 
others toward Jesus. 

READ: Direct the group to read  
Luke 3:15-18 silently, to discover 
what the people wondered after hearing 
John’s words.

EXAMINE: Using the information in the 
PSG (p. 62), lead the group to discuss how 
John carefully chose his words in verses 
15-18 to show that he was not the Christ. 
Emphasize that John’s warnings were not 
intended to frighten people. 

ASK: Why should warnings also be couched 
in the good news of the gospel? Why should 
the good news of the gospel also include 
warnings? (PSG, p. 62)

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Direct the group to review  
Luke 3:7-18, looking for the directives  
given by John. Encourage them to jot  
down these directives in the margins  
of their PSG. Distribute copies of  
Pack Item 13 (Handout: John the Baptist). 
Review the handout for other ways John 
paved the way for Jesus. 

ASK: How do the actions identified by 
John point to true repentance? 

RESPOND: Before the group time, choose 
one of the question sets under Apply 
the Text (PSG, p. 63). Lead the group to 
respond to the selected questions. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for giving us a Savior 
who calls us to repentance and provides a 
way for our salvation.
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Lead the group to sing or listen to 
“Kindness,” by Chris Tomlin. Use the 
song to introduce the idea of repentance 
preached by John the Baptist in 
today’s study.

DRAMA

Prior to the session, enlist three volunteers 
to prepare a brief skit to show what can  
go wrong when we go into a situation  
(a meeting, appointment, task) unprepared. 
Call for the volunteers to present the 
skit at the beginning of the session as 
an introduction to today’s study. Ask: 
What can happen when we are not well-
prepared? Explain that today’s study is 
titled “Prepared,” and invite the group to 
listen for ways that John called for the 
people to “prepare” themselves.

MONOLOGUE

Prior to the group time, enlist a volunteer 
to prepare a monologue about John the 
Baptist. Provide them with a copy of  
Pack Item 13 (Handout: John the Baptist) 
and instruct them to prepare the 
monologue as an introduction to John. 
Call for the monologue to be shared as an 
introduction to today’s Scriptures.

ART

Gather paper and pencils.

To supplement Luke 3:10-14, provide paper 
and pencils. Instruct the group to sketch a 
cartoon or illustration showing how they 
can demonstrate repentance through godly 
living in their jobs.

LIST

To supplement Luke 3:10-14, write on the 
board “Act with Compassion.” Note that 
John taught true repentance would lead to 
acts of compassion. Then call for volunteers 
to read aloud these three passages: Isaiah 
58:7; Ezekiel 18:7; and James 2:14-17.  
Instruct them to name aloud the 
instructions for compassionate actions 
found in these verses. Emphasize that we 
can demonstrate our repentance through 
godly actions, like those named in these 
three passages.

TESTIMONY

Pre-enlist a volunteer or two to share 
about what their baptism meant to them. 
(If you use two volunteers, try to get one 
who was baptized as a child and the other 
who was baptized as an adult, for the two 
different perspectives.) Supplement their 
testimony with the Bible Skill (PSG, p. 59). 
Lead the group to discuss the question in 
the Bible Skill: How would you explain 
the importance of believer’s baptism 
to a friend?
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7
Compassionate
Jesus expects His followers to show compassion and mercy to others. 

LUKE 6:27-38 
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 6:27-28

S E S S I O N  7

STUDY Luke 6:27-38, using Explore the Text 

on pages 75–79 to gain insight into each 

imperative. Reflect on how Jesus’ teachings 

about love compare with the way today’s world 

sometimes shows compassion and mercy 

to others. 

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 80–82. Focus on helping 

the group identify and apply Jesus’ specific 

commands given in the passage. 

GATHER the following items: 

   Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Luke) 

   PACK ITEM 3 (Poster: Themes in Luke) 

   PACK ITEM 4 (Poster: Jesus’ Sea of 

Galilee Ministry)

CONSULT the weekly Explore the Bible adult 

podcast to gain insights on the go about this 

week’s study on Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, 

Stitcher, Spotify, LifeWay’s Digital Pass, or  

at goExploreTheBible.com/adults-training.

REINFORCE the session by identifying ways 

your group can more effectively treat all 

people with dignity and respect. Consult other 

teachers and church leaders for ideas, such 

as providing resources for pregnancy crisis 

centers or assisted living complexes. Consider 

mentioning these ideas during the Summarize 

and Challenge portion of the session. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
We can find an excuse for ignoring or discrediting people if we really want 
to. We may classify them as uneducated, too young, too old, or numerous 
other designations as a way to justify our mistreatment of them. In an effort 
to absolve ourselves of guilt, we place a title on them that puts them in 
some type of lesser-than-me grouping. Jesus operated differently. He loved 
all people, seeing them as worthy of His attention and help. He confronted 
His critics, showing them how to be compassionate in the process. 

(In PSG, p . 64) What makes some people harder to love than others? Can you 

disagree with them and still love them? Explain.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 6:17-49

The context for today’s study begins with what has been called the Sermon 
on the Plain, so-called because it took place “on a level place” (Luke 6:17). 
People came from as far south as Judea and Jerusalem and as far north as 
Tyre and Sidon. They brought people with illnesses and demonic affliction 
to be healed and delivered.

The Sermon on the Plain has several points in common with the 
Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5–7). It includes a variation on the beatitudes, 
focusing on how God blesses people who suffer for righteousness sake. On 
the other hand, Jesus pronounced woe upon people who enjoyed wealth 
and comfort with no thought of God or other people. 

The central idea is to love other people—even enemies or people 
who make life difficult for you. Believers express love by doing good for 
all people, just like the heavenly Father. The highest form of love involves 
mercy and forgiveness. 

Consequently, we should not judge people harshly but remember that 
we, too, fall under judgment. Before we correct someone else, we should 
examine ourselves. Jesus’ parable of the trees and their fruit portray the 
way people’s hearts are revealed by the produce of their lives.

Jesus concluded with an admonition to apply His words to our lives. 
He compared people to house builders. One built a strong foundation that 
enabled the structure to endure the onslaught of a flood. The other failed 
to build a good foundation, whereupon the house was destroyed. Even so, if 
we do not build our lives on His word, we are in danger of disaster.

KEY DOCTRINE

The Christian and Social Order

We should speak on behalf of 
the unborn and contend for the 
sanctity of all human life from 
conception to natural death 
(Matt. 25:35). 

BIBLE SKILL

Compare similar commands.

Make a list of each of the actions 
that Jesus commanded in today’s 
study. Beside each one, review 
these corollary texts: Matthew 
5:7,39-42,44,46; 6:14; 7:1-5,12; 
Mark 4:24. Use a concordance 
to find similar commands. What 

insights did you gain about 

each command?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

LOVE ALL (LUKE 6:27-31)

Verses 27-28
Jesus emphasized the difference between non-believers and His followers. 
The contrasting conjunction but distinguishes between the evil people of 
verses 24-26 and believers in verses 27-31. 

Verse 17 describes the audience for this sermon. It included Jesus’ 
disciples (not just the twelve but also the larger group that followed Jesus). 
Other people from across the larger region also came to hear Jesus. However, 
verse 20 notes that Jesus looked specifically at His disciples. The passage 
could be understood as Jesus speaking to His followers in verses 20-23, to 
the masses in verses 24-26, and to everyone in verses 27-49. These persons 
are summarized in the phrase you who listen. This phrase reminds us of 
Jesus’ expression: “Anyone who has ears to hear listen!” (Luke 8:8; 14:35). 
Some people who heard Jesus speak did not accept or apply His sayings. 
Jesus instructed people with spiritual understanding to demonstrate God’s 
compassionate love. The following list was not intended to be exhaustive 
but offers examples of how we should love other people. Each verb is an 
imperative or command. 

Christ-followers imitate His example of going beyond the normal to 
express the nature of God’s love in human interactions. Jesus did not merely 
tell others to love your enemies, He demonstrated it in many situations. 
We can love our enemies because God loved us while we were His enemies 
(Rom. 5:8-10; Col. 1:21).

Love is not merely an emotion. It expresses itself in action, in this 
case, by doing good to those who hate you. Until we put deeds to our 
declarations, our words are empty. Jesus often showed compassion toward 
people who wanted what He had to offer but did not want Him (Matt. 
14:14-21; John 6:1-14,24-27).

The verb translated hate contains the sense of ongoing action. The term 
involves extreme dislike and loathing. We are to do good not just to someone 
who commits a single act of hostility toward us but also to people who 
continually hate us. 

It may be one thing to do good to people who hate us, but it’s another 
matter to bless those who curse you. To bless requires we not only do good, 
but that we desire God’s blessings for these people. To curse means much 
more than using foul language. It connotes a malevolent desire for continual 
harm. Contrarily, the word bless is a compound term meaning to speak well of 
someone. It involves asking God to show His favor to that person. Asking God 
to bless someone who, at the same time, is cursing us, requires love only God 
can provide.

An even deeper level of love requires that we pray for those who mistreat us. 
These people not only hate and curse us, but they are actively doing harm to us. 
Instead of retaliating, we should pray for them. Christ’s love leads us to follow 
the way He responded to people who harmed Him (1 Pet. 2:23; Luke 23:34). 

VERSES 27-28

27 “But I say to you 

who listen: Love your 

enemies, do what is good 

to those who hate you, 
28 bless those who curse 

you, pray for those who 

mistreat you.

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Who Is My Enemy?,” available 
digitally in the Winter 2020-21 
issue of Biblical Illustrator for 
Explore the Bible at LifeWay.com/
BiblicalIllustrator.
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Verses 29-30
Verse 29 should not be mistaken as saying someone suffering abuse should 
simply endure it. Scripture instructs people to rebuke wrongdoers and, in 
certain cases, to bring the person before the church for correction (Matt. 
18:15-17; Luke 17:3-4). Some commentators point back to verse 22 and 
suggest this admonition reflects suffering for Christ’s sake. In that case, if 
someone hits you on the cheek because you are a believer, then by offering 
the other also demonstrates your willingness to suffer for Jesus’ sake. 

Another view of this command is to see the offering of the other cheek 
in opposition to the natural human response of retaliation. People who 
demonstrate Christ’s love do not get into a fight (physically or verbally) with 
other persons, even if they should strike us. This saying is hard and can only 
be applied through the grace of Christ and the empowerment of His Spirit.

A similar example involves someone who takes away your coat. The 
coat was the outer garment commonly worn by Jewish men. The phrase 
appears to indicate someone taking the coat by theft or violence. The 
corollary example in the Sermon on the Mount involves using a lawsuit to 
take someone’s garment (Matt. 5:40). A person who loves the other person 
more than his possessions will not hold back the shirt. The shirt was the 
tunic worn beneath the cloak.  

What does it mean to give to everyone who asks you? Does this verse 
infer that we should indiscriminately offer a handout to every person who 
approaches us? While we should be more generous than is our natural 
tendency, that application is likely not what Jesus meant.

In this case, the asking appears to be more personal. Scripture 
recommends generosity, especially to the poor (Deut. 15:10-11). Jesus’ 
admonition goes beyond benevolence for the poor. It exemplifies love in a 
tangible way. Keeping in mind the immediate context, we do not question 
what might be the impure motives of the person making the request, but 
we respond with love.

This interpretation finds support in the final command of not asking 
someone who takes your things to return them. We might think of a 
neighbor who has borrowed something and does not return it. However, 
the text goes beyond merely borrowing some item—the item was taken 
away. Again, if we love people more than possessions, we can gift the item 
to the individual in Christ’s name so we might bear witness to His love.

Verse 31
Summarizing these commands, Jesus urged His followers to consider what 
you want others to do for you. Whatever treatment you desire, do the same 
for them. This familiar saying is often called the Golden Rule: “Do unto 
others as you would have them do unto you.” Instead of making a lengthy 
list of specific actions, we simply treat others the way we wish to be treated. 
This rule is the culmination of all the law and prophets (Matt. 7:12). 

Believers are to treat all people with dignity and respect. While the 
context involves applied Christian ethics in all interpersonal relationships, 
we can certainly make specific application to the unborn. Of all human 
beings, these innocent children deserve our love and care.

VERSES 29-30

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. 30 Give to 

everyone who asks you, 

and from someone who 

takes your things, don’t 

ask for them back.

VERSE 31

31 Just as you want 

others to do for you, do 

the same for them.
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What might be a difficult expression of love for the average Christian? If we 

are to love our enemies in these ways, how much more should we love 

other believers?

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

Verses 32-36
Jesus pointed out three examples in which Christian love should exceed 
the natural human response. Many people love those who love them. 
Certainly, there is nothing wrong with loving people who love us. However, 
Jesus’ point is that even sinners love those who love them. In other words, 
nothing about this kind of behavior brings glory to God. It is merely part of 
being human. Therefore, Jesus asked, what credit is that to you?

Jesus was not trying to motivate His disciples to seek credit. The term 
translated credit is the same word normally rendered as “grace.” This use 
also conveys the idea of showing kindness. Loving the people who love us 
does not reveal the grace of God or any real kindness on a human level. It is 
merely the expected reaction.

Jesus’ second question follows a similar argument. It looks back to the 
second half of verse 27. If we do what is good to people who are good to us, 
we are not doing anything extraordinary. The old saying, “I’ll scratch your 
back, you scratch mine,” comes to mind. Many people are willing to help 
those who help them. Again, nothing about that behavior glorifies God. 
Even sinners do that. It brings no credit to the doer or to God.

A third example refers back to the issue of lending or giving to others 
as seen in verses 29 and 30. If we lend to those from whom we expect to 
receive something in return, we merely mirror decent society. Many people 
will let a neighbor borrow something if they believe the neighbor will return 
what is borrowed in good condition. Again, what credit is that to you? The 
point is neither God nor the human actor receives any praise in this kind of 
situation. Even sinners lend to sinners to be repaid in full. 

In verse 35 Jesus again used the contrasting conjunction but to 
emphasize the difference between these examples and what He wants 
believers to do. Followers of Jesus should behave differently than worldly 
people who love, help, and lend to people who love, help, and lend to them. 
Instead of loving only people who love us, we are to love our enemies. 
Christ’s law of love reaches past the expected to the undeserving. Although 
He did not repeat the word enemies in the admonition to do what is good, it 
is understood from verse 27 that doing good applies to people who hate us. 
Similarly, our willingness to lend should not be limited to people who can 
pay us back. Rather, we give while expecting nothing in return. 

Believers who embrace Jesus’ ethic of love and apply it to all people 
will experience two benefits. First, they will receive a reward that will be 
great. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus spoke of giving benevolently 

VERSES 32-36

32 If you love those who 

love you, what credit is 

that to you? Even sinners 

love those who love 

them. 33 If you do what 

is good to those who are 

good to you, what credit 

is that to you? Even 

sinners do that. 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. 
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. 36 Be 

merciful, just as your 

Father also is merciful.
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in private so that one’s reward will be great in heaven (Matt. 6:3-4). The 
reward does not involve wealth, fame, promotion, or power in this world. 
Instead, it relates to our blessings from the heavenly Father who is glorified 
by our following Christ’s example.

The second benefit is being identified as children of the Most High. The 
Father is gracious to the ungrateful and the evil. The term gracious stands 
in juxtaposition to the word ungrateful. God’s grace is not dependent on 
the gratitude of the receiver of that grace. God’s love is not reliant on the 
loveliness of the person who is loved. God bestows mercy to all who repent 
and receive Him—whether they are good or evil. If we would be known 
as children of the Most High, we should demonstrate love toward all people 
equally. In doing so, we show an unbelieving world the kind of love that is 
available through our Lord.

Summarizing this section, Jesus commanded His followers to be 
merciful. We may have it in our power to exact retribution on people who 
harm us, but instead we are to be forgiving. What is our motivation? Our 
Father also is merciful. If we are God’s children, we will demonstrate mercy 
toward others as He has extended mercy to us.

Believers are to love all people. We cannot harbor any ulterior motives 
as we interact with other people. If there is any shadow of self-interest 
in our behavior, people will spot it in a moment. If we are to glorify God, 
we must allow His pure love to flow to us and through us to each person 
we encounter.

Which of Jesus’ commands in this section do you find most difficult? In what 

practical ways can we express love as we strive to protect the sanctity of 

human life?

AND WITH MERCY (LUKE 6:37-38)

Verse 37
Jesus offered two negatively stated principles followed by two principles 
in a positive format. All four illustrate the reciprocal nature of how we 
treat other people. In the first pair of admonitions, two similar terms are 
used. The phrase do not judge comes from a root word meaning to consider 
someone guilty. It involves a form of legal terminology. The second phrase 
do not condemn has a similar source. Jesus used it to denounce people 
who condemn the guiltless (Matt. 12:7). The warning not to judge does not 
mean to avoid discernment, but rather not to set ourselves up as judge and 
jury because only God is the true Judge. 

In the corresponding point in His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus 
reiterated this axiom with a further explanation: “For you will be judged by 

VERSE 37

37 “Do not judge, and you 

will not be judged. Do 

not condemn, and you 

will not be condemned. 

Forgive, and you will 

be forgiven.

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



79S ssion 7 :  Compass ionate 

the same standard with which you judge others, and you will be measured 
by the same measure you use” (Matt. 7:2). Not judging others does not 
mean we will avoid being judged by God, but rather God will exercise mercy 
toward us as we show mercy toward others. 

The third admonition carries this principle further. We should forgive 
as God has forgiven us. In His Model Prayer, Jesus offered a singular 
commentary on our petition for God’s forgiveness: “For if you forgive 
others their offenses, your heavenly Father will forgive you as well. But if 
you don’t forgive others, your Father will not forgive your offenses” (Matt. 
6:14-15). Our willingness to extend mercy and forgiveness to others is 
linked directly to God’s mercy and forgiveness.

Verse 38
Instead of criticizing, judging, and condemning people, the children of a 
merciful heavenly Father focus on how they can benefit others. Just as 
God gave His greatest love gift to us (John 3:16), even so we should give, 
knowing the same will be given to you. We do not give with the motivation 
of seeking a return on our investment, but God loves cheerful givers 
(2 Cor. 9:7). He is generous to persons who, with loving hearts, are generous 
toward others.

God is not miserly with His gifts. Jesus described God’s measure as 
good. The image of a basket of grain pressed down, shaken together, and 
running over portrays the abundance of God’s liberality. To have God’s gifts 
poured into your lap indicates the personal nature of God’s return to the 
open-hearted person. As with judgment and condemnation, even so mercy 
and gifts come back to the initiator in the same way as they are expressed 
to others. The measure, or standard, we use in dealing with other people 
will be the guide as it is measured back to us.

Believers are to exhibit God’s character in this world. We should go 
beyond the normal, human responses in our behavior toward other people. 
Whether people are good and kind to us or not, we are to show godly love in 
trading criticism for forgiveness and condemnation for mercy.

How would you describe an instance of God extending mercy to you? What 

should be our motivation in determining how we treat other people?

VERSE 38

38 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.”
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
BEGIN: As the group arrives, distribute 
adhesive labels (or small slips of paper and 
tape) and pens to each person. Invite them 
to write a way society sometimes labels 
or classifies people on the label and then 
attach it to a designated wall or board. 

RESPOND: After most have arrived, read 
aloud the labels. Then call attention to the 
first paragraph on page 64 of the Personal 
Study Guide (PSG). Lead the group to 
evaluate how labels affect the way we show 
compassion or love others. Ask: What 
makes some people harder to love than 
others? Can you disagree with them and 
still love them? Explain. (PSG, p. 64)

TRANSITION: Explain that Jesus expects 
His followers to show compassion and 
mercy to others. Challenge the group to 
consider during today’s study if they are 
struggling to love some types of people and 
identify actions they may need to take as 
a result. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Lead the group to locate 
the Outline of Luke (PSG, p. 9) and point 
to Pack Item 2 (Outline of Luke). Point 
out that today’s study is under “II. Jesus’ 
Ministry in Galilee (4:14–9:50).”    

SUMMARIZE: Briefly summarize the 
information under Understand the Context 
(PSG, p. 65), including events leading 
up to this passage. Direct attention to 
the traditional site of the Sermon on the 
Mount on Pack Item 4 (Poster: Jesus’ Sea  
of Galilee Ministry). 

GUIDE: Direct attention to the phrase 
“But I say” (Luke 6:27). Explain that Jesus 
implied that a current mind-set of some 
listeners needed adjustment, including the 
way people treated one another.

READ: Invite a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 6:27-31, as the group listens for 
Jesus’ specific instructions about how He 
called His followers to treat others.  

HIGHLIGHT: Present a brief summary of 
the comments about the Greek word agape 
(translated “love”), using information on 
page 66 of the PSG. Emphasize that agape 
identifies a supernatural, unmerited love 
rooted in God’s character. Ask: How does 
experiencing God’s love firsthand affect 
the way we love others?  

DISCUSS: What makes praying for 
someone who mistreats us so difficult? 
What are some examples of prayers 
we should pray for those who curse us? 
(PSG, p. 66) 

IDENTIFY: Lead the group to identify 
the four specific actions Jesus gave His 
followers to carry out and examples of how 
that might look in real life. Use information 
from the PSG (p. 67) to further explain 
that “Jesus wasn’t encouraging passivity 
but rather compassionate responses.”  

SEARCH: Call attention to verse 30 and 
point out that Christians should be 
known for their extravagant generosity. 
Assign Psalm 24:1 and Philippians 4:19 
to volunteers, directing them to locate 
each verse. Allow them to read the 
passages aloud. 
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DISCUSS: How is our reaction to people 
who ask for help a demonstration of 
our level of trust in God? How does 
our treatment of others reflect our 
understanding of the sanctity of all  
human life? (PSG, p. 68)

READ: Direct the group to read silently 
Luke 6:32-36, looking for a series of 
rhetorical questions Jesus asked to 
illustrate the motives for love demonstrated 
by His followers. 

IDENTIFY: Lead the group to identify 
examples in Luke 6:32-35 that contrast 
how Christians should act as compared 
with the world’s way of doing things. Use 
information in the PSG (p. 69) to explain 
“credit,” “to receive,” and “reward.” 

FOCUS: Call attention to Pack Item 3 
(Poster: Themes in Luke). Locate the theme 
“The Christian Life,” with the example 
“proper use of material possessions.” 
Encourage the group to consider this theme 
in studying the next group of verses. State 
that believers are to love all people with 
pure intentions, not expecting anything 
in return. Ask: How can a wrong motive 
betray or spoil a good action? 

CLARIFY: Read Matthew 25:35 and the 
Key Doctrine on page 68 of the PSG. Lead 
the group to locate the three imperatives 
in Matthew 25:35 (“love,” “do,” “lend”). 
Explain that these are imperatives, or 
commands, reflecting God’s heart, not 
suggestions reflecting our preferences.

DISCUSS: How is the believer’s love and 
good works different from an unbelievers’ 
love and good works? How does the love 
of Jesus enable a believer to show love to 
both the unborn and the person carrying 
the unborn? (PSG, p. 70)

READ: As you read Luke 6:37-38, 
encourage the group to listen for 
commands about living as children of God. 

DISCUSS: How has your response to the 
questions on page 71 of the PSG changed 
as a result of today’s discussion?

CLARIFY: Use information in the PSG 
(p. 71) to emphasize that Jesus was not 
advocating a prosperity theology in verse 
38. Ask: How does giving generously show 
the world what God is really like?

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REINFORCE: Remind the group of the 
beginning activity (labeling people). Lead 
them to recall principles from the session 
about showing love and compassion to 
all people. 

REVIEW: Call attention to the three 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 72). Challenge the group to select one 
statement they most needed to know or 
be reminded of. Direct them to record 
in the margin their reason for selecting 
the statement, assuring them they won’t 
be asked to share aloud. Challenge them 
to reflect each day this week on that 
statement.

RESPOND: Prior to the group time, select 
one of the question sets under Apply 
the Text (PSG, p. 72). Lead the group to 
respond to the selected question. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for loving us in a way 
that models how we should love others. 
Ask that God help the group exhibit His 
character in this world.
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC 

Lead the group to sing or listen to “Jesus 
Loves Me,” by Anna B. Warner, identifying 
words that describe people in various life 
stages and conditions. Discuss: How can 
recognizing how much Jesus loves us—and 
loves all types of people—help us show 
compassion and mercy to others? 

PHYSICAL

Prior to the session, turn chairs backward. 
After most of the group has entered, invite 
a volunteer to read aloud Luke 6:27-38. 
State that Jesus’ words about loving others 
often are backward to the world’s way of 
living. Turn chairs around to continue. 

DRAMA 

Pre-enlist a person to create a dramatic 
reading of Luke 6:27-38. Lead the group 
to discuss the emotions felt as if they had 
been listening to Jesus’ teaching in the 
original setting.

COMPARISON 

Direct the group to compare Jesus’ 
expectations for His followers with the 
way the world sometimes acts. Instruct 
each team to locate examples for each 
imperative in Matthew 6:27-38. Lead group 
to discuss: Why do you suppose Jesus 
selected these examples? What examples 
would you select based on today’s world? 

NATURAL

Display a container of grain (bird seed, 
beans, rice, or popcorn can be used for the 
purpose of illustration). Invite a volunteer 
to demonstrate pressed down and shaken 
together while you read information under 

verse 38 that describes the principle. Stress 
that giving is not just about monetary 
resources. Ask: How does this help you 
understand that we can’t outgive God? 

RESEARCH 

Collect Bible concordances or study Bibles 
with a concordance. 

As a group, make a list of each of the 
actions Jesus commanded in this study. 
Beside each one, review the corollary texts 
listed in the Bible Skill (PSG, p. 70). Create 
teams (two people can be a team), and 
direct teams to locate other passages in 
the Old and New Testaments that offer 
similar admonitions to God’s people. Invite 
volunteers to share insights gained about 
each command.

OBJECT LESSON

Display a product warranty or guarantee. 
Ask: How would you feel about buying a 
product with no warranty or guarantee? 
What factors would influence your trust 
if the product did not have a guarantee? 
Invite volunteers to read aloud Luke 6:31, 
a verse known as the Golden Rule, from 
a variety of Bible translations. Discuss: 
How does trusting Jesus encourage you 
to treat others the way you want to be 
treated, with no guarantee of how others 
will respond?
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8
Rejected
Jesus’ offer of salvation will be rejected by some, leading to judgment.

LUKE 4:16-30
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 4:18-19

S E S S I O N  8

STUDY Luke 4:16-30, looking for how people 

responded to Jesus. Compare Luke 4:18-19  

with Isaiah 61:1-2. Use Explore the Text on 

pages 85–89 to gain insight into why the people 

rejected Jesus and why He responded as He did. 

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 90–92. Focus on helping the 

group understand that all people must examine 

their presuppositions about Jesus. Consider 

using a teaching approach you have yet to use 

this quarter. (See p. 92 for ideas.)

GATHER the following items: 

  Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 1 (Map: Jesus’ Birth and Early 

Childhood)

  PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Luke)

Make copies of:

   PACK ITEM 8 (Handout: Memory Verses 

Bookmark) 

CONSULT the Explore the Bible website for 

ways of using a current news event to start and 

conclude the session (goExploreTheBible.com/ 

LeaderExtras).

REINFORCE the session by leading the 

group to identify ways they observe people 

today rejecting Jesus. Remind the group to 

use insights from this study to help people 

understand that Jesus came to offer salvation 

and that rejection of Him does not change His 

identity.  
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Life is a series of related decisions. Think about the decisions we already 
have made today and how they impacted where we are right now or what 
we are wearing. Even the color of our socks or if we have on socks might 
be dictated by another decision made earlier in the day. In the same way, 
what we do with Jesus impacts other areas of our lives. Believing in Him 
or rejecting Him will dictate other decisions. The people of Nazareth faced 
the same decision and would face the consequences of what they decided. 

(In PSG, p . 73) How can one decision impact future decisions? Give an example.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 4:1-44

Spiritual highs often precede spiritual tests. At His baptism, Jesus was 
affirmed by John the Baptist and by His Father’s voice from heaven. As He 
departed from the Jordan after being baptized by John, He was full of the 
Holy Spirit. Luke’s statement does not suggest there was ever a time when 
Jesus was not filled with the Spirit; rather, he was emphasizing that what 
took place next was directed by the Spirit.

Jesus went alone into the wilderness and fasted without food or water 
for forty days and nights. In that physically weakened condition, He was 
confronted by Satan with three tests. The first test challenged Jesus to 
use His divine power for personal needs. The second test was to gain all 
the kingdoms of the world by surrendering and worshiping the adversary. 
Satan’s third test challenged Jesus’ understanding of Scripture and His trust 
in the Father. In each case, Jesus used Scripture to rebuke His enemy. 

Having passed these tests, Jesus was ready for an even bigger 
challenge—encountering people in His hometown of Nazareth. These 
people had known Him since he was a small boy. Often, when we go back 
home, we meet people who still see us as the child or teenager they knew 
before. Jesus’ synagogue was full of familiar faces. 

The problem did not happen when Jesus read the messianic text from 
Isaiah 61 and declared the prophecy to be fulfilled. The people reacted to 
that statement with amazement but approval. Their rejection started when 
Jesus reminded them that God did not accept people based on their religious 
heritage but by their faith. The people flew into a furious reaction and sought 
to kill Him. Instead, He calmly walked away and went to Capernaum.

KEY DOCTRINE

Salvation 
(Regeneration)

Faith is the acceptance of Jesus 
Christ and commitment of the 
entire personality to Him as Lord 
and Savior (Eph. 2:8-13).

BIBLE SKILL

Observe when and for what 
purpose a New Testament passage 
includes an Old Testament 
quotation (or reference).

Read Elijah and the widow of 
Zarephath in 1 Kings 17 and the 
story of Elisha and Naaman in 
2 Kings 5. What aspects of these 
Old Testament stories and Jesus’ 
application might enrage strict 
Jewish adherents? What kind 
of situations might cause us to 
respond in similar circumstances?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

TRUE IDENTITY (LUKE 4:16-21)

Verses 16-19
Jesus’ pilgrimage to the Jordan River for John’s baptism and the subsequent 
testing in the wilderness were over. He came to Nazareth, where he had 
been brought up. When the Sabbath arrived, He entered the synagogue, 
joining many people He knew as He grew up. The phrase as usual meant He 
habitually was in the synagogue on the Sabbath day.

When Jesus stood up to read, He was not usurping the authority of 
the synagogue leader. Customarily, members of the synagogue or visitors 
would be invited to read Scripture and offer any comments. 

Biblical texts were not in bound books like we enjoy today. Typically, 
they were copied onto sheets of papyrus or parchment that were joined 
to make a scroll. Since the scroll was given to him, we might assume this 
Scripture had already been designated for this week. On the other hand, He 
could have requested the book of the prophet Isaiah specifically. Unrolling 
the scroll, he found the place. The text He sought was near the end of 
Isaiah’s prophecy. 

These verses comprise the first verse and most of the second verse 
of Isaiah 61. The passage was a well-known messianic text. When John 
the Baptist later sent messengers to confirm Jesus’ identity as the 
Messiah, Jesus showed them how this prophecy was being fulfilled in His 
ministry (Luke 7:22). 

The prophecy is written in the first person. The pronoun me does not 
refer to Isaiah but to the Messiah. Several proofs recognize the speaker as 
the Messiah. First, the Spirit of the Lord was on Him. John the Baptist 
testified that God had told him he would see the Holy Spirit resting on the 
One who was coming (John 1:33). At Jesus’ baptism, the Spirit descended 
in dove-like fashion upon Him. 

Second, the speaker declared that the Spirit’s work included His having 
anointed me. The word Messiah, or Christ in the Greek language, means 
“Anointed One.” We should not misunderstand this statement to imply that 
God anointed Jesus at His baptism and from that point on He was the Christ. 
The syntax describes something that had happened and is happening. 

Jesus’ anointing involved God’s empowerment to preach good news 
to the poor. The gospel would not be complete until Jesus’ death and 
resurrection. However, the good news of God’s initiation of salvation was 
present with these people. 

While the message had special application for the poor, it was not limited 
to them. Both Testaments testify to God’s concern for the poor. In the Old 
Testament, God gave numerous commands to protect and care for these 
people (Lev. 19:9-10; 25:6; Deut. 24:10-13). Such injunctions continued in 
the teachings of Jesus and the apostles (Luke 14:3; Acts 6:1-5; Jas. 2:15-16).

The pronoun he in verse 18 refers to the Lord who sent the Spirit 
and now has sent the Messiah. We should not mistake this reference as 

VERSES 16-19

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. 17 The 

scroll of the prophet 

Isaiah was given to 

him, and unrolling the 

scroll, he found the place 

where it was written: 
18 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, 19 to 

proclaim the year of the 

Lord’s favor.

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Nazareth: Its Setting and 
Significance” in the Winter 
2020-21 issue of Biblical 
Illustrator. Available at LifeWay.
com/BiblicalIllustrator.
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indication of superiority or separation between God the Father, God the 
Spirit, or God the Son. To the contrary, this text is one of several that reveal 
the simultaneous presence of all three members of the Trinity.

The Messiah’s mission was to proclaim release to the captives. The 
verb to proclaim is different from the compound word translated “preach the 
good news.” In this case, it portrays a herald who publishes a message. This 
phrase could be a parallelism with the phrase to set free the oppressed. The 
terms release and set free come from the same Greek word. 

In the first phrase, the good news of release is proclaimed to captives, 
while the second phrase addresses the freedom of the oppressed. The word 
captives describes people taken prisoner by force. Oppressed, on the other 
hand, portrays people who experience hardship or have been shattered or 
bruised. Each of these phrases can refer to physical or spiritual conditions. 
It could also relate to the way Christ sets us free from sin and its penalty. 

The Messiah also has a ministry of recovery of sight to the blind. The 
Gospels relate numerous occasions in which Jesus literally caused the blind 
to see (John 9:1-7; Mark 8:22-26; Matt. 20:29-34). This ministry also has 
a metaphorical application related to people who were spiritually blind 
(John 9:41).  

Three times this passage has translated words as to proclaim to describe 
various aspects of the Messiah’s ministry. The first, at the beginning of 
verse 18, was a compound word meaning “to proclaim the good message, or 
good news.” The second and third instances portray a herald who has been 
authorized to announce something. 

The Messiah announced the year of the Lord’s favor. The word favor is 
an adjective describing the kind of year or time that the Messiah brings. This 
phrase stands in contrast to the “day of our God’s vengeance” (Isa. 61:2b) 
which Jesus omitted in this reading. While Jesus’ first advent heralded 
God’s favor, His second coming will accompany God’s judgment. That time 

is also called “the day of the Lord” (Joel 2:31; 1 Thess. 5:2). 

Verses 20-21
One might imagine the scene as Jesus finished reading, rolled up the scroll, 
gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. Rabbis generally read while 
standing but spoke from a seated position. The people had heard about the 
astonishing miracles He had performed in Capernaum (v. 23). No wonder 
the eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fixed on him. 

Jesus began with an extraordinary statement. The word began indicates 
He spoke more than just this sentence. As we will see in verse 22, the people 
remarked admirably about the gracious words He was speaking. His central 
point was today as you listen, this Scripture has been fulfilled. No one but 
the Messiah could make such a claim. 

Jesus came to offer salvation. God has made provision for forgiveness 
and reconciliation through Jesus. Jesus revealed His true identity so people 
might have the opportunity to be saved through Him.

VERSES 20-21

20 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. 21 He 

began by saying to 

them, “Today as you 

listen, this Scripture has 

been fulfilled.”
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How do elements of Isaiah’s prophecy reveal aspects of Jesus’ true identity?  

What does this good news mean to you personally? 

FALSE UNDERSTANDING (LUKE 4:22-27)

Verse 22
Up to this point, all the people were speaking well of him. There is no 
indication of a divided opinion. They did not understand what He meant 
by the prophecy being fulfilled (v. 21). He may have gone further with His 
teaching, since the people reacted to the gracious words that came from his 
mouth. They were amazed that the young man they had known had such 
understanding of the Scriptures. The term amazed can be taken positively 
or negatively. However, they considered Jesus’ manner of speech not to be 
confrontational, but gracious. 

They thought Jesus was a hometown boy. The question—Isn’t this 
Joseph’s son?—was posed with the expectation of an affirmative answer. 
The absence of any reference to Joseph’s presence here or in future 
gospel narratives strongly suggests Joseph died before this time. Most 
likely, the phrase Joseph’s son simply was a point of reference to Jesus’ 

family background. 

Verse 23
Jesus responded to the congregation with a popular saying: Doctor, heal 
yourself. This proverb is not found in the Book of Proverbs but was a 
common saying among the Jews and other cultures. The statement does 
not mean Jesus was sick and needed healing, but that people are expected 
to apply matters to themselves first. The people had heard about the 
miracles that took place in Capernaum. From Nazareth in central Galilee 
to Capernaum on the north shore of the Sea of Galilee was just over twenty 
miles. News would have carried quickly about this wonder-worker. They 
wanted Jesus to perform a miracle in His hometown so they could see 

for themselves. 

Verses 24-27
Jesus would not allow their misunderstanding of His nature or purpose to 
push Him into doing the very thing Satan had tried in vain to make Him 
do. He would not misuse His divine powers for personal advantage. He 
understood that no prophet is accepted in his hometown. Human nature 
tends to discount the familiar. The unknown person from out of town 
may have a greater hearing than someone whose nose had been wiped by 
women of the town. 

Jesus went on to give two examples of how God worked outside of 
popular expectations. He reminded them of Elijah’s days. Elijah prophesied 
during the ninth century before Christ. His ministry was primarily in the 

VERSE 22

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?”

VERSE 23

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.’”
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Northern Kingdom under Ahab and Ahaziah. The famine that came over 
all the land resulted from God’s word through Elijah to King Ahab (1 Kings 
17:1). During the three years and six months that followed, no rain fell as 
the sky was shut up. Jesus pointed out that there were many widows in 
Israel during this time. His point comes in verse 26.

After declaring the coming catastrophe, Elijah fled from Ahab for fear 
the king would kill him. At first, the prophet hid by the brook Cherith. He 
drank the water and was fed by ravens (1 Kings 17:3-6). When the brook 
dried up due to drought, God sent Elijah to a widow at Zarephath. This 
small town was on the coastal area near the Mediterranean Sea near the 
larger city of Sidon. The point of Jesus’ application was that God did not 
send Elijah to the widows of Israel but directed him north, beyond the 
borders of Ahab’s kingdom. This statement was received as an affront to 
the Jews’ national pride.

Jesus offered an even stronger analogy by referring to the healing 
of Naaman. Naaman was commander of the Syrian armies during the 
ministry of Elisha, who followed Elijah as prophet in Israel (2 Kings 2; 5). 
A Hebrew slave girl told Naaman’s wife about the prophet’s power. After 
being humbled and submitting to Elisha’s direction to wash in the Jordan 
River, Naaman was healed. There were many in Israel who had leprosy, but 
not one of them was cleansed. Jesus’ application meant God chose to heal a 
Gentile while not healing Jewish lepers. This story was received as an insult 
to the Jews’ national and religious pride. 

All people must examine their presuppositions about Jesus. These 
Jews thought they knew Him. They had watched Him grow up. Even if He 
had become some kind of miracle worker, they probably thought He should 
know His place and show some respect. Jesus’ sermon and its application 
shook their ideas about His identity. In the same way, we need to consider 
Jesus’ identity and mission in light of His purposes—not our desires.

What kind of modern misconceptions do people have about Jesus? How can 

we develop a proper understanding of Jesus that we can share with others?

MISGUIDED RESPONSE (LUKE 4:28-30)

Verses 28-30
Everyone in the synagogue was enraged when He challenged their 
prejudices. People who are emotionally invested in a belief often become 
enraged if that belief is opposed. The term enraged portrays wrathful 
indignation; it implies fierce emotions. Interestingly, the people did 
not react to Jesus’ claim that He fulfilled Isaiah’s messianic prophecy. 
Instead, they became outraged when they heard this—meaning the two 

VERSES 24-27

24 He also said, “Truly 

I tell you, no prophet 

is accepted in his 

hometown. 25 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. 
26 Yet Elijah was not sent 

to any of them except 

a widow at Zarephath 

in Sidon. 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.”
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applications regarding the Sidonian widow and the Syrian leper. They might 
have considered this miracle worker as a candidate for being the Messiah, 
but they wanted one who fit into their national and religious ambitions. To 
declare God’s favor to people outside of Israel struck at the deepest core of 
the Jews’ bigotries.

The phrase they got up probably understates the emotional mob that 
rushed at Jesus. In their rage, they wanted to destroy Him. They drove him 
out of town. They possibly grabbed His arms to force Him out. 

Nazareth was located in the Galilean highlands which make up the 
southern ridge of the Lebanese mountain range. The town was built on a 
hill that had a steep slope. From there, the mob was intending to hurl him 
over the cliff. Their religious fervor was leading them to do a very ungodly 
deed. Similarly, in today’s world, many zealots use their religious beliefs 
as an excuse to impose their faith by violence and to attack anyone who 

challenges them.
This was not to be the time, place, or manner for Jesus’ death. He did 

not fear death, but His mission had only begun. Many miles lay ahead. He 
escaped from them and went on his way. The statement that he passed 
right through the crowd does not mean that He made Himself invisible. 
Perhaps He stopped short of the cliff and caused the crowd to cease their 
plan by virtue of His powerful presence. Jesus went back to Capernaum, 
where He continued His miraculous ministry of healing the sick, casting 
out demonic spirits, and preaching the gospel of the kingdom.

Rejection of Jesus does not change His identity. People may refuse to 
believe in Christ, but their lack of faith affects them, not Him. Sometimes 
we feel rejected by people because we follow Jesus. He warned His disciples 
that in doing so, such people are not really snubbing us, they are rejecting 
Him (Matt. 10:22). We should not expect any better treatment than was 
given our Lord. Like Paul the apostle, we can count it joy to suffer for 
Christ’s sake (Matt. 5:10-12; Acts 5:41). We can go on in faith, trusting to 

see His victory (1 Pet. 3:14).

What kinds of emotions do you feel when Jesus is rejected? How should 

believers respond when they are rejected for their faith in Christ?

VERSES 28-30

28 When they heard 

this, everyone in the 

synagogue was enraged. 
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. 
30 But he passed right 

through the crowd and 

went on his way.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
RESPOND: As the group arrives, direct 
them to reflect on the following: I chose 
to wear what I have on today because ... 
Encourage them to greet others and give 
details about one article of their clothing 
or an accessory. After most have arrived, 
share your response and invite volunteers 
to share their responses as well. Point out 
that life is a series of related decisions. 
Clothing choices might be dictated by other 
factors or awarenesses, such as the weather 
or the day’s agenda. 

TRANSITION: Summarize information 
found in the first paragraph of page 
73 of the Personal Study Guide (PSG), 
emphasizing that what we do with Jesus 
impacts other areas of our lives. Ask: How 
can one decision impact future decisions? 
Invite volunteers to give examples. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Review Pack Item 2 
(Outline of Luke) to position this session in 
relationship to the previous studies. (The 
full outline is listed on page 9 of the PSG.)

LOCATE: Direct attention to Pack Item 1 
(Map: Jesus’ Birth and Early Childhood). Point 
out Bethlehem, Jesus’ birthplace; Nazareth, 
Jesus’ hometown; and Capernaum, where 
Jesus performed an exorcism and healing. 
State that Jesus’ actions in these locations 
pointed to His identity. 

READ: Call for a volunteer to read 
aloud Luke 4:16-21, as the group listens 
for phrases that Jesus used to describe 
Himself and His mission. 

MINI-LECTURE: Present a brief summary 
of the comments about verses 16-19 that 
describe Jewish worship customs from 
pages 75–76 in the PSG. (Or prior to the 
group time, invite a volunteer to do so.) 

CLARIFY: Explain that Jesus quoted 
from Isaiah 61, a passage familiar in the 
synagogue for the way it anticipated the 
work of the coming Messiah. Summarize,  
or invite a volunteer to summarize, Luke 
3:21-22, which describes when the Spirit 
came upon Jesus at His baptism and the 
Father affirmed His anointing as Messiah. 

DISCUSS: Guide the group to locate verbs, 
or action words, in Luke 4:18-19 that 
introduce phrases describing the work of 
the Messiah. Use information from the 
commentary and the PSG (p. 76) to provide 
insight into these phrases. Ask: How did 
the passage in Isaiah that Jesus read point 
to His mission of providing salvation? 
From the PSG (p. 76): What role does 
Scripture play in helping us understand 
Jesus’ identity and purpose?

HIGHLIGHT: Explain that Luke 4:18-19 
is the memory passage for this week. 
Distribute copies of Pack Item 8 (Handout: 
Memory Verses Bookmark), challenging the 
group to memorize verses 18-19 this week. 

RESPOND: Invite volunteers to share 
responses they might have anticipated to 
Jesus’ declaration of Himself as Messiah 
in verse 20. Invite them to keep those 
thoughts in mind during the study of the 
following verses.
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READ: Direct the group to read silently 
Luke 4:22-27, looking for indications of 
the peoples’ preconceived ideas about Jesus. 
State that those present questioned Jesus’ 
words since they understood Him to be 
Joseph’s son.

FOCUS: Use the information at the top 
of page 78 of the PSG to explain Jesus’ 
use of the term proverb. Lead the group to 
compare people’s expectations of Jesus 
with what He came to do. Ask: What 
preconceived ideas about Jesus might a 
person hold today? How do those ideas 
get in the way of accepting Him as Savior? 
(PSG, p. 78)

EXAMINE: Direct the group to read the 
comments under Verses 25-27 in the PSG 
(pp. 78–79). Explain how Jesus pointed to 
Elijah and Elisha as examples of prophets 
who did not work miracles only in their 
homelands or exclusively for Israelites. 

ASK: How do the examples of Elijah and 
Elisha compare with the way Jesus was 
received in His hometown?

READ: Read aloud Luke 4:28-30, as 
the group listens for how the people 
responded to Jesus.

REACTION: Invite the group to share the 
emotions expressed in verses 28-30, for 
both the people and Jesus. Summarize the 
comments about verse 29 from the PSG  
(p. 80), noting why the crowd was angry 
with Jesus. Guide them to compare the 
people’s emotions in this passage with 
emotions experienced today when people 
do not understand who Jesus is or when 
He does not work according to their 
expectations. 

EXAMINE: Direct the group to re-read verse 
30 and identify Jesus’ response. Comment 
that Jesus did not need an army of angels 
to rescue Him. He understood that nothing 
would prevent Him from continuing His 
work according to God’s timing. 

ASK: How does the crowd’s reaction to 
Jesus compare to the reactions of people 
today? (PSG, p. 80)

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Call attention to the session 
summary statement under the title for 
this session (PSG, p. 73): “Jesus’ offer of 
salvation will be rejected by some, leading 
to judgment.” Lead the group to identify 
how the three summary statements under 
Apply the Text (PSG, p. 81) connect to the 
summary statement for the session. 

RESPOND: Prior to the group time, select 
one of the question sets under Apply 
the Text (PSG, p. 81). Lead the group to 
respond to the selected questions. You may 
choose to lead them to respond silently, 
challenging them to revisit this section 
later in the day or week. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for sending His Son 
as Messiah and Savior of the world. Ask 
that God help the group to be open to 
Jesus’ work and leadership in their lives. 
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Lead the group to sing or listen to “Saved, 
Saved,” by Jack P. Scholfield. Call attention 
to the Key Doctrine (Salvation; PSG, p. 77).  
Emphasize that Jesus came to offer 
salvation, but some will reject His offer, 
leading to judgment.  

DRAMA

Pre-enlist a person to create a dramatic 
reading of Luke 4:16-21. Suggest the 
person create a paper scroll and use the 
information in the PSG (vv. 16-19, p. 75) 
about synagogue customs. You may want to 
serve as narrator, presenting verses 16-17, 
20, and the first part of 21.  

RESEARCH 

Pre-enlist a group member to research 
the context of Luke 4:16-21, based on 
Isaiah 61. Direct the volunteer to consult 
commentaries, a Bible dictionary, and other 
sources for assistance, and then present 
findings to the group. 

OBJECTS 

Gather two cans with paper labels and 
different contents and a can opener.  

Before the session, switch labels on the 

cans. During the session, display the cans 

and invite the group to name what they 

expect them to contain. Open the cans to 

reveal the contents don’t match the labels. 

Direct attention to Luke 4:22. State that 

the people of Nazareth thought they knew 

Jesus and what was in Him. They had 

difficulty seeing Him as anything other 

than how He grew up, as Joseph’s son. 

Discuss: What preconceived ideas about 
Jesus might a person hold today?  

How do those ideas get in the way of 
accepting Him as Savior? (PSG, p. 78) 

CREATIVE WRITING 

Gather paper and pencils. 

Direct attention to information about 
the term proverb (vv. 22-24, PSG, pp. 
77–78). Lead the group to name proverbial 
phrases used today or locate them on their 
electronic devices. Continue by working as 
a group to write new proverbs that describe 
the situation if Jesus had been understood 
and accepted in His hometown. 

COMPARISON 

Refer to the Bible Skill (PSG, p. 79). Direct 
the group to compare Elijah’s encounter 
with the widow of Zarephath in 1 Kings 
17 and the story of Elisha and Naaman 
in 2 Kings 5. Lead the group to discuss: 
How are the accounts similar? How are 
they different? What aspects of these Old 
Testament stories and Jesus’ application 
might enrage strict Jewish adherents? 
What kind of situations might cause us to 
respond in similar circumstances? 

ILLUSTRATION 

Gather colored pencils or pencils 
and paper. 

Lead the group to name various forms of 
social media, such as Facebook®, Twitter®, 
Instagram®, and Snapchat®. Create teams 
(two people can be a team), and provide a 
piece of paper to each team. Lead teams to 
pick one form of social media and create a 
post based on the events in Luke 4:28-30. 
Encourage them to suggest photographs, 
memes, or emojis.
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9
Followed
Jesus uses ordinary people with diverse backgrounds in His work. 

LUKE 5:4-11,27-32
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 5:32

S E S S I O N  9

STUDY Luke 5:4-11,27-32, looking for similar 

characteristics in those Jesus called to follow 

Him. What do these characteristics reveal about 

Jesus? About His followers?

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 100–102. Focus on helping 

the group recognize the diversity of people 

Jesus used to carry out His work. Look for ways 

of using the Key Doctrine (PSG, p. 89) to help  

the group understand God’s call to Evangelism 

and Missions. 

GATHER the following items: 

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 5 (Poster: The Disciples of Jesus)

Make copies of:

   PACK ITEM 11 (Handout: What Is a Disciple?)

   PACK ITEM 12 (Handout: The 

Disciples of Jesus)

CONSULT QuickSource for additional questions 

to use during the group time and review 

the Explore the Bible Adult Commentary for 

additional biblical insights (available for 

purchase from LifeWay.com).

REINFORCE the session by encouraging the 

group to share through a group text, reply all to 

an email, or on an app the ways God uses them 

throughout the week. Celebrate that God uses 

ordinary people in His work. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Social media makes it easier than ever to reconnect with former classmates 
and childhood friends, but that may not lessen the surprise we experience. 
The person we thought to be the least likely to do a particular thing may 
now be doing the very thing we thought he or she would never do. We 
never know what life holds for a person or what God can do in time. Jesus 
called some unlikely people to be His followers, reminding us that God sees 
people differently than we do.

(In PSG, p . 82) How has time changed some of the people you knew in your 

childhood? What surprises you most about these changes?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 5:1-11,27-32

From the earliest days, Jesus brought other people into His inner circle to 
prepare them for future leadership in His church. He was looking toward 
the time when He no longer would be present physically. While large 
numbers of people heard Him speak and scores followed Him from place 
to place, only a few enjoyed the intimacy of His quiet talks in between the 
public encounters.  

When did Jesus first encounter Simon and the others on the seashore 
near Capernaum? Creating an exact timeline from a single Gospel narrative 
can be challenging. We need all four Gospel accounts to identify various 
places, times, and people in relationship to one another. Scholars disagree 
about when this encounter took place. Andrew first met the Lord shortly 
after Jesus’ baptism at the Jordan River. He introduced his brother, Simon, 
to Jesus (John 1:29-42). Later, the events of Luke 4–5 took place, setting 
the scene for Jesus’ calling of His first disciples. 

After Jesus returned from Nazareth to Capernaum, He ministered in 
the synagogue and among the residents of the city. At Simon’s home, He 
healed Simon’s mother-in-law of an illness. As Jesus traveled throughout 
Galilee, He began to select and train this special group of disciples who 
later would be named apostles (Luke 6:13). Jesus’ choices were not random. 
In His omniscience, Jesus knew exactly who He wanted and why.  

Much of this early itinerant ministry took place around the Sea of 
Gennesaret, also known as the Sea of Galilee. Galilee was the large region 
between the Mediterranean Sea on the west and the Sea of Galilee on the 
east. Capernaum lay on the northern coast of the sea, while Gennesaret 
included the district on the western coast. From the last part of Luke 4 and 

KEY DOCTRINE

Evangelism and 
Missions

It is the duty of every child of 
God to seek constantly to win the 
lost to Christ by verbal witness 
undergirded by a Christian 
lifestyle, and by other methods in 
harmony with the gospel of Christ 
(2 Tim. 4:5).

BIBLE SKILL

Use a Bible dictionary.

Read articles about tax collectors 
in a Bible dictionary. Review Bible 
passages identified in the article, 
paying attention to the context 
of the passage. How would you 
describe the attitude of most 
people toward tax collectors 
in Jesus’ day? How would 
you describe Jesus’ attitude 
toward them? 
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the early section of chapter 5, several of the first disciples can be identified. 
Residing in this seacoast town, at least four of them worked as fishermen. 

Jesus always took people where they were, but He did not leave them 
in that situation. He gave some of them new names; to all He gave new 
purpose. The fishermen would leave their nets, their families, and the safety 
of their livelihoods, but Jesus made them fishers of men. One prospective 
disciple was a tax collector, but Jesus gave him the job of collecting souls. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

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

Verses 4-5
As Jesus walked along the seashore, crowds of people pressed against Him. 
They wanted to hear everything Jesus had to say about the Word of God. 
To avoid being crushed, Jesus entered one of the nearby fishing boats 
and asked its owner, Simon, to put out a little from the shore so He could 
continue teaching the people. 

Jesus’ choice of boats was not random. He had a purpose in approaching 
Simon. After Jesus had finished speaking to the large crowd, He turned 
again to Simon. Interestingly, Jesus did not immediately ask Simon to 
follow Him. Instead, He told the fisherman to put out into deep water. 
Commercial fishermen of this era threw out large nets and brought the 
boats about in order to encircle schools of fish. At this time of day, the fish 
probably were not close to the shoreline. 

Simon was surprised when told to let down the nets for a catch. Jesus 
may have had multiple reasons for wanting Simon to make a good haul 
of fish. First, knowing they had been unsuccessful the night before, Jesus 
might have wanted to reward Simon’s loan of the boat. Second, knowing 
He was about to take Simon away from the family business, Jesus possibly 
thought to give him a profitable catch. Most likely, the miraculous result of 
Jesus’ instructions and Simon’s obedience offered a spiritual object lesson 
that would lead directly to Simon’s response in following Jesus.

Simon addressed Jesus as Master. This word is different from the 
typical reference to a rabbi or a teacher. Too, the term does not rise to 
the level of “Lord.” Instead, it acknowledged Jesus’ elevated position of 
authority. It is the same reference the disciples used later when appealing 
to Jesus during the dangerous storm (Luke 8:24). Simon also employed this 
title when speaking to Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration (Luke 9:33). 

The fisherman was not being argumentative when he said they had 
worked hard all night long and caught nothing. The plural contraction 
we’ve possibly includes at least himself, James, and John. Andrew might 
also have been present if this incident was the same mentioned by Matthew 
and Mark (Matt. 4:18-20; Mark 1:16-20). As James and John were in 
another boat, the plural pronoun tells us there were other fishermen in the 
boat with Simon. These commercial vessels were not small lake boats like 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“A First-Century Tax Collector,” 
available digitally in the Winter 
2020-21 issue of Biblical 
Illustrator for Explore the Bible at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSES 4-5

4 When he had finished 

speaking, he said to 

Simon, “Put out into 

deep water and let 

down your nets for a 

catch.” 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.”
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recreational fishermen might use today. Typically, these boats could have 
been thirty feet long. They were big enough to handle large catches of fish 
and required multiple hands on deck. 

Simon’s reference to fishing all night may indicate they had toiled all 
the previous day and on through the night, but night fishing is one strategy 
for net fishing. Their lack of results made the long hours of backbreaking 
work even more exhausting. Simon’s physical fatigue did not deter him 
from obeying Jesus. The phrase if you say so demonstrates his deference 
to Jesus. He did not question Jesus’ knowledge of fishing but willingly 
submitted to Jesus’ authority. 

Verses 6-7
Again, the presence of multiple fishermen is evidenced by the statement 
when they did this. Simon led his co-workers to follow Jesus’ instruction. 
Even at this pre-disciple state, Simon was bringing others into obedience 
to Christ. Their willingness to do as Jesus said had astonishing results. 
They did not just catch some fish; they caught a great number of fish. The 
outcome highlighted the difference between not catching anything during 
what should have been peak fishing time versus the heat of the day when 
the fish should have been much deeper in the water. Only a supernatural 
cause could explain what was happening. 

Because they caught so many fish, their nets began to tear. The fishermen 
would have been careful to clean and mend their nets every day. A rend would 
allow precious numbers of fish to escape. In this case, the nets were not 
sufficiently strong to handle the number of fish being brought to the surface. 

Busy with the nets, they signaled to their partners in the other boat. 
Simon’s co-workers are included again in the pronoun they. In verse 10, 
Simon’s partners are identified as James and John; therefore, the laborers 
in Simon’s boat involved other men. These other men apparently were not 
included in Jesus’ specific invitation to follow Him as disciples. We are told 
later that Simon, James, and John accepted His call and forsook all to go 
after Jesus.

The other boat came alongside Simon’s craft. Between them, they filled 
both boats. The catch was so overwhelming that the boats began to sink. 
The scene is one of multiple nets from both boats being lowered, perhaps 
more than once. The harvest of fish could not be explained in natural terms. 

Verses 8-11
For the first time in this narrative, Luke referred to Simon as Simon Peter. 
The name was significant since Jesus first called him Cephas when they 
met upon Andrew’s introduction (John 1:42). The name Cephas is Aramaic, 
while the word Peter is Greek. Both terms refer to a stone. The compound 
name, Simon Peter, was used to identify him according to what Jesus 
would make him to become. Jesus reiterated Simon’s new name (Peter) 
later (Matt. 16:16-18).

Simon Peter saw this. More than a simple reference to visual sight, 
he recognized that what was happening was of divine origin. He forgot 
the fish and fell at Jesus’ knees. This position of subservience and 

VERSES 6-7

6 When they did this, 

they caught a great 

number of fish, and their 

nets began to tear. 7 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.
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supplication shows Peter’s acknowledgment that Jesus was more than just 
an authoritative teacher. Even his form of address toward Jesus changed, 
calling Him Lord. Different from master, the term Lord shows respect 
toward an even greater authority.

Simon Peter begged Jesus to go away because he was a sinful man. 
Whenever humans encounter the divine presence, they become aware of 
their sinfulness. Isaiah had a similar response to the heavenly vision and 
was overwhelmed by his sinfulness (Isa. 6:5).  

Simon’s recognition that he was a sinful man came in response to the 
miracle he had witnessed. Simon Peter was not alone in his response. The 
inclusive nature of the phrase all those with him points to the profound 
effect the catch of fish had on the entire group. They were amazed. This 
single word translates a phrase that literally means “amazement had seized 
them.” The term underscores the sense of alarm Simon and the others must 
have experienced.

Not only were the men in Simon’s boat affected but so were James and 
John. They were identified as Zebedee’s sons, and would later be called the 
“Sons of Thunder” (Mark 3:17). The phrase so were indicates a differentiation 
between these brothers and those men who were with Simon in his boat. 
The supernatural nature of the catch was obvious to all of them. 

James and John were Simon’s partners in the commercial fishing 
enterprise. Interestingly, Jesus did not immediately address them, although 
they had been as astonished as Simon. Possibly, Jesus spoke first to 
Simon for several reasons. First, Simon’s awareness of his sinful condition 
produced fear. Jesus told him, don’t be afraid. Second, Jesus wanted Simon 
to understand that he was no longer a fisherman. From now on—or from 
this moment on—you will be catching people. Jesus gave Simon a change 
of identity and a transformation of purpose.

The pronoun they in verse 11 is more restricted than in previous verses. 
In other references, it included people in the boat in addition to Simon, and 
perhaps others who were helping James and John. However, the context of 
this verse limits the inference to Peter, James, and John because they are 
the ones who not only brought the boats to land, but they left everything 
and followed him. 

A believer’s past sinfulness does not disqualify him or her from being 
used by God. Looking into the mirror of God’s holiness heightens the 
awareness of our sinfulness. God does not call people because of their 
worthiness but because of His mercy and according to His purposes. Anyone 
who is willing to repent of sin and follow Jesus in faith and obedience can 
experience the wonders of serving the Master. 

Have you ever, like Simon Peter, been minding your own business when 

Jesus reached out to you? How did you respond?

VERSES 8-11

8 When Simon Peter saw 

this, he fell at Jesus’s 

knees and said, “Go 

away from me, because 

I’m a sinful man, Lord!” 
9 For he and all those 

with him were amazed 

at the catch of fish they 

had taken, 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.” 11 Then they 

brought the boats to 

land, left everything, 

and followed him.
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LEVI (LUKE 5:27-28)

Verses 27-28
Luke does not give a distinct timeline in chapter 5. He walks his reader 
through Jesus’ journeys with phrases like “while he was in one of the 
towns” and “on one of those days while he was teaching.” Luke introduces 
the calling of Levi with a simple after this, referring to Jesus’ healing of 
the lame man who was lowered through a hole in the roof of a home where 
Jesus was teaching.

Levi was sitting at the tax office. Like Peter, James, and John, Levi 
was engaged in his normal business activities when Jesus called him. 
Levi was a tax collector, a profession despised by his own people since the 
tax collectors worked for an oppressive government. Many tax collectors 
charged people more taxes than required by the Romans and pocketed the 
difference.

The idea that Jesus saw a tax collector may give the reader the impression 
that Jesus casually observed Levi and called him. But the phrase Jesus 
went out strongly suggests purpose. Jesus knew where Levi worked, and 
He went to the place where He knew Levi would be. Unlike the calling of 
the fishermen, Jesus did not perform any miracle or sign to impress Levi. 
He simply said to him, follow me.

The context of this encounter may indicate Levi had heard Jesus 
teach. Perhaps people told him about Jesus’ healing of the lame man and 
His confrontation with the religious leaders. Both actions would have 
encouraged Levi to pay attention to Jesus’ invitation. In the absence of 
facts, we can only know that Levi saw Jesus approach just like Jesus saw 
Levi as he sat collecting taxes. Levi undoubtedly knew who Jesus was and 
what was involved in following Him. 

Levi understood he could not remain where he was and go after Christ. 
To follow Jesus meant leaving everything behind, including his job. Doing 
that might have legal repercussions with the authorities. With the simple 
word so, Luke described Levi’s response. When Jesus called, Levi acted. He 
got up and began to follow him. Levi walked away from his livelihood and 
what had been prosperous prospects. What came next was just the start as 
Levi began to follow Jesus. 

Jesus still calls people to follow Him. They don’t have to be special 
people. Most Christ-followers are quite ordinary. They work regular jobs 
like Levi and have families like Peter, James, and John. They are not super-
Christians, they simply have accepted Jesus as Savior and Lord. Since He 
gave His life for them, they respond by giving their lives to Him.

What does it cost to follow Jesus? Why are people willing to give up 

everything to follow Him?

VERSES 27-28

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.” 
28 So, leaving everything 

behind, he got up and 

began to follow him.
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SINNERS (LUKE 5:29-32)

Verses 29-30
People who meet Jesus want others to know Him also. The term then 
suggests Levi started sharing Jesus with others almost immediately. At 
least a day or more would have been required to prepare this grand banquet 
and invite the guests. Levi was so excited about Jesus that he wanted more 
people to meet Him. 

Hosting the dinner at his house, Levi exemplified a strategy believers 
could use today. Our homes can become tools of evangelistic outreach to 
reach unbelieving friends. Levi invited people he knew best. Present at the 
banquet was a large crowd of tax collectors and others. Like Levi, believers 
can be missionaries to people we meet through our business connections. 

The Pharisees and their scribes were not part of the dinner group;  they 
criticized Jesus and his disciples for being there. Perhaps they heard about 
the event and confronted the disciples afterward. Three points are important. 
First, they did not approach Jesus directly. Instead they were complaining 
to his disciples. Second, they considered themselves morally superior to the 
people at Levi’s banquet. Third, their question, Why do you eat and drink 
with tax collectors and sinners? shows they believed Jesus and His followers 
could not be true men of God if they associated with these people.

Verses 31-32
Jesus did not wait for His followers to respond to the religious leaders’ 
question. The phrase Jesus replied indicates He took the initiative in 
dealing with the interrogators. He compared Himself to a doctor who is 
not needed by those who are healthy but by those who are sick. 

The Pharisees and scribes did not recognize their own neediness. They 
considered themselves above consorting with what they considered to be 
the dregs of society. Jesus’ response did not suggest these pious pretenders 
were healthy. Instead, He emphasized that He was called to people who 
understood their need.

Jesus also was not suggesting the religious leaders were righteous. The 
term righteous in this context indicates those who think they are righteous. 
Righteous denotes a right relationship to God, who is holy and just. These 
religious leaders considered themselves to be righteous when, in truth, 
they were sinners. On the other hand, the tax collectors and others at the 
dinner knew they were sinners and responded to Christ. 

Jesus declared that He had come to call … sinners to repentance. He 
did not excuse or discount their sin, but neither did He allow their sin to 
keep Him away. His purpose was to effect life change for anyone who would 
acknowledge sin, repent, and trust Him.

What tools has the Lord given you with which you could share Him with 

others? What are some ways you might share Christ this week?

VERSES 29-30

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 guests with them. 
30 But the Pharisees 

and their scribes were 

complaining to his 

disciples, “Why do you 

eat and drink with tax 

collectors and sinners?”

VERSES 31-32

31 Jesus replied to 

them,“It is not those who 

are healthy who need a 

doctor, but those who are 

sick. 32 I have not come 

to call the righteous, but 

sinners to repentance.”
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
RESPOND: Prior to the group’s arrival, 
write the statement “Most Likely to _____” 
on a board. After most have arrived, lead 
the group to reflect on the statement in 
relationship to their school days. Invite 
volunteers to share how they would have 
completed the statement on the board for 
themselves or their best friends. Read the 
first paragraph on page 82 of the Personal 
Study Guide (PSG) to help the group focus 
on how time changes people. Discuss: How 
has time changed some of the people you 
knew in your childhood? What surprises 
you most about these changes? (PSG, p. 82)

TRANSITION: Briefly recall last week’s 
study, in which Jesus’ ministry was met 
with contrasting responses in Capernaum 
and Nazareth. Point out that after these 
events, Jesus quickly turned attention 
back to His true mission. He began calling 
disciples—or ordinary people with diverse 
backgrounds—to follow Him in His work. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Present a brief summary of 
the comments about the role of disciples 
in Understand the Context (PSG, p. 83). 
Supplement this with information from 
Pack Item 11 (Handout: What Is a Disciple?). 
Call attention to Pack Item 5 (Poster: 
The Disciples of Jesus) and locate names 
of disciples in today’s study. Distribute 
Pack Item 12 (Handout: The Disciples of 
Jesus). Highlight that Peter (Simon), James, 
John, and Matthew (Levi) were called to 
discipleship during this session’s Scripture.

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 5:4-11, observing Peter’s response 
to Jesus. Point out that Luke’s focus is 
really more on the call of Peter and the 
other fishermen, rather than the great 
catch of fish.

EXAMINE: Direct the group to read the 
comments under verses 4-7 in the PSG  
(pp. 84–85) for information about 
fishermen in the first century. 

IDENTIFY: Lead the group to identify the 
sequence of events in Luke 5:4-11. Briefly 
outline the events on a writing surface as 
volunteers name them. Invite volunteers 
to highlight the element in the passage 
that stands out most to them. Allow them 
to explain. 

DISCUSS: How was God’s grace and mercy 
demonstrated to Peter and the other 
fishermen? How is that same grace and 
mercy extended today? 

CLARIFY: Focus on verse 8. Stress that 
a believer’s past sinfulness does not 
disqualify him or her from being used by 
God. Discuss: Why is it important for a 
person to realize his or her sinfulness? 
How does doing so open the door for God to 
work? (PSG, p. 85)

TRANSITION: Re-read verse 11. Note 
that Peter, James, and John turned their 
backs on their business and started a new 
adventure with Jesus. They were three of 
the Twelve men Jesus eventually called to 
walk with Him during His time on earth, 
including Matthew. 

READ: Direct the group to read silently 
Luke 5:27-28, looking for the who, what, 
where, and how/when in the passage. 
Explain that the when (“After this,” v. 27) 
was after Jesus healed a paralyzed man.  
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RESPOND: Lead the group in responses 
from the reading activity: who (Jesus, 
Matthew); what (Jesus called Matthew to 
follow Him); where (tax office); how/when 
(Matthew left and followed). 

COMMENT: Matthew, like Peter, James, 
and John, left everything behind (v. 28) 
to follow Jesus. His tax office was the 
equivalent of the boats and nets the 
fishermen discarded. Holding to his new 
life was not an option when faced with this 
new spiritual opportunity. 

DISCUSS: What are some things that 
might hold a person back from following 
Jesus? How does Jesus’ invitation to 
follow Him remove those potential 
barriers? (PSG, p. 88)

READ: As you read aloud Luke 5:29-32,  
direct the group to listen for various 
attitudes reflected by religious leaders in 
the passage

EXAMINE: Direct the group to read the 
comments under Verse 29 in the PSG  
(p. 88) about Matthew’s reception. Guide 
them to discuss with a partner the 
comments read. Ask: Who are the tax 
collectors and sinners in our culture today? 
How are they excluded in our culture? 

ANALYZE: Place the group into teams of 
three. Direct each team to review Luke 
5:29-30, paying particular attention to 
the attitudes displayed by the Pharisees 
and scribes. Guide each team to agree 
on a three-word-or-less descriptor that 
characterizes these attitudes. Point them 
to the PSG (pp. 88-89) for assistance if 
needed. Invite representatives to share 
their team’s descriptors. 

DISCUSS: Point out that Jesus’ example 
throughout the New Testament, and 
especially in this passage, reminds us that 
we aren’t called to sit in our churches and 
wait for the lost to come to us. God wants 
us to share the good news of the gospel 

with everyone. We should be going to them, 
meeting them where they are physically 
and spiritually. Ask: Who is more difficult 
to deal with, “sinners” (represented by 
the tax-collector) or the self-righteous 
(represented by the Pharisees)? Explain. 
How can self-righteousness get in the 
way of sharing the gospel with others? 
(PSG, p. 89)

FOCUS: Call attention to the Key Doctrine 
(Evangelism and Missions; PSG, p. 89). 
Emphasize that it is the duty of every child 
of God to win the lost to Christ. Invite a 
volunteer to read aloud 2 Timothy 4:5. 

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Direct the group to review the 
session summary statement under the title 
for this session (PSG, p. 82): “Jesus uses 
ordinary people with diverse backgrounds 
in His work.” Lead the group to identify 
examples from Luke 5:4-32 that support 
this statement. 

ASK: How has your understanding 
of sinners changed as a result of 
today’s study? 

RESPOND: Prior to the group time, select 
one or more of the question sets under 
Apply the Text (PSG, p. 90). Consider 
discussing as a group the first question 
set (actions the Bible study group can take 
to be more open to all people) as a group. 
Encourage the group to read and respond to 
other question sets later in the day or week. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for forgiving our past 
sinfulness and allowing us to be used by 
Him. Ask for courage in following Jesus, 
loving others according to His example, 
and sharing His good news with all people.   
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Secure a copy of “Footsteps of Jesus,” by 
Mary B. C. Slade and Asa B. Everett. Before 
leading the group to sing the hymn, review 
the words. Lead the group to identify ways 
Luke 5:4-32 is reflected in the lyrics.  

DRAMATIC PRESENTATION 

Recruit two volunteers to play the roles of 
Jesus and Peter, reading Luke 5:4-11 as a 
dialogue between the two. You may want to 
serve as the narrator, filling in words that 
are not part of the dialogue.  

PHYSICAL

Locate a recording or video of the children’s 
song “Peter, James, and John in a Sailboat,” 
as well as a list of hand motions. Lead the 
group to sing the song with hand motions. 
Discuss: How does a child’s understanding 
of this song compare with an adult’s? 

WORD STUDY 

Gather Bible concordances. 

Provide Bible concordances and lead 
the group through a study of the phrase 
“don’t be afraid” (Luke 5:10) in the Bible. 
Assign passages to read as listed in the 
concordance. Note the various times the 
phrase was used and the situations to 
which it applied. Ask: How do these verses 
encourage you as you follow Jesus? To 
what specific situation do you need to 
apply the words “don’t be afraid”?

PRESENTATION

Prior to the group time, prepare a 
presentation based on the Bible Skill (PSG, 
p. 86). Read articles about tax collectors in 
a Bible dictionary. Review Bible passages in 
the article, paying attention to the context 
of the passages. After presenting your 
findings, discuss: How would you describe 
the attitude of most people toward tax 
collectors in Jesus’ day? How would you 
describe Jesus’ attitude toward them? 

PERSONAL SHARING

Form two groups. Instruct volunteers 
within groups to name one fact about 
themselves, such as occupation, hobby,  
or special skill. Return to the large group 
and invite small groups to share responses. 
Call attention to the diverse backgrounds 
and skill sets within your group as an 
example of how Jesus uses a variety of 
people in His work. Invite volunteers 
to share how their backgrounds have 
specifically equipped them to serve Christ. 

RESEARCH 

Pre-enlist a group member to prepare a 
“rest of the story” presentation on the lives 
of Peter and Matthew. Direct the volunteer 
to consult Pack Item 12 (Handout: The 
Disciples of Jesus) for more Bible verses to 
review. Call for the volunteer to present his 
or her findings to the group. (Research can 
be expanded to include the lives of James 
and John as time allows.)
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10
Forgives
Jesus has the power to forgive sin.

LUKE 5:17-26
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 5:24

S E S S I O N  1 0

STUDY Luke 5:17-26, noting the role faith 

plays in the healing of the man. Use Explore 

the Text on pages 105–109 to gain insight into 

the faith of the man and his friends. What did 

the experience say about faith to those who 

observed? What does it say to believers today?  

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 110–112. Focus on leading 

the group to recognize and claim Jesus’ power 

to forgive sin. Consider ways of using the Music 

Idea (p. 112) during the group time. 

GATHER the following items: 

   Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Luke) 

    PACK ITEM 4 (Poster: Jesus’ Sea of 

Galilee Ministry)

Make copies of:

   PACK ITEM 8 (Handout: Memory Verses 

Bookmark) 

CONSULT the weekly Explore the Bible adult 

podcast to gain insights on the go about this 

week’s study on Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, 

Stitcher, Spotify, LifeWay’s Digital Pass, or at 

goExploreTheBible.com/adults-training.

REINFORCE the session by considering how 

experiencing God’s forgiveness moves people 

to worship Him. Send an email or message to 

the group, asking for suggestions of hymns and 

worship songs that celebrate God’s forgiveness. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Basketball players understand the power of a “triple threat” position. This 
is a stance from which players can shoot the ball, pass the ball, or drive 
to the basket. A player in the triple threat position puts extra pressure on 
the defense. It’s always good to bring multiple abilities to the table. A lot 
of people in Jesus’ day thought He was just a good preacher or a powerful 
miracle worker. While those are both true, they missed what He really had 
to offer. Jesus’ greatest gift was His authority to forgive sins.

(PSG, p . 91) What are the most common ways people describe Jesus? What 

do the common descriptions reveal about a person’s expectations of Jesus?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 5:12-26

Between Jesus’ encounter with Peter, James, and John and His call to 
Levi, Luke recorded two incidents that demonstrated Jesus’ compassion, 
confirmed His deity, and confronted the hypocrisy of the religious leaders. 

Healing the sick was commonplace in Jesus’ ministry, so we should not 
be surprised He was approached often by people needing help. Lepers were 
a special category. Their condition was so dreadful they were prohibited 
from coming near people who did not share the illness.  

On this occasion, a leper boldly came near Jesus and expressed faith 
that Jesus could heal him, if He were willing (Luke 5:12). Touching a leper 
was forbidden, but Jesus broke social protocol. He reached out, touched the 
leper, and healed him. As a result, so many people came to Jesus that He 
withdrew to a solitary place to pray.

The second situation occurred as Jesus returned to Capernaum from 
His teaching ministry among the various towns and villages. While Jesus 
was engaged in a discussion with the Pharisees and scribes, a lame man 
was brought by friends to the house where He was teaching (v. 18). Because 
the house was full of people, the men could not get inside. Desperation 
and faith leads people to do extraordinary things. They took their friend 
up onto the roof, broke through the ceiling, and let the man down into the 
room where Jesus was teaching.

Jesus saw their action not as an interruption but as an opportunity. 
The people had already seen Him heal people. Making this man whole 
would not change the attitudes of the religious leaders. Instead, Jesus told 
the lame man that his sins were forgiven. His statement was predicated on 
the faith of the man and his friends. Outraged, the Pharisees and scribes 

KEY DOCTRINE

God the Son

Christ is the eternal Son of God 
(John 8:58).

BIBLE SKILL

Use a Bible concordance.

Use a Bible concordance to 
identify passages that contain 
the phrase “Son of Man.” Pay 
particular attention to Old 
Testament passages from Isaiah, 
Ezekiel, and Daniel. Review 
instances of Jesus using the 
term, looking at passages from 
the Gospel accounts. How does 
Jesus’ use of the term compare 
to how the term is used in 
the Old Testament? How does 
the term give us insight into 
Jesus’ humanity? 
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condemned Jesus’ assumption of a prerogative that belonged only to 
God (v. 21). 

That point was exactly what Jesus wanted to make. If He could forgive 
sins, He was more than a traveling healer or teacher. To prove His ability 
to forgive sins, Jesus healed the man. As the formerly lame man picked up 
his bedroll and went out, the witnesses were amazed at what they had seen 
and began to praise God. In both incidents, Jesus’ healing and forgiveness 
resulted from Jesus’ compassion in the presence of the subjects’ faith. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

HOPE DEMONSTRATED (LUKE 5:17-19)

Verse 17
Often, powerful statements are hidden within an ordinary context. 
As mentioned in previous sessions, Luke was systematic in his Gospel 
narrative but did not attempt a detailed chronology of events. This incident 
simply happened on one of those days. It was a day much like any other. As 
Jesus travelled from town to town, He was teaching—sometimes in the 
synagogues and at other times in private homes. Mark’s Gospel uses the 
phrase “in the house,” which likely indicates this place was a home where 
Jesus resided when in Capernaum (Mark 2:1). 

Jesus’ fame brought people from all over Israel to Capernaum, where 
Jesus had returned. Pharisees and teachers of the law came to see Him. 
These teachers of the law were also known as scribes. More than recorders 
of Scripture, they were the equivalent of religious lawyers who taught and 
ruled on scriptural issues.  

Perhaps some people genuinely wanted to hear what Jesus had to say. 
Others may have sought an opportunity to challenge Him. The setting 
indicates the house was filled with religious leaders as well as people from the 
city. The religious leaders had come from every village of Galilee and Judea, 
as well as from Jerusalem. The phrase every village does not necessarily 
mean each and all of the towns. This saying was a type of stylistic device 
known intended to indicate the broad range of locations represented.

Almost hidden within this description is an unusual observation: the 
Lord’s power to heal was in him. The statement is curious because Jesus 
always had the power to heal. He had been healing people constantly 
throughout the region. Why was this setting so different that Luke felt it 
necessary to draw attention to the presence of the Lord’s healing power?

In some places, such as Nazareth, the lack of faith among the people 
hindered their receiving Jesus’ healing. (See Mark 6:1-6; Matt. 13:58.) Yet, 
Jesus was about to use His healing power to demonstrate an even greater 
aspect of His nature in the midst of religious leaders who constantly 
doubted Him.

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Jesus on Forgiveness,” an 
archived Biblical Illustrator article 
provided via digital download in 
the Winter 2020-21 Explore the 
Bible Leader Pack.

VERSE 17

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.
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Verse 18
We do not know who these men were. Mark’s Gospel mentions there were 
four of them (Mark 2:3). They did not come as casual observers, but had 
a distinct purpose. They brought a man who was paralyzed to the house 
where Jesus was teaching. Some scholars claim the term employed for 
paralyzed was a technical or medical term, which one might expect from 
Luke the physician. 

Because the man was unable to walk, his friends were carrying him on a 
stretcher. We should not picture the kind of modern stretcher used by medical 
personnel today. It probably was the same bedding the man normally used.

Their purpose was to bring him in, that is into the house, and set him 
down before Jesus. Since Jesus’ presence in the house had been broadcast 
around the town, these friends saw an opportunity to bring the man 
to Jesus. Likely, they had either witnessed Jesus’ healing on previous 
occasions or had heard about it. In either case, they had enough faith in 
Jesus that they brought their friend to Him. 

Verse 19
As the group approached the entrance to the house, they encountered a 
problem. The house was full of a crowd of people. This crowd included the 
Pharisees and teachers of the law as well as those who had come because 
they heard Jesus was there. Interestingly, these people had come to hear 
spiritual teaching. However, they were not spiritually sensitive enough to 
make room for the paralyzed man.

True friendship would not let a simple matter like a crowd stop them 
from accomplishing their task. Because they could not find a way to bring 
him in, the men took their friend up on the roof. The architecture of this 
day generally featured flat or slightly arched roofs. On the outside walls, 
exterior stairs led to the upper floors. In the case of flat roofs, the stairs 
may have reached to the top of the house, making it easier for these men 
to carry their friend by stretcher to the rooftop. Roofs were covered with 
various materials. Smaller Galilean homes used thatched roofs. If this 
house was larger, the family might have been more prosperous and the roof 
may have had baked clay or limestone tiles. A type of plaster often covered 
the tiles to add waterproofing.

Once on the roof, the men had to break up the surface and remove 
a number of the roof tiles to lower their friend. Such a procedure caused 
significant noise. Pieces of the roof must have fallen inside the room. Yet, 
the homeowner appears not to have made any attempt to stop them. If 
this house was the residence Jesus typically used in Capernaum, the owner 
would have been a close associate and supporter. A glance from the Master 
would have been enough to quiet any alarm the homeowner may have felt.

When the opening was large enough, the man on the stretcher was 
lowered into the middle of the crowd before Jesus. Imagine the looks of 
astonishment, and perhaps outrage, of the people as they looked up at 
the sight. The men looking down from the roof did not offer any apology 
or explanation. Their friend’s condition was statement enough. They had 
succeeded in getting him to Jesus.

VERSE 18

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.

VERSE 19

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.
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Jesus offers hope to anyone who seeks Him. If these friends had 
not trusted Jesus, they would not have hope that He would do anything 
helpful. We can place our trust and hope in Christ, seeking Him for our 
personal needs and bringing others to Him. 

What obstacles do we place between Jesus and people who seek Him? How 

does our hope in Christ influence our efforts to bring people to Him?

FORGIVENESS GRANTED (LUKE 5:20-24)

Verses 20-21
Forgiveness is always linked to faith. The phrase seeing their faith does 
not refer only to the men who carried the stretcher. The reference to their 
faith includes the man on the pallet. Other texts have similar emphases. In 
his epistle, James linked the healing of sickness and forgiveness of sin to 
faith (Jas. 5:15).  

In response to these collective and individual expressions of faith, 
Jesus addressed the paralytic as friend. Although the original word literally 
means “man,” the context indicates a more personal application of the 
term. Jesus turned His attention away from the men peering through the 
hole in the roof and focused on the man lying before Him. Everyone waited 
to see what Jesus would do, fully anticipating that He would heal the man. 
No one expected what Jesus said: your sins are forgiven. 

The text does not indicate the man asked for forgiveness. Perhaps 
Jesus had been teaching about forgiveness when this incident occurred. 
We must accept Jesus’ statement on face value. He intended to bless this 
man with forgiveness and, in doing so, make a major point regarding His 
divine nature. 

The word forgiven involves the removal of guilt that results from sin. It 
carries the sense of pardon. The term literally means “to send forth.” Several 
passages build on this idea of God’s sending our sin away. The psalmist 
declared that God separated our sin from us “as far as the east is from the 
west” (Ps. 103:12). The prophet Micah declared that God casts all our sin 
into “the depths of the sea” (Mic. 7:19).

Upon Jesus’ statement, the Pharisees and the scribes responded with 
quiet questioning. Perhaps they did not voice their objections because 
the crowd included many people who followed Jesus. Yet, they began to 
think to themselves. They all had the same idea; they viewed Jesus as a 
mere man. As such, to forgive sins was to speak blasphemies. The Hebrew 
concept of blasphemy involved using the name of God in an unholy way 
or to show contempt toward God. It also involved assuming a right that 
belongs only to God. 

Several times during Jesus’ ministry, religious leaders accused Him of 
blasphemy because He claimed the right to God’s name. In one instance, 

VERSES 20-21

20 Seeing their faith he 

said, “Friend, your sins 

are forgiven.” 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?”
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they condemned Him when He asserted His equality with God as God’s Son 
(John 10:30-33). At His trial, when Jesus confessed to being the Messiah, 
the Jewish leaders accused Him of blasphemy and determined He should 
die (Mark 14:61-64).

In this setting, the scribes and Pharisees believed Jesus had blasphemed 
because He told the paralytic his sins were forgiven. They were right in 
thinking that God alone has the right to forgive sins. However, they did 
not understand that Jesus was making that exact point—He could forgive 
sins because He was God.

Verses 22-24
Jesus did not need to hear these leaders voice their objections. He was 
perceiving their thoughts. The fact that Jesus could know what they 
were thinking was another evidence of His divine nature. Accordingly, He 
replied to them even though they had not stated anything. 

Jesus asked why they were thinking this in their hearts. The use of the 
phrase in your hearts indicates their issue was not merely intellectual but 
was a problem of the inner nature.

Jesus deliberately addressed the larger issue first in order to use the 
actual healing to prove His divine authority. He posed a question that caused 
a dilemma for the scribes and Pharisees. He asked them, which is easier to 
say …? Obviously, anyone might say, your sins are forgiven, because no 
external evidence was possible. On the other hand, to say to a paralyzed 
man, get up and walk, was dangerous. Everyone would immediately know 
whether or not the saying was true. 

One of the Old Testament tests of a true prophet involved whether 
what he said came to pass. A false prophet could foretell anything, but if 
his prophecy did not happen he was to be put to death (Deut. 18:20-22). In 
this way, Jesus put Himself under a prophetic examination that everyone 
could judge. 

Jesus often referred to Himself as the Son of Man. Jesus knew that 
claiming to be the Son of Man was the same as claiming to be the Messiah 
(Luke 21:27). In his defense just prior to being martyred, Stephen was 
given a vision in which he described seeing “the Son of Man standing at 
the right hand of God” (Acts 7:56). These passages connect Jesus as the Son 
of Man with His being the Messiah, the Son of God.

Jesus wanted the people, especially the scribes and Pharisees, to 
understand that as the Messiah, He had the authority on earth to forgive 
sins. No amount of theological debate would have convinced these religious 
leaders of His claim. Only indisputable evidence could suffice. This part 
of Jesus’ statement was addressed to the religious leaders. They might 
agree that the Messiah could forgive sins in heaven. Jesus wanted them to 
know He was the Messiah and had the authority to forgive sins while He 
was on earth.

Jesus turned to the paralyzed man and spoke directly to him, saying: 
I tell you. He was about to give him three commands. The imperative 
phrase get up translates a term that involves someone getting up from a 
reclining or sitting position. The second and third commands may have 

VERSES 22-24

22 But perceiving their 

thoughts, Jesus replied 

to them, “Why are you 

thinking this in your 

hearts? 23 Which is 

easier: to say, ‘Your sins 

are forgiven,’ or to say, 

‘Get up and walk’? 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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seemed strange. One might think Jesus would invite the man to stay and 
give testimony to what he had experienced. Instead, Jesus told him to take 
your stretcher and go home. 

Jesus forgives all who come to Him in faith. Although this paralyzed 
man came to Jesus seeking healing, something in his act of faith prompted 
Jesus to address the man’s greater need of forgiveness. If we come to Jesus 
in humble faith, He is willing to forgive.

If you were in the crowd that day, how would you have responded to the 

men’s act? What need would you like to bring to Jesus?

PRAISE OFFERED (LUKE 5:25-26)

Verses 25-26
Only someone who came into this situation with faith would have reacted 
like this man. He did not delay or ask questions. Immediately the man 
obeyed Jesus. He got up, rising from his prone position. The man’s actions 
were witnessed by the entire crowd as he did this before them. 

Interestingly, the man did not pause to thank Jesus for forgiveness or 
healing. His obedience was testimony to his gratitude for Jesus. He picked 
up what he had been lying on. The man must have felt strength coursing 
through his body as he bent down, rolled up his bedding, and stood upright. 

As he went home, the formerly paralyzed man was glorifying God. 
People who had not made space when his friends brought him to the door 
now moved aside as he departed. His actions of obedience and his words of 
praise gave glory to God 

The people reacted with understandable astonishment. The fact that 
everyone was astounded meant that even the Pharisees and scribes 
could not contain their emotion; they were filled with awe. The word awe 
translates a term that also means “fear.” It can be used to describe awe-
inspired reverence for God. As they watched a paralyzed man rise and 
walk, they could only respond by giving glory to God. They were convinced 
by the incredible things they had seen. 

How would you react if you saw a paralyzed person healed by the power of 

God? What prevents us from recognizing God’s power today?

VERSES 25-26

25 Immediately he got 

up before them, picked 

up what he had been 

lying on, and went home 

glorifying God. 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.”
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
RESPOND: As the group arrives, direct 
them to write on a board a word or phrase 
that describes Jesus. After most have 
arrived, review the words and phrases. 
Discuss: What are the most common 
ways people describe Jesus? What 
do the common descriptions reveal 
about a person’s expectations of Jesus? 
(PSG, p. 91) 

TRANSITION: Write “triple threat” on the 
board, and point to the first paragraph 
on page 91 of the Personal Study Guide 
(PSG) to explain the meaning of the 
phrase. Explain that by this point in Jesus’ 
ministry, people had heard Him preach 
(for example, the Sermon on the Mount 
in Session 7) and had seen Him work 
miracles. Those are both true, but Jesus 
offered far more. His greatest gift was His 
authority to forgive sins. Challenge the 
group to consider their understanding 
of Jesus and His forgiveness during 
today’s study.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Review Pack Item 2 
(Outline of Luke) to position this session in 
relationship to the previous studies. (The 
full outline is listed on page 9 of the PSG.) 
Specifically recall how Jesus demonstrated 
authority in Luke 4 and how He called 
disciples in Luke 5. Between His call to the 
fishermen and Matthew the tax collector, 
Jesus demonstrated His power and 
authority by healing. 

DISPLAY: Point out Pack Item 4 (Poster: 
Jesus’ Sea of Galilee Ministry) to show the 
location of Jesus’ adopted hometown of 
Capernaum, where the event in today’s 
Scripture takes place.  

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 5:17-19, while the group listens for 
examples of hope. 

FOCUS: Direct the group to read the 
comments about the Pharisees and 
teachers of the law under Verse 17 in the 
PSG (p. 93). Guide them to discuss with 
a partner the comments read. Direct 
partners to discuss the following question: 
What does the fact that “Pharisees” and 
“scribes” were listening to Jesus teach 
reveal about Him? After allowing for 
discussion, invite volunteers to share 
insights gained by reading and discussing 
the paragraph and question. 

ANALYZE: On a board, write: “Part of 
the problem, or part of the solution?” 
Use information from the commentary 
and the PSG (p. 94) to describe how the 
religious leaders helped make up the crowd 
that kept the man in need from reaching 
Jesus. Instead of surrendering their place, 
the religious leaders stayed put to critique 
Jesus. Stress that the men were undeterred 
and refused to let the crowd ruin their plan. 
Discuss the role of the men in seeking help 
for the paralyzed man.

DISCUSS: Say: Jesus offers hope to those who 
seek Him (the first summary statement 
under Apply the Text on p. 99, PSG). Lead 
the group to locate how the men displayed 
hope in verse 19. Use information from 
page 106 and the PSG (p. 94) to explain 
how the men entered the house through 
the roof. 

ASK: How did the men’s actions 
demonstrate the power of hope? How is 
the power of hope seen today? (PSG, p. 94)
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READ: Direct the group to read 
silently Luke 5:20-24, noticing various 
perspectives on forgiveness. 

REACT: Invite volunteers to share 
responses they might have anticipated 
from Jesus when the men lowered the man 
through the roof. Compare those responses 
with verse 20. Direct the group to read the 
comments under Verses 20–21 in the PSG 
(p. 95). Stress that the people demonstrated 
faith that ignited action. It was not just a 
healing faith; it was a saving faith. 

DISCUSS: What is the relationship 
between faith and forgiveness?

HIGHLIGHT: Explain that verse 24 is the 
memory verse for this week. Distribute 
copies of Pack Item 8 (Handout: Memory 
Verses Bookmark), challenging the group to 
memorize verse 24 this week. 

CLARIFY: Notice that the paralyzed man 
and his friends got more than they asked 
for. They had hoped the man would be 
healed, but he came away with something 
much greater: forgiveness of sins. 

DISCUSS: How does Jesus’ true identity 
come in conflict with people’s preconceived 
ideas about Him? (PSG, p. 96) How can a 
person’s perceived need open the door for 
God to do greater things? (PSG, p. 97)

READ: Read aloud Luke 5:25-26, 
inviting the group to choose one word that 
describes the response to Jesus’ work.

RESPOND: Allow volunteers to propose 
their chosen word (potential words: praise, 
glory, awe). Record words on a board. Allow 
the group to share about experiences when 
they encountered God and responded in a 
similar way. 

HIGHLIGHT: Use information about verse 
26 (p. 109; PSG, p. 98) to provide insight 
into the word “awe” 

ASK: How does experiencing God’s 
forgiveness move people to worship Him? 

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Call attention to the three 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 99). Lead the group to identify specific 
verses in today’s passage that support each 
statement, recording the passage reference 
next to each statement. Allow them to 
offer other summary statements from 
the session and a Scripture reference that 
supports their added statement(s). 

RESPOND: Prior to the group time, select 
one of the question sets under Apply 
the Text. Invite volunteers to share with 
the group their response to the selected 
questions. Consider a time of “popcorn 
testimonies,” in which volunteers “pop up” 
and praise God for one aspect of His work 
in their lives. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for His forgiveness. 
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Locate a copy of “Freely, Freely,” by 
Carol Owens. Sing or read the words as 
a springboard for recalling other songs 
about Jesus’ power to forgive sin. Invite 
volunteers to name their favorite hymns 
or praise songs about forgiveness and why 
they are meaningful. 

ART 

Gather paper and acrylic paints or 
colored pencils. 

After the first passage (Luke 5:17-19) is 
read, call attention to the paper and paints. 
Invite a volunteer to select a color and add 
images to the painting to express the mood 
reflected in the beginning of the passage, 
when the men brought the paralyzed man 
to Jesus. Encourage others to add to the art 
after each passage section is read. At the 
conclusion, note the different colors and 
images included. Lead the group to discuss 
how the final art expresses the point of 
today’s session: Jesus has the power to 
forgive sin. 

TESTIMONY 

Lead the group to locate words and phrases 
that describe Jesus’ actions and people’s 
response in Luke 5:25-26. Invite volunteers 
to share about experiences in which they 
glorified God, were astounded by His work, 
or saw incredible things He had done. 
Ask: Did you have any hesitations that 
God would do what you witnessed? If so, 
how did you overcome hesitations? What 
specific promises of God encouraged you?  

CASE STUDY 

Place the group into teams of three.  
Direct each team to develop a case study 
based on a discussion about ways people 
are reluctant to believe and accept Jesus’ 
power to forgive sin. After teams present 
their case studies, discuss ways people  
can overcome hesitations and trust Jesus 
for forgiveness.

DEBATE 

Gather Bible commentaries. 

Create two teams, one to present a case 
for Jesus having the power to forgive sins, 
while the other team questions Jesus’ 
authority to forgive sin. Suggest that teams 
refer to Bible commentaries for insight into 
the religious leaders’ perspective in Luke 
5:20-24. Conduct the debate, reminding the 
group that Jesus has the power to forgive 
sin, despite what people may say or believe. 

RESEARCH 

Collect Bible concordances or study Bibles 
with a concordance. 

Call attention to the phrase “Son of Man” 
in Luke 5:24. Share insight from the Bible 
Skill in the Personal Study Guide (p. 97), or 
encourage a pre-enlisted volunteer to do so. 
Invite volunteers to identify passages from 
Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel that use the 
phrase. Review instances of Jesus using the 
term in the Gospel accounts. Discuss: How 
does Jesus’ use of the term compare to how 
the term is used in the Old Testament? 
How does the term give us insight into 
Jesus’ humanity? (PSG, p. 97)
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11
Reigns
Jesus prioritizes meeting people’s needs over keeping rituals.

LUKE 6:1-11 
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 6:5

S E S S I O N  1 1

STUDY Luke 6:1-11, noticing Jesus’ growing 

conflict with religious leaders. Look for words 

and phrases that define Jesus’ motives. Using 

Explore the Text on pages 115–119, consider  

how you would answer the following question 

(PSG, p. 101): How did the needs of a person 

motivate Jesus to take action? 

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 120–122. Review the 

suggestions and identify ones you believe 

will work best with your group. Look for ways 

of using the Key Doctrine to help the group 

understand the Christian and Social Order.  

GATHER the following items: 

   Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Luke) 

Make copies of:

   PACK ITEM 8 (Handout: Memory Verses 

Bookmark) 

   PACK ITEM 14 (Handout: Sabbath Laws) 

CONSULT the Explore the Bible website for 

ways of using a current news event to start and 

conclude the session (goExploreTheBible.com/ 

LeaderExtras).

REINFORCE the session by leading the group 

to create or review a prayer list of needs 

within your group or community. Encourage 

each person to select one name on the list for 

follow-up during the week through prayer and 

directed action as God leads.  
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FIRST THOUGHTS
A man decided to paint his house a very bright color. When confronted by the 
homeowners’ association, he retorted, “I have the right to do what I want with 
what’s mine!” He quickly found out that the covenants in his deed subordinated 
some of his rights, including changing his home’s external appearance. It’s 
interesting how we feel offended when our desires are curtailed, yet we fail to 
recognize the desires of the One who reigns over everything. 

(In PSG, p . 100) How do people respond when God’s will comes into conflict 

with their desires?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 5:33–6:16

Jesus’ previous interaction with the Pharisees was one in a long series of 
conflicts. Most situations were caused by the religious leaders’ attempts to 
enforce adherence to their interpretation of Jewish law. They thought they 
were demonstrating faithfulness to God when, in fact, they misunderstood 
God’s intentions regarding the Mosaic teachings.

They complained that Jesus had no authority to forgive sin. They 
criticized Jesus’ association with tax collectors and sinners. They chastised 
Jesus’ disciples for not fasting and condemned them for eating a bit of 
grain as they passed through a field. In each case, the Pharisee’s arguments 
revealed their self-righteousness and lack of true spiritual understanding.

Jesus used the Pharisee’s questions about His disciples’ lack of fasting 
to instruct the Pharisees about the bigger issues. First, fasting is not an end 
in itself but involves an expression of deeply felt grief or longing. Second, 
the Pharisee’s patterns of religious observance followed inherited tradition. 
Jesus was introducing the new ways of the Spirit that, like new cloth and 
old clothes, cannot be interwoven with the deadness of tradition. 

This week’s study focuses on two examples of Jesus’ correction of 
pharisaical misconceptions. Both occurred on Sabbath days. The first 
instance involved a debate in the wheat fields. Jesus used it to illustrate 
the true purpose of the Sabbath, but more importantly, He asserted His 
prerogative as Lord of the Sabbath. 

The second situation involved Jesus’ healing of a man with a paralyzed 
hand. The Pharisees objected because they viewed healing as work that 
was forbidden on the Sabbath. They were not concerned about the man’s 
problem, nor did they rejoice over God’s goodness. The religious leaders could 
not deny Jesus’ power, but their jealousy provoked plans to destroy Jesus.

KEY DOCTRINE

The Christian and 
Social Order

Every Christian should seek to 
bring industry, government, and 
society as a whole under the sway 
of the principles of righteousness, 
truth, and brotherly love 
(1 Thess. 3:12).

BIBLE SKILL

Compare and contrast passages 
related to the same subject.

Review the following passages, 
and record what they say about 
observing the Sabbath: Genesis 
2:1-3; Exodus 20:8-11; Leviticus 
23:3; 2 Kings 11:4-8; Nehemiah 
10:31; 13:15-22. Compare these 
passages to New Testament 
examples: Luke 13:10-17; 14:1-6; 
John 7:22-24; Acts 17:2-4; 
Acts 20:7; 1 Corinthians 16:2; 
Colossians 2:16; Revelation 1:10. 
What does a comparison of these 
passages reveal? Summarize your 
understanding of the principle and 
purpose of the Sabbath.
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Jesus used these situations not only to respond to the Pharisees but to 
train the men who responded to His call. In some cases, the disciples were 
the objects of the Pharisees’ criticism. In every case, Jesus intervened to 
demonstrate how His followers should respond to opposition. In the future, 
they would be persecuted because they believed in Him. In chapter 6, Jesus 
appointed the Twelve to special service as apostles, but their preparation 
for leadership had already begun.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

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

Verses 1-2
Many of Jesus’ conflicts with religious leaders occurred in the context of 
the Sabbath. The term Sabbath generally referred to the seventh day of the 
week but also was applied to other holy days throughout the year, such as 
the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:29-34; 23:16-38). 

Sabbath laws addressed ways people should honor the Lord by refraining 
from certain behavior on the Sabbath (Ex. 20:8-11; Lev. 23:3). Yet over the 
years, religious teachers built up additional traditions that went beyond 
God’s instructions. The Mishna was a collection of rabbinical teachings 
that were not part of Scripture. It included nearly forty specific prohibitions 
related to activities on the Sabbath. The scribes and Pharisees were more 
interested in the letter of the law than the spiritual intention behind it. 
Jesus used these encounters to correct the Jews’ misunderstandings of the 
Sabbath but also to assert His reign over all things, including the Sabbath.

On this day, Jesus passed through the grainfields. Traveling short distances 
on the Sabbath was not an issue, nor was their taking a route through the 
fields. Generally, fields were not fenced and people often walked through them 
from place to place. Jesus and His disciples did not meander through the fields 
in a way that would have damaged the crop but likely followed a path. This was 
customary for people in this agricultural society.  

As they walked along, the disciples were picking heads of grain, rubbing 
them in their hands, and eating them. Their actions did not constitute 
pilfering. In fact, the Mosaic law specifically allowed travelers to eat from 
vineyards or grain fields as long as they did not engage in harvesting 
another person’s produce (Deut. 23:24-25). The disciples were not stealing 
but easing their hunger in keeping with Moses’ teaching (Matt. 12:1). It 
is interesting to note that Jesus did not participate in this activity, even 
though it would have been lawful for Him to do so. 

Apparently, Jesus was accompanied not only by His disciples but by some 
Pharisees who observed their behavior. The qualifier some indicates that not 
all the Pharisees participated in the accusation. As in previous encounters, 
the Pharisees did not confront Jesus but questioned the disciples. The 
pronoun you obviously refers to the disciples, but any wrongdoing by the 
twelve would reflect on Jesus because they were His followers. 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read “Son 
of Man” in the Winter 2020-21 
issue of Biblical Illustrator. 
Available at LifeWay.com/
BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSES 1-2

1 On a Sabbath, he 

passed through the 

grainfields. His disciples 

were picking heads of 

grain, rubbing them in 

their hands, and eating 

them. 2 But some of the 

Pharisees said, “Why are 

you doing what is not 

lawful on the Sabbath?”
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The Pharisees were a religious party that taught strict observance not 
only of the Mosaic law but also the traditions passed on through the elders 
and religious teachers. These traditions were often intended to keep people 
from transgressing the explicit meaning of God’s law. However, they came 
to be treated as equal to the law. 

In this instance, they believed the disciples were doing what is not 
lawful on the Sabbath. The specific action was not the issue but rather that 
it occurred on the Sabbath. Moses forbade work on the Sabbath, but the 
question was what constituted work. Moses’ law dealt with such activities 
as harvesting and winnowing (separating grain from the husks). Although 
the disciples were not using tools nor were they engaging in formal work, 
the Pharisees equated their plucking the grain with harvesting. Similarly, 
rubbing the grain in order to separate it from the husks was the same as 
winnowing. This interpretation was not specified in Mosaic law but was an 
application of Jewish tradition.

Some people are interested in maintaining religious tradition above all 
else. Like these Pharisees, we can fall into the trap of failing to see the 
spiritual intention behind the laws. While we should never use spirituality 
as an excuse to disregard the clear meaning of God’s Word, we must focus 
on our intent and our attitudes. Whether in regard to the Sabbath or other 
commands, we need to see Jesus as the source, the ruler, and the object of 
all spiritual activity. 

What kinds of religious traditions tend to trap some people today?  How 

should we honor the lordship of Christ as we obey biblical commands?

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

Verses 3-5
Although the Pharisees directed their complaint to the disciples, Jesus 
answered them. He was not merely defending His followers. He wanted 
the Pharisees to understand a greater spiritual truth. 

The religious leaders were supposed to be masters of the Scriptures, 
at least as far as the surface meaning went. Jesus challenged their 
understanding by asking, haven’t you read …? He knew they were aware of 
the incident from Scripture He was about to relate, but Jesus wanted them 
to see the parallel between the actions of David and Jesus’ disciples. 

The specific incident from David’s life occurred when he and those 
who were with him were hungry. By bringing David into the conversation, 
Jesus employed a revered character from the Jews’ history. Everyone 
in Israel considered David to be the epitome of a man after God’s heart 
(1 Sam. 13:14; Acts 13:22). The phrase when he was hungry apparently 
qualified what David did, as the disciples’ hunger should have mitigated 
their actions.  

VERSES 3-5

3 Jesus answered them, 

“Haven’t you read what 

David and those who 

were with him did when 

he was hungry— 4 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.” 5 Then he told 

them, “The Son of Man 

is Lord of the Sabbath.”
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Jesus reminded the Pharisees how David entered the house of God. 
The phrase house of God referred to the tabernacle, as the temple had not 
been built at this time. This incident occurred in a place called Nob, a short 
distance from Jerusalem (1 Sam. 21:1-9).

David was fleeing from King Saul who sought to kill him. He asked 
Ahimelech, the priest, for bread for him and his men. David did not reveal 
his fugitive status to the priest. Instead, he misrepresented his purpose. 
The only bread available was the showbread, which was holy to the Lord. 
Twelve loaves of this special bread were prepared and set aside in the 
tabernacle each week to represent the twelve tribes before the presence 
of God (Ex. 25:30; Lev. 24:5-9). Therefore, it was called the bread of the 
Presence. This phrase translates three words that literally mean “bread of 
the presentation,” or “bread of the setting forth.” 

It was not lawful for any but the priests to eat this holy bread. Though 
David only asked for five loaves of bread, Ahimelech apparently gave him 
all twelve (1 Sam. 21:3,6). David took the bread and gave some to those who 
were with him. David had entered the tabernacle alone. The phrase who 
were with him referred to his companions waiting outside (1 Sam. 21:1-2).

Although David was neither king nor priest, his authority convinced 
Ahimelech to give him the bread. David believed his need was greater than 
the legalistic prohibition regarding who could eat the bread.

Jesus told this story to make a larger point. Addressing the Pharisees, 
He told them the principle behind the narrative: the •Son of Man is Lord 
of the Sabbath. As men steeped in Scripture, the Pharisees understood the 
Son of Man as a Messianic reference. In previous encounters with Pharisees, 
Jesus identified Himself as the Son of Man. Here, He was claiming to be 
Lord of the Sabbath, which in itself asserted His position of being equal 
with God. 

Jesus is Lord over all of His creation. The Sabbath was holy to the Lord 
God (Ex. 16:23). If Jesus were the Son of Man, then He also had reign over 
all that God created, including the Sabbath.

How can we demonstrate our acceptance of Jesus’ lordship in our daily 

lives? In what ways can we enhance our observance of the Lord’s Day as an 

expression of worship?

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

Verses 6-7
Following his pattern of not trying to offer a daily account of Jesus’ 
activities, Luke moved forward to another Sabbath as he continued to 
emphasize Jesus’ conflicts with the Pharisees. The phrase he entered 
the synagogue suggests this incident took place in the same town as the 
encounter in the fields.
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The fact that Jesus was teaching shows He maintained a good 
relationship with the local congregation and its rabbi, despite His ongoing 
disputes with the Pharisees. 

Present in the synagogue was a man whose right hand was shriveled. 
The word shriveled describes a limb that was paralyzed and withered 
from disuse. The context does not indicate Jesus deliberately went to the 
synagogue to set up a confrontation. Certainly, in His divine omniscience, 
He would have known the man would be there. Jesus used the opportunity 
to demonstrate His compassionate power to heal and to offer further 
instruction about what is proper activity for the Sabbath. Just as He was 
Lord over the Sabbath, even so, He reigned over sickness.

Present in the synagogue were the scribes and Pharisees. Likely, these 
were the same people who had confronted Jesus’ disciples in the fields. If 
so, they were already alert to Jesus’ interpretation of Sabbath law. They 
did not come to the synagogue to worship or to listen to Jesus’ teaching. 
Instead, they were watching him closely. Their desire to see if he would heal 
on the Sabbath shows their false spirituality. They were not interested in 
whether He could perform a miracle that might help the man, but whether 
Jesus would persist in doing what they considered work on the holy day.

The religious leaders’ antagonistic attitude revealed itself as they wanted 
to find a charge against Jesus. They had no compassion for the man with 
the shriveled hand. Their sole interest was in finding some way to oppose 
Jesus. Possibly, they set up the encounter for the purpose of trapping Jesus.

Verses 8-9
The Pharisees and scribes did not need to say anything about their plans. 
Jesus knew their thoughts. His subsequent actions were deliberately 
intended to reveal the religious leaders’ hypocrisy. Jesus told the man to 
get up and stand here, meaning in front of Him and the congregation. 
The man probably attended this synagogue regularly. These people were 
his neighbors. They were familiar with his affliction. He may have been 
uncomfortable with Jesus’ request, but he got up and stood there. He did 
not ask why Jesus wanted him to stand; he simply obeyed. 

Jesus turned His attention to the religious leaders. They wanted to use 
this opportunity to trap Jesus. If He healed the man, they could charge Him 
with profaning the Sabbath. On the other hand, if He did not help the man, 
He could be accused of lacking power or compassion. Jesus’ words, I ask you, 
forced them to go on record publicly about their attitude in this situation.

Since the Pharisees and scribes considered themselves experts in the 
Mosaic law, Jesus asked them what was lawful. Was it proper to do good on 
the Sabbath or to do evil. His follow-up specified what He considered good 
and evil—to save life or to destroy it. Rabbinical teaching allowed Jews 
to take actions on the Sabbath in order to preserve life. Jesus’ question 
carried the immediate situation to a higher level. The man in question was 
not dying physically and was not in urgent need of his life being saved. At 
the same time, healing the man would have enabled him to have a better 
quality of life.

VERSES 6-7

6 On another Sabbath he 

entered the synagogue 

and was teaching. A man 

was there whose right 

hand was shriveled. 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.

VERSES 8-9

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. 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?”

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



119S ssion 11 :  Reig ns 

Verses 10-11
Jesus waited for a response. He was looking around at them all. The term all 
includes the entire congregation but focused on the Pharisees and scribes. 
Their silence demonstrated their cowardice. Jesus could have tried to draw 
them out further, but He knew the futility of doing so. Instead, He turned 
back to the man with the withered hand. The phrase he told him indicates 
Jesus’ authority as well as His personal concern for the man.

In some cases, Jesus touched people as He healed them (Luke 5:13; 
Mark 7:33). On other occasions, such as this one, He merely spoke. Jesus’ 
instruction for the man to stretch out his hand required the man to act. To 
hold out his afflicted hand required him to overcome any embarrassment over 
his condition. Obeying Jesus also involved an element of faith. He did as Jesus 
said, and his hand was restored. His obedience demonstrated his faith and 
resulted in his hand being restored. Healing could have already taken place and 
holding out the hand may have merely revealed what had happened. However, 
the syntax suggests the man’s hand was restored following his obedience. 

The word they refers to the scribes and Pharisees. The other members 
of the congregation were friends and neighbors of the man. They should 
have been amazed at the miracle and delighted at the man’s healing. On 
the other hand, the religious leaders were not interested in the man or his 
condition. They found themselves embarrassed by Jesus’ question. Too, 
their sense of propriety was offended again by Jesus’ action on the Sabbath. 
They were filled with rage. The term rage translates a word meaning 
“without thought” and could be rendered “lost their minds.” Their anger 
was so great they started to lose control.

As a result, the scribes and Pharisees started discussing with one 
another. Most likely, this conversation did not take place at the synagogue 
in front of Jesus and the rest of the congregation. Rather than being happy 
that a man had regained use of his hand, they were so furious with Jesus 
that they plotted what they might do to Him. Their concern for religious 
tradition and Jesus’ challenge to their authority invoked their hatred and 
prompted plans against Him. Their evil intent contrasts with the good 
Jesus did—both happening on the Sabbath. 

Believers must place human needs above ritual practices. Jesus’ 
compassion led Him to heal even though His actions went against popular 
ideas about what was proper for Sabbath activities. Our response to Jesus’ 
lordship should include being instruments of His compassion toward 
hurting people.

What are some ways you could help someone this week? How does your 

response demonstrate Christ’s reign in your life?

VERSES 10-11

10 After looking around 

at them all, he told him, 

“Stretch out your hand.” 

He did, and his hand 

was restored. 11 They, 

however, were filled 

with rage and started 

discussing with one 

another what they might 

do to Jesus.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
BEGIN: As the group arrives, invite them to 
name an organization or program in which 
they participate. Suggest that they refer 
to their billfold, wallet, or phone apps for 
ideas (examples: memberships or shopping 
rewards programs). Invite volunteers to 
name guidelines or rules involved with 
these organizations and programs. 

RESPOND: Read the first paragraph on 
page 100 of the Personal Study Guide (PSG) 
as an example of when personal desires 
conflict with guidelines. Discuss: How do 
people respond when God’s will comes into 
conflict with their desires? (PSG, p. 100)

TRANSITION: Explain that Jesus 
encountered conflict with established 
religion when He prioritized meeting 
people’s needs over keeping rituals, such 
as observance of the Sabbath. Challenge 
the group to look during the study for the 
dangers of keeping a religious ritual above 
all else or placing ritual practices above 
human needs. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Comment that as Jesus’ 
ministry continued, tension and friction 
grew between Him and the religious leaders 
of His day. Direct attention to Pack Item 2  
(Outline of Luke) or the full outline on  
page 9 of the PSG, and recall recent studies: 
Session 9 (calling Matthew as disciple and 
associating with sinners) and Session 10 
(showing compassion to a paralyzed man).

SUMMARIZE: Distribute Pack Item 14 
(Handout: Sabbath Laws). Briefly summarize 
it and the information from Understand 
the Context (PSG, p. 101), pointing out that 
how Jesus observed (or, in the minds of the 
religious leaders, violated) the Sabbath was 
one of the religious leaders’ greatest causes 
for concern. 

READ: Call for a volunteer to read 
aloud Luke 6:1-2, while the group locates 
Jesus’ disciples actions and the Pharisees’ 
response. 

COMPARE: Form two groups. Direct 
the groups to read the comments under 
verses 1-2 in the PSG (pp. 102–103). Invite 
one group to summarize the way Jesus 
approached the Sabbath and the other to 
summarize the Pharisees’ interpretation of 
it. Ask volunteers from each group to share 
their summaries. Discuss: What human 
rules and rituals might people treat today 
as if God Himself had spoken them? 
(PSG, p. 103)

TRANSITION: Some people place keeping a 
religious ritual above all else. 

READ: Read aloud Luke 6:3-5, asking the 
group to notice how Jesus responded to the 
Pharisees with an example from the Old 
Testament.  

EXAMINE: Point the group to the PSG for 
insight into verses 3-4, when David was 
running for his life from Saul and sought 
help from a priest named Ahimelech (PSG, 
p. 104). Ask: How does the story illustrate 
the bigger picture of keeping the law?
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CLARIFY: Jesus was trying to teach the 
Pharisees that rules and traditions have 
their place and should be honored, but they 
should never get in the way of doing right 
by people. 

DISCUSS: What are some rituals we 
observe that draw people closer to Christ? 
Which ones might push people farther 
away from Him? (PSG, p. 104)

TRANSITION: After framing the entire law in 
the context of helping people, Jesus returned to 
the subject of the Sabbath. 

MINI-LECTURE: Provide insight into the 
title “Son of Man,” using comments about 
verse 5 (p. 117; PSG, pp. 104–105). Also 
refer to the Bible Skill for Session 11  
(p. 103). Discuss: How does Jesus being 
Lord of the Sabbath—and of the entire 
law—affect our daily lives? 

HIGHLIGHT: Explain that verse 5 is the 
memory verse for this week. Distribute 
copies of Pack Item 8 (Handout: Memory 
Verses Bookmark). Invite volunteers to 
restate the verse aloud in their own words. 
Challenge the group to memorize verse 5 
this week. 

TRANSITION: After the confrontation in the 
grain field, Jesus’ relationship with religious 
leaders continued on a downward spiral. This 
led to another battle on a different Sabbath. 

READ: Direct the group to read silently 
Luke 6:6-11, contrasting the perspective of 
the scribes and Pharisees with Jesus.

STUDY: Place the group into pairs, 
designating one person to study Luke 
6:6-11 from the perspective of the scribes 
and Pharisees and the other from Jesus’ 
perspective. Direct them to the comments 
about the verses (PSG, pp. 105–107). Invite 
volunteers to share any insights gained. 

GUIDE: Point out that the scribes and 
Pharisees had already proven they cared 
more about their rules than people. Jesus 
demonstrated that believers must place 
human needs above ritual practices. 

DISCUSS: How does the situation faced 
by Jesus compare to ways believers 
are critiqued by non-believers today? 
(PSG, p. 106)

RESPOND: Call attention to the Key 
Doctrine (The Christian and Social Order; 
PSG, p. 107). Invite volunteers to share how 
Luke 6:6-11 demonstrates this doctrine. 
Read aloud, or invite a volunteer to read 
aloud, 1 Thessalonians 3:12.

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Direct the group to review Luke 
6:1-11, looking for how Jesus prioritized 
meeting people’s needs over keeping 
rituals. Discuss: How does Jesus’ example 
help you establish priorities?

REINFORCE: Call attention to the three 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 108). Challenge the group to select one 
statement they most needed to know or 
be reminded of. Direct them to record 
in the margin their reasons for selecting 
that statement, assuring them they won’t 
be asked to share aloud. Challenge them 
to reflect each day this week on that 
statement. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking Jesus for being Lord of 
the Sabbath. Ask that God help the group 
prioritize meeting people’s needs above 
keeping rituals. 
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Lead the group to sing or listen to 
“Let Others See Jesus in You,” by B.B. 
McKinney. Use the song to discuss how 
letting others see Jesus in you could go 
against societal values or religious rituals. 
Emphasize that believers must place 
human needs above ritual practices. 

MONOLOGUE 

Pre-enlist a volunteer to develop a 
monologue to introduce the challenge a 
religious leader might have felt when Jesus 
put human needs above ritual practices. 
Encourage the volunteer to use information 
in the PSG as well as commentaries to 
convey the reason for and significance of 
laws to the religious leaders. 

PHYSICAL

Gather a ruler or paint stirrer and a pencil.

Create a teeter-totter by balancing a ruler 
or paint stirrer over a pencil. Lead the 
group to imagine that one end of the 
teeter-totter represents meeting people’s 
needs, while the other end represents 
keeping religious rituals. Push the end of 
the teeter-totter toward meeting needs 
while a volunteer reads Luke 6:1. Ask a 
second volunteer to read Luke 6:2 while you 
press the teeter-totter end toward keeping 
religious ritual. Stress that Jesus placed 
weight on, or prioritized, meeting people’s 
needs over keeping rituals. 

CHART 

Gather paper and markers. 

Form two teams, and call attention to 
the Bible Skill in the PSG (p. 103). Direct 
one group to review the Old Testament 

passages listed and the other to review 
the New Testament passages listed. Invite 
groups to summarize what their assigned 
verses reveal about the Sabbath. Call on 
a volunteer from each group to share 
findings. Discuss: What does a comparison 
of these passages reveal about the 
principle and purpose of the Sabbath? 

DEBATE

Create two teams, one to present a case for 
Jesus’ priority for meeting people’s needs, 
while the other presents a case for keeping 
religious rituals. Instruct teams to use 
information from the PSG to support their 
position. Conduct the debate, and then 
repeat the activity with teams debating the 
opposite position. 

PRESENTATION 

Pre-enlist a volunteer from the group 
to prepare a presentation on David’s 
experience with Ahimelech. Direct the 
volunteer to consult a Bible dictionary and 
other sources for assistance. Call for the 
volunteer to present his or her findings to 
the group. Discuss: How does this example 
from the Old Testament help prove Jesus’ 
point to the religious leaders? 

ILLUSTRATION 

Gather colored pencils or pencils and paper. 

Discuss: What roadblocks might a person 
face today when trying to help someone 
in need? Provide a piece of paper to each 
person in the group. Guide them to create 
a symbol or drawing to remind them to 
prioritize meeting people’s needs over 
keeping rituals.
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Loved
Jesus saves all who come to Him in faith. 

LUKE 7:40-50 
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 7:50

S E S S I O N  1 2

STUDY Luke 7:40-50, noting the variety of 

desperate people Jesus encountered. List 

the ways in which they were desperate and 

how Jesus responded. Use Explore the Text 

on pages 125–129 to gain insight into the 

woman’s situation and Jesus’ response. Reflect 

on how the woman’s experience with Jesus 

demonstrated saving faith. 

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 130–132. Focus on helping 

the group discover that forgiveness of sin is 

found through faith in Jesus Christ alone. 

Consider using a teaching approach you have 

yet to use this quarter. (See p. 132 for ideas.) 

GATHER the following items: 

   Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 3 (Poster: Themes in Luke)

Make copies of:

   PACK ITEM 8 (Handout: Memory Verses 

Bookmark) 

CONSULT QuickSource for additional questions 

to use during the group time and review 

the Explore the Bible Adult Commentary for 

additional biblical insights (available for 

purchase from LifeWay.com).

REINFORCE the session by identifying practical 

ways you and your Bible study group can 

show hospitality to others. Share with leaders 

changes that may need to be made in the future.
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Most of us have been given a second chance. When we made a big mistake, 
there was a person in our lives willing to see past that mistake and to help us 
move forward. That individual’s offer of forgiveness, assistance in moving 
forward, and opportunity to prove ourselves caused us to appreciate and 
love that person in a deeper way. Similarly, we should respond to Christ’s 
forgiveness by loving Him in return. 

(In PSG, p . 109) What impact has someone’s forgiveness had in your life? 

How did you respond?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 7:1–8:56

Great mercy begets great love. This theme not only characterizes the core 
passage for this week’s study, it also colors the various incidents leading 
up to the dinner with Simon the Pharisee. Healing the sick and raising the 
dead bookend our context passage. These miracles not only demonstrated 
Jesus’ power but also revealed His compassionate love.  

Following the Sermon on the Plain, Jesus returned to Capernaum. He 
was approached by Jewish elders on behalf of a Roman centurion whose 
servant was deathly sick. The soldier’s humble faith touched Jesus, who 
healed the man’s servant. Soon afterward, Jesus traveled to Nain, about 
twenty-five miles southwest of Capernaum. As He entered the town, He 
encountered a funeral procession for a young man who was the only son of 
a widow. Again, Jesus’ compassionate love led Him to intervene. Touching 
the open coffin, He called on the young man to rise. When the man sat up 
and began to speak, everyone responded by glorifying God and spreading 
the news about Jesus.

At the end of this context passage, Jesus was involved in another scene 
of healing and raising the dead. He was approached by Jairus, the leader 
of the synagogue. Jairus begged Jesus to help his young daughter who 
was dying. On the way, Jesus encountered a woman with a serious illness. 
As she touched the hem of His garment, she was healed. Jesus remarked 
about her faith before continuing to Jairus’ home. Although the girl had 
died before they could get to her, Jesus raised the child to life. 

Between these events, Jesus traveled from town to town, teaching 
the people in parables, including the parable of the sower. This parable 
emphasized the importance of loving people enough to sow the gospel seed. 
Another story involved Jesus’ parable at the home of Simon the Pharisee. 

KEY DOCTRINE

God the Son

Christ is the One Mediator, fully 
God, fully man, in whose Person 
is effected the reconciliation 
between God and man 
(Gal. 4:4-5).

BIBLE SKILL

Compare Bible stories.

Compare this incident in Luke 7 
with the incidents recorded in 
Luke 17:11-19 and 18:35-42. 
What role does faith play in 
each situation? How do these 
passages help us understand 
the relationship between faith, 
forgiveness, and love? 
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This teaching was predicated by the loving response of a woman to God’s 
merciful love and forgiveness. 

Other occurrences included unusual challenges to Jesus’ ministry by 
two groups who should have been His most ardent supporters. John the 
Baptist, who had heralded Jesus as the Messiah, was in prison. He sent 
some of his disciples to ask Jesus if He really was the Anointed One. Later, 
Jesus’ family came to see Him, concerned about all they had heard. In 
both situations, Jesus pointed to His actions of merciful love and the faith 
response of people who believed. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

LOVE’S INTENSITY (LUKE 7:40-43)

Verse 40
Understanding Jesus’ parable requires consideration of the story’s context. 
Jesus accepted a dinner invitation to the home of a Pharisee. Although He 
had already experienced several hostile encounters with Pharisees, He did 
not let those situations keep Him from ministering to this man whose 
name was Simon.

The similarities between this incident and another event that happened 
toward the end of Jesus’ ministry might cause some people to draw a 
connection between the two situations (Matt. 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; John 
12:1-8). Both hosts were named Simon. The first was a Pharisee while the 
second was a leper who had been healed. Both stories describe the use of 
fragrant perfume to anoint Jesus. Luke did not name the woman in the 
first story, but John’s Gospel identifies the woman in the second account 
as Mary, the sister of Lazarus. The setting of the first story apparently was 
Galilee, while the second occurred in Bethany near Jerusalem. 

More importantly, the motive of the anointing at Bethany was a 
symbolic preparation for Jesus’ death and burial. The woman in Luke 7 
simply acted out of love. She had been a notorious sinner. We are not told 
how she was allowed to enter Simon’s home, especially since he was aware 
of her sin. Typical of eating customs in this era, Jesus was reclining on a low 
couch at the dining table. The woman approached from behind and began 
to weep, washing Jesus’ feet with her tears and drying them with her hair. 
She then used precious perfume from an alabaster box to anoint Jesus’ feet. 

Although he did not voice his objections, Simon thought the situation 
proved Jesus was not a prophet. The Pharisee believed that anyone who 
could speak for God should know the moral condition of the woman and 
would not allow her to touch Him. The phrase Jesus replied to him does 
not mean Simon said anything aloud. Jesus understood Simon’s unspoken 
criticism and responded with a parable. Simon, I have something to say to 
you appears courteous rather than confrontational.

Simon may have thought Jesus was about to impart some religious 
truth since he replied, Say it, teacher. Jesus’ host did not use a formal 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Jesus and the Pharisees” in the 
Winter 2020-21 issue of Biblical 
Illustrator. Available at LifeWay.
com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSE 40

40 Jesus replied to 

him, “Simon, I have 

something to say to you.” 

He said, “Say it, teacher.”
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term such as rabbi. Instead, Simon employed a general word that described 
someone who taught religious truth. Some scholars view the two titles as 
being interchangeable, though Simon may have used the word teacher with 
a sarcastic tone. 

Verses 41-43
Jesus posed a hypothetical situation to make His point. The story begins 
with a creditor and two debtors. Jews were allowed to lend to one another, 
but they could not impose interest on fellow Hebrews (Ex. 22:25). Jews 
were allowed to charge interest to non-Jews (Deut. 23:20). Consequently, 
Jesus did not specify the ethnicity of the participants or whether the debt 
involved interest. The general principle would be the same regardless of the 
parties’ backgrounds or the nature of the debt. 

The two debtors owed vastly different sums—one owed five hundred 
denarii while the other owed fifty. Both debts were significant. A denarius 
was a small silver coin worth about a day’s wages for an average worker 
in Jesus’ day. A debt of even fifty denarii was considerable, equaling 
nearly two month’s wages. To own ten times that amount would have 
been overwhelming.  

Jesus’ story does not detail the relationship between the lender and the 
debtors. It does not even indicate whether the two debtors asked for relief 
from their debt. He simply said they could not pay it back. To be unable to 
repay the smaller debt suggests the debtor was very poor. The larger debt 
would have been beyond even a modestly wealthy person’s ability. Both 
debtors faced serious consequences.

Incredibly, the creditor graciously forgave them both. The parable does 
not offer any quality of the debtors that prompted such generosity. The 
character of the creditor was motive enough. To forgive in this instance 
seems unusual since we usually think of forgiveness as dealing with sin. 
In a sense, the debtors had sinned against their benefactor since they were 
unable to repay what they had borrowed. This term specifically relates to 
canceling a debt and releasing the debtor from any obligation. Its technical 
quality is consistent with the language of Luke, the physician and historian. 
The root word includes the Greek word for “grace.” Thus, this use of forgave 
emphasizes the unconditional nature of the creditor’s action. The debtors 
did not deserve having their debt canceled but received the benefit of the 
creditor’s gracious character.

Jesus followed the brief parable with a question that required Simon to 
commit himself to the obvious truth: which of them will love him more? 
The debtors undoubtedly would respond to the creditor’s kindness with 
gratitude and love. Jesus wanted the Pharisee to participate in the parable 
so he could not argue against the conclusion. 

In answering, Simon may have sensed Jesus was about to put him on 
the spot. He hedged his answer by using the phrase I suppose. This term 
contains an element of presumption of truth but with a lack of conviction. 
By qualifying his response, Simon stopped short of committing himself. 
Jesus quickly told him he had judged correctly. Simon made the correct 
assumption that the one he forgave more would be the one who loved more. 

VERSES 41-43

41 “A creditor had two 

debtors. One owed five 

hundred denarii, and the 

other fifty. 42 Since they 

could not pay it back, he 

graciously forgave them 

both. So, which of them 

will love him more?” 
43 Simon answered, 

“I suppose the one he 

forgave more.” “You have 

judged correctly,” he 

told him.

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



127S ssion 12 :  Loved 

Sometimes we minimize or rationalize our sin. However, our trespasses 
were heinous enough to require the death of God’s Son to enable the Father 
to forgive us. Recognizing the great price Jesus paid for our forgiveness, we 
should respond with fervent love for Him.

How could we quantify the costliness of our forgiveness? In what ways 

should we respond to God’s immeasurable gift?

LOVE DEMONSTRATED (LUKE 7:44-47)

Verses 44-46
Jesus was between the woman and his host. Because she was at the foot of 
his dining couch, Jesus was turning to the woman as he spoke to Simon. 
The positions of the woman and the Pharisee in relation to Jesus could be 
a metaphor for their attitudes toward Him. She did not see herself worthy 
of approaching beyond His feet. Simon probably reclined at the head of 
the table. 

Do you see this woman? This question seems unnecessary since her 
presence could not have been ignored. Too, Simon’s quiet criticism of Jesus 
was tied to his awareness of the woman. Jesus wanted the Pharisee to see 
her in light of her loving actions. He quickly contrasted Simon’s lack of care 
with the woman’s humble ministry. 

In this society, hosts provided water so guests could wash their feet 
before a meal. Walking unpaved streets in sandals required travelers to 
cleanse themselves upon entering a home. Simon showed his lack of regard 
for Jesus by not offering the simple courtesy of providing Him water 
for His feet.

In contrast, the woman washed Jesus’ feet with her tears and wiped 
them with her hair. Her actions broke all social protocols. She entered a 
house uninvited. She approached a man who was not a near relative. She 
wept profusely, which would make most men extremely uncomfortable. 
With her tears, she assumed the role of a slave and washed Jesus’ feet. She 
used her hair to wipe Jesus’ feet, not merely because she could not ask the 
host for a towel but as a further demonstration of her humility. Finally, she 
poured out expensive perfume not on Jesus’ head, as might be customary, 
but on His feet. 

Another Jewish custom was to greet people, particularly dinner guests, 
with a kiss. This was the double kiss to the cheeks common in many 
European and Middle Eastern cultures. The fact that Simon did not give 
Jesus such a kiss further displayed his low regard for Jesus. 

On the other hand, the woman had not stopped kissing Jesus’ feet 
from the time He arrived. Her intense love was on display for all to see. 
It led her to humble herself beyond any normal expression appropriate in 
this society. 

VERSES 44-46

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. 45 You 

gave me no kiss, but she 

hasn’t stopped kissing 

my feet since I came in. 
46 You didn’t anoint my 

head with olive oil, but 

she has anointed my feet 

with perfume.
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A third contrast was the anointing. Anointing the head of a guest with 
olive oil was probably a mark of regard, going beyond what might normally 
be expected. Simon showed no such preference for Jesus since he did not 
offer this courtesy. On the other hand, the woman anointed Jesus’ feet 
with perfume, an act of extravagant love much like what Mary of Bethany 
did toward the end of Jesus’ earthly life.

Verse 47
Therefore, I tell you was intended to grab Simon’s attention with direct 
and personal application. Simon had been wrong about Jesus’ spiritual 
perception. Jesus was very aware of the woman’s many sins. Yet they had 
been forgiven. This statement could be understood in several ways. It may 
mean that Jesus met her before and had forgiven her sins. Jesus’ statement 
in verse 48 suggests Jesus forgave her sins in this moment, much like the 
way He forgave the sins of the lame man who had been lowered through 
the roof. 

The important point was not the timing of forgiveness but the response 
to forgiveness. The explanatory phrase that’s why helps us understand the 
difference. She was not forgiven because she loved much, but she loved 
because she had been forgiven.

In contrast, Simon was the one who had been forgiven little. This 
statement did not mean he didn’t need forgiveness or that his sins were 
much less serious than hers. Simon’s pride and judgmentalism reflected his 
deep need for repentance and forgiveness. His self-righteous attitude cost 
him the joy of forgiveness that the woman had experienced. Therefore, the 
Pharisee represented one who loves little.

Believers demonstrate love for God because of His great forgiveness. 
We recognize our sin is not weighed in comparison to someone else’s 
transgressions. Our sin was so terrible that it cost the blood of Jesus. Since 
God loved us so much that He sent His Son for us (John 3:16), we should 
show our love for Him through our worship and through our care for the 
“least of these” whom He places in our path (Matt. 25:40).

How would you characterize your love for Jesus? In what ways could you 

demonstrate that love this week?

LOVE AND FAITH (LUKE 7:48-50)

Verses 48-50
Possibly, Jesus and the woman had met previously, and He forgave her 
sins. Given her notorious past, she would naturally respond with this act 
of gratitude. Her love for the One who forgave her led her to perform the 
care for Jesus at Simon’s home. Jesus followed His explanation to Simon by 
reiterating to the woman that her sins were forgiven. 

VERSE 47

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.”
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We do not know who else had been invited to the dinner. Since the 
narrative does not mention the disciples, we can assume that those who 
were at the table with him were acquaintances of Simon. They would have 
shared his point of view toward Jesus and the Mosaic Law. They did not 
address the apparent rebuke of their host but focused on Jesus’ statement 
about forgiving the woman’s sins. 

Unlike Simon’s thoughts about Jesus which were unspoken, the guests 
began to say among themselves. That is, they whispered to one another. 
Their question was not a genuine inquiry into Jesus’ identity. By asking 
who is this man who even forgives sins, they were challenging Jesus’ right 
to forgive sin. As in the incident of the man let down through the roof, 
onlookers were shocked that a human being claimed a divine right. 

Jesus went further in His instructions to the woman. First, He said, 
your faith has saved you. We know that God does the saving, but He 
uses the instrumentation of faith to do so (Eph. 2:8). Neither Simon the 
Pharisee nor his dinner guests possessed the kind of faith this woman had 
expressed. She did not need to say anything; her actions testified to her 
belief in Jesus.

Jesus did not want the woman to be the object of any more distress 
from Simon and his guests. He told her to go in peace. She had accomplished 
the goal of demonstrating a loving response for her forgiveness. Now, she 
could move on, freed from the past. No longer would she be bound by the 
shame of her sin. She could set aside the inner turmoil she experienced for 
so many years. She could be at peace and move forward with her life.

Forgiveness is found through faith in Jesus Christ alone. Simon and his 
other guests believed they could attain a right standing with God through 
their religious works. Their self-righteousness and judgmental attitudes 
showed the futility of this approach. By contrast, the woman had no 
concept of righteousness. She knew no way to compensate for her sin. She 
simply believed that Jesus had the power to forgive and restore her. Just as 
the woman’s faith paved the way for Christ’s forgiveness, even so we need 
to reject any works-based religion and place our faith in Christ alone.

What causes you to be aware of your need for forgiveness? How does faith 

open the door for forgiveness of sin and a right relationship with God?

VERSES 48-50

48 Then he said to her, 

“Your sins are forgiven.” 
49 Those who were at the 

table with him began to 

say among themselves, 

“Who is this man who 

even forgives sins?” 
50 And he said to the 

woman, “Your faith has 

saved you. Go in peace.”
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
BEGIN: Prior to the group’s arrival, write 
the statement “Forgiveness” on a board. 
Provide markers. As the group arrives, 
invite them to write on the board one word 
that comes to mind about forgiveness.  

RESPOND: After most have arrived, read 
aloud responses on the board. If not 
included, add the phrase “second chance.” 
Summarize the first paragraph on page 
109 in the PSG, connecting forgiveness 
with second chances. Ask: What impact 
has someone’s forgiveness had in your life? 
How did you respond? (PSG, p. 109)

TRANSITION: Explain that Jesus’ response 
to a woman with a desperate need became a 
teachable moment about the depth of God’s 
love and the surety of His forgiveness. It 
also created an additional confrontation 
with religious leaders of the day.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Use the information from 
Understand the Context (PSG, p. 110) to 
provide a brief overview of Jesus’ ministry 
following His Sabbath confrontations with 
the Pharisees. Note that Luke closed this 
portion of his Gospel by returning to the 
theme of forgiveness. 

DISCUSS: Call attention to Pack Item 3  
(Poster: Themes in Luke). Point out the theme 
is “Concern for Women,” and note the 
example in today’s Scripture passage is the 
“sinner who anoints Jesus’ feet.” 

PREPARE: Summarize Luke 7:36-38. Ask: 
How did the woman’s actions demonstrate 
the depth of her love for Jesus? 

READ: Enlist two volunteers to read 
aloud Luke 7:40-43, one reading the 
words of Jesus, and the other the words of 
Simon. Ask the group to listen for Jesus’ 
question and Simon’s response. 

CLARIFY: Use information about verse 
41 (PSG, p. 112) to explain “creditor,” 
“debtors,” and “denarii.” Explain: Since sin 
is often referred to as a “debt” in Scripture, 
Jesus was building an analogy between 
financial relief and divine forgiveness. He was 
teaching Simon and His other listeners that 
God offers an even greater hope to those who 
accept His Son. 

DISCUSS: What are some ways we might 
measure a person’s love for another 
person? How do their actions factor into 
how we measure the depth of a person’s 
love? (PSG, p. 113)

TRANSITION: Simon might have felt 
satisfaction by giving Jesus the correct answer. 
But Jesus’ next statement would put Simon at 
the wrong end of a comparison with a woman 
he self-righteously held in contempt. 

READ: Direct the group to read Luke 
7:44-47 silently, noting how Jesus 
contrasted Simon and the woman. Stress 
that Jesus did not contrast actions 
but intent. 

HIGHLIGHT: Direct attention to Jesus’ 
question in verse 44: “Do you see this 
woman?” Characterize this as a teachable 
moment, as Jesus challenged His listeners 
to look deeper; on the surface, they 
saw a broken woman, but Jesus saw a 
broken heart. 
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REACTION: Lead the group to identify 
the emotions expressed in Luke 7:44-46. 
Ask: What do the emotions expressed in 
the actions by the woman reveal about 
her understanding of who Jesus is? 
(PSG, p. 114) Supplement discussion with 
background about “kissing my feet” and 
“anoint my head” (vv. 44-46, PSG, p. 114). 

REVIEW: Call attention to the words that 
describe amounts in verse 47 (“many,” 
“much,” “little”). Jesus pointed out that 
those who understand most deeply the 
degree of their forgiveness are typically the 
most grateful. 

DISCUSS: How does forgiveness lead 
to a deeper love for the one offering 
forgiveness? 

TRANSITION: Jesus could have allowed the 
woman to simply hear what He said about her 
as He contrasted her with the Pharisees. But 
He always cared for the person first. His next 
words went directly to the woman.

READ: Read aloud Luke 7:48-50, asking 
the group to listen for what Jesus said to 
the woman. Ask: If you had been in her 
position, which words would you have 
found most comforting? Why?

CLARIFY: Refer to the rhetorical question 
in verse 49: “Who is this man who even 
forgives sins?” Point out that it was more 
an indictment against Jesus than an effort 
to learn more about Him. Recall Luke 5  
(session 10), where friends brought a 
paralyzed man to Jesus, creating a similar 
controversy. 

DISCUSS: How does a failure to recognize 
Jesus as God get in the way of receiving 
forgiveness? What role does a person’s 
pride play in finding forgiveness? 
(PSG, p. 116)

IDENTIFY: Lead the group to identify two 
key words in verse 50: “faith” and “peace.” 
Direct them to scan the comments on verse 
50 in the PSG (p. 116), looking for more 
information about these key words. 

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Distribute copies of Pack Item 8  
(Handout: Memory Verses Bookmark), 
challenging the group to memorize Luke 
7:50 this week. Invite volunteers to share 
which aspect of the study stands out most 
to them. Allow them to explain. 

DISCUSS: What is the relationship 
between faith and forgiveness? 

RESPOND: Prior to the group time, select 
one or more of the question sets under 
Apply the Text (PSG, p. 117). Lead the 
group to reflect on how an encounter 
with Jesus has changed their lives. Invite 
volunteers to share responses. Encourage 
the group to identify one person with 
whom they can share their experience.

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking Jesus for His salvation. 
Ask that God help the group be faithful in 
sharing the news of Jesus’ love with others.  
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC 

Secure a copy of the words to the hymn 
“Have Faith in God,” by B.B. McKinney. 
Lead the group to read the words and locate 
phrases that support the session theme: 
“Jesus saves all who come to Him in faith.” 
Sing or listen to a recording of the hymn.

MONOLOGUE 

Pre-enlist a volunteer to develop a 
monologue to introduce the woman and 
her grateful actions to Jesus. Ask the 
person to include Luke 7:36-39, which 
precede the verses in today’s session. 
Encourage the volunteer to consult 
commentaries in addition to information 
in the PSG. Allow the person to present the 
monologue prior to studying Luke 7:40-50 
as a group. 

PRESENTATION

Pre-enlist a volunteer to prepare a 
presentation on parables, including what 
they were and how Jesus used them. Direct 
the volunteer to consult a Bible dictionary 
and other sources for assistance. Call for 
the volunteer to present his or her findings 
to the group. Invite the group to name 
other parables in the New Testament. 

COMPARISON

Direct attention to the Bible Skill on page 
116. Guide the group to compare this 
incident in Luke 7 with the incidents 
recorded in Luke 17:11-19 and 18:35-42. 
Lead the group to discuss: What role 
does faith play in each situation? How 
do these passages help us understand the 
relationship between faith, forgiveness, 
and love? (PSG, p. 116)

CREATIVE WRITING

Gather paper and pencils. 

Place the group in teams of three. Refer 
to the hymn “Have Faith in God,” by B.B. 
McKinney (see Music option). Direct each 
team to compose an additional verse of the 
hymn, writing from the perspective of the 
woman in Luke 7:40-50.  
Invite volunteers to share responses. 
Consider singing the verses written by 
the groups. 

OBJECT

Gather a pair of eyeglasses. 

Focus on Jesus’ question to Simon in 
Luke 7:44: “Do you see this woman?” Use 
information about the verse in the PSG 
(pp. 113–114) to explain that Jesus was 
not referring to physical sight. Display the 
eyeglasses. Note that Jesus challenged His 
listeners to look deeper. Lead the group to 
identify principles from the study that will 
help us “see” people as Jesus did. 

ILLUSTRATION

Gather colored pencils or pencils 
and paper.

Provide a piece of paper to each person in 
the group. Guide them to fold the paper 
in half, as to make a greeting card. Lead 
the group to illustrate a thank-you card 
the woman might have sent to Jesus after 
the event described in Luke 7:40-50. If 
time permits, invite the group to write a 
message of appreciation inside the card. 
Allow volunteers to share and explain 
their cards.
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Unashamed
Jesus expects His followers to forsake all else for Him.

LUKE 9:18-27 
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 9:23

S E S S I O N  1 3

STUDY Luke 9:18-27, paying attention to the 

commands given by God. Use Explore the 

Text on pages 135–139 to gain insight into 

Jesus’ question and comments about His 

identity. Notice how Peter’s confession (v. 20) 

leads to the directives given by Jesus in the 

following verses.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 140–142. Focus on helping 

the group know what Jesus said about  

following Him. Consider using the Bible Skill 

(PSG, p. 124) to add depth to the group time 

through the metaphor of the cross. 

GATHER the following items: 

   Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Luke) 

   PACK ITEM 3 (Poster: Themes in Luke)

   PACK ITEM 6 (Key Verses: Luke 2:10-11)

CONSULT the weekly Explore the Bible adult 

podcast to gain insights on the go about this 

week’s study on Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, 

Stitcher, Spotify, LifeWay’s Digital Pass, or at 

goExploreTheBible.com/adults-training.

REINFORCE the session by reminding each 

person of the memory verse and challenging 

them to live out this verse each day.  
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Some people prefer to follow Jesus from a distance. Like Nicodemus, they 
would rather come to Him in the middle of the night with no one watching. 
They may want to fit in with a specific group, so they keep silent. They may 
be worried about the ramifications of publicly declaring their faith in Jesus, 
wondering what family, friends, or coworkers might say. Jesus’ death on the 
cross was a public event, and He calls His followers to live a public life for Him. 

(In PSG, p . 118) Why might a person hesitate to identify as a follower of Jesus?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 9:1-62

What does following Jesus involve? This question connects the various 
events of chapter 9. This narrative begins with Jesus’ commissioning of the 
Twelve and ends in a confrontation with excuse makers. In the center lies 
the defining issue—being willing to take up one’s cross and follow Jesus. 

The Twelve were disciples who had been appointed as apostles (Luke 
6:13). Jesus taught them using parables, precept, and example. The first 
section of chapter 9 describes on-the-job training that Jesus assigned the 
Twelve. They had watched Him preach, heal, and cast out demons. It was 
time for them to practice what they had witnessed.

Interestingly, Judas was included among the apostles who were given 
the power to cast out demons and heal the sick. He joined the others in 
preaching the gospel. Yet, in the end, he failed. His story soberly reminds 
us to consider the cost of following Christ.

At the end of the chapter, Jesus encountered several people who had 
the opportunity to follow Him but who offered one excuse after another. 
They were not willing to be inconvenienced, much less lay aside everything 
to be Jesus’ disciple. 

In the heart of the chapter, Jesus declared that being part of His 
mission involved denying oneself, taking up the cross, and following Him. 
He cautioned the disciples about the danger of being ashamed of Him. 

Another theme, closely linked to the issue of self-denial, involved 
understanding Jesus’ true nature. Knowing Jesus is vital to the decision 
to follow Him. Jesus demonstrated His divine power by feeding over five 
thousand people with a few loaves and fish. He also healed the sick and 
cast out demons. His miracles were so famous that Herod longed to see 
Him and discover who He was. Yet, the men closest to Jesus had difficulty 
comprehending Him. Peter came close when he identified Jesus as the 

KEY DOCTRINE

God the Son

He was raised from the dead with 
a glorified body and appeared 
to His disciples as the person 
who was with them before His 
crucifixion (Luke 24:44-46).

BIBLE SKILL

Identify the imagery in a verse or 
passage used in other passages.

Paul employed the metaphor 
of the cross to help believers 
understand what it means to be a 
follower of Christ. Read Romans 
6:6; 7:4; Galatians 2:19-20; 5:24; 
and 6:14. How does what Paul 
wrote compare to what Jesus 
said in Luke 9? How would you 
describe how Jesus’ followers 
understood what Jesus said about 
taking up a cross?

 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



135S ssion 13 :  Unashamed 

Messiah, but shortly later he placed Jesus in the same category as Elijah 
and Moses. We can know much about Jesus theologically without fully 
comprehending Him. 

As Jesus prepared the Twelve for leadership, He also laid the foundation 
for His death and resurrection. He would suffer, be killed, and be raised to 
life again. They didn’t understand at the time, but after the resurrection 
they remembered and became even more committed to following Him.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

CONFESS HIM (LUKE 9:18-20)

Verse 18
Just as Jesus wanted the disciples to maintain an abiding relationship 
with Him, He modeled a powerful relationship with the Heavenly Father. 
Notice three aspects of this setting. First Jesus was praying when He 
confronted the Twelve with a vital question concerning His identity. This 
simple statement occurs many times in the Gospel narratives. Although 
fully divine, Jesus was also fully human. As such, prayer was an integral 
part of His constant interaction with the Father. 

Second, He was praying in private. This statement does not mean He 
was totally alone, since the next phrase indicates the disciples were present. 
Rather, Jesus had withdrawn temporarily from the large crowds. He needed 
this time of quiet conversation with the Father. 

Third, his disciples were with him. Luke gives no indication that they 
joined Him in praying. Perhaps they were merely watching, as they would 
later do in the garden of Gethsemane (Luke 22:39-46). 

Having finished His prayer, Jesus turned His attention to the disciples, 
asking them: Who do the crowds say that I am? He was not inquiring to 
gain information. His question set the stage for the follow-up, which was 
much more personal. Jesus’ reference to the crowds could have applied to 
the thousands He had fed and taught. The term might also relate to people 
in general. Jesus was not asking if they knew He had grown up in the home 
of Joseph and Mary in Nazareth. He wanted the disciples to go deeper in 
their understanding.

Verse 19
Jesus addressed this question to the entire group of disciples. The pronoun 
they indicates various men answered Jesus. One answer indicated some 
people believed Jesus was John the Baptist. Herod also heard the rumor 
that John had returned from the dead. Herod was familiar with the same 
rumors that the disciples reported to Jesus (Luke 9:7-8).

Another opinion was that others thought Jesus was Elijah. The Jews 
believed Elijah would precede the Messiah. People who saw Jesus as a 
possible re-appearance of Elijah would rather see Him as a prophet than as 
the Messiah (Matt. 17:10-12). Jesus clearly identified John the Baptist as 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, 
read “Elijah and Messianic 
Expectations,” available digitally 
in the Winter 2020-21 issue of 
Biblical Illustrator for Explore 
the Bible at LifeWay.com/
BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSE 18

18 While he was praying 

in private and his 

disciples were with him, 

he asked them, “Who 

do the crowds say that 

I am?”

VERSE 19

19 They answered, “John 

the Baptist; others, 

Elijah; still others, 

that one of the ancient 

prophets has come back.”  
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the one who would precede the Messiah in the power and ministry of Elijah 
(Luke 1:17; Matt. 11:14). 

Still others were spreading the rumor that one of the ancient prophets 
has come back. The masses knew Jesus had supernatural power. His words 
expressed authority, unlike the teachings of the scribes (Mark 1:22). Still, 
many were not willing to accept Him as the Messiah, the Son of God.

Verse 20
Jesus was not really interested in what the crowds thought of Him. His 
statement but you turned the focus from the faceless multitudes. He wanted 
the disciples to arrive at their own conclusions. After everything they had 
witnessed in the months of following Him, what did they believe? Who do you 
say that I am? His use of the word you twice in the same sentence emphasized 
that He wanted a personal decision. What they believed about Him would 
directly influence their response to His next statement about following Him.

We should not be surprised that Peter answered. On the Mount of 
Transfiguration, Peter interrupted a supernatural meeting between Jesus, 
Elijah, and Moses (Luke 9:33). When Jesus appeared walking on the sea, 
Peter alone asked Jesus to invite him onto the water (Matt. 14:28). Even as 
Jesus’ death approached, Peter spoke up and declared his undying loyalty 
(Matt. 26:33). 

Peter replied that Jesus was God’s Messiah. Matthew’s Gospel gives the 
fullest rendering: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 
16:16). Mark’s Gospel says, “You are the Messiah” (Mark 8:29). Likely, 
Peter’s statement was best represented by Matthew’s longer version, with 
Luke and Mark simply giving the substance of the statement. The more 
important aspect was Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Christ, which 
included the fact that He was the Son of God. 

Jesus was not merely a prophet, teacher, or miracle worker. He was 
not simply a good man who showed compassion for hurting people. He 
was much more. Only by understanding Jesus’ true nature will people be 
drawn to leave all to follow Him.

What aspects of Jesus’ life and ministry help you understand who He is?  

How can you help others to accept Jesus as the Messiah and follow Him?

ACCEPT HIS RESURRECTION (LUKE 9:21-22)

Verses 21-22
Knowing the truth and when to announce that truth requires wisdom that 
exceeded the disciples’ spiritual maturity. Jesus’ time had not yet come 
(John 7:8). At this point, Jesus did not want them to tell this—His true 
identity —to anyone. However, one day the disciples would become His 
witnesses to the world (Acts. 1:8). 

VERSE 20

20 “But you,” he 

asked them, “who do 

you say that I am?” 

Peter answered, 

“God’s Messiah.”
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The dual terms strictly warned and instructed carry the sense of 
commanding someone. Strictly did not mean “harshly” but “seriously.” If 
the disciples began declaring Jesus before He was ready, the general 
population might take measures that would hinder completion of His 
mission. Some people later tried to force Jesus to be their king, thinking He 
would use His power to cast off the Roman occupation (John 6:15). For the 
time being, the disciples were to tell no one.

Jesus explained why the disciples should refrain from revealing His 
identity at this time, saying, it is necessary. From eternity past, Jesus was 
the Lamb of God who would be slain for our sin (Rev. 13:8). Although cruel 
human hands would wield the hammers and spikes that crucified Jesus, 
God preordained that Jesus would die so we might be saved (Acts. 2:23).

Jesus again referred to Himself in the third person as the Son of 
Man. This characterization highlighted Jesus’ self-understanding as the 
Messiah. He was the divine Son of God but identified with humanity in His 
incarnation and in His atoning purpose. Unless He took on human flesh, 
the eternal Christ could never have died on the cross (Phil. 2:6-8; Rom. 8:3). 

The disciples did not fully comprehend what was about to happen 
to Jesus. He would suffer many things. Even with the Gospel accounts’ 
witness of Jesus being mocked, beaten, and scourged, we cannot imagine 
the full meaning of many things. Jesus knew exactly what was coming and 
set His face firmly toward it (Luke 9:51).

Jesus would be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes. The 
elders represented the Sanhedrin, a council of seventy men who were the 
religious rulers of Israel. The high priest served as their leader, making 
seventy-one members. The chief priests were influential priests who 
participated in Jesus’ trials and demanded His death. The scribes were 
religious teachers who did much more than make copies of Scriptures. They 
were in essence religious lawyers who not only instructed people in the 
Mosaic Law but were instrumental in applying the law to the culture. 

Jesus would be killed. On multiple occasions, Jesus mentioned the way 
He would be killed (Luke 18:33). Nevertheless, the disciples had difficulty 
grasping the fact. After all, they left everything in order to follow Him 
(Luke 18:28). What would they do if He were killed? Jesus wanted to 
prepare them for what was coming.

Jesus did not stop with the horrifying prospect of His death but offered 
the joyous hope of resurrection. He would be raised the third day. The 
passive use of the verb form emphasized how His resurrection would be the 
work of the Father (Col. 2:12; 2 Tim. 1:10; 1 Pet. 1:21). Jesus even specified 
on what day He would be raised. After His crucifixion, the disciples did not 
put it all together until they saw Him alive (John 20:9,20).

Not everyone will accept Jesus as the promised Messiah. Proud people 
do not like the idea that Jesus died for their sin. Unbelievers refuse to 
accept that a crucified Christ could come back to life. God offers salvation 
to everyone who will repent of sin and believe that Jesus is God’s Son, that 
He died for our sins, and that God raised Him to life. By receiving Christ as 
our Savior, we can receive eternal life.

VERSES 21-22

21 But he strictly warned 

and instructed them 

to tell this to no one, 
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.”
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How did you come to believe in Jesus’ resurrection? What difference has 

this reality made in your life?

FOLLOW HIM UNASHAMEDLY (LUKE 9:23-27)

Verse 23
Having established His identity as the basis for their call to be His disciples, 
Jesus set forth the conditions of the call. The word then tied what Jesus had 
just said to what He was about to say. Jesus never asked His followers to 
do what He was unwilling to do. He told them He would be rejected, suffer, 
and die before being raised again. He had the right to set the standard of 
discipleship on the same level. 

The phrase them all could mean other followers in addition to the 
Twelve. However, the context indicates the disciples were with Him in the 
private place where He was praying. In that case, the word all would mean 
that while Peter had answered His question, Jesus made the application to 
all of His disciples.

Jesus’ statement begins with a conditional statement if anyone 
wants to follow after me. He understood that the number of people who 
rejected Him would be more numerous than those who accepted His call 
(Matt. 7:13). The word wants expresses a desire. Following Jesus requires a 
willingness to accept certain conditions.

First, no one can follow Christ while pursuing his or her own agenda. A 
disciple must deny himself. This requirement does not mean simply giving 
up certain things but denying one’s desires and ambitions in favor of God’s 
pleasure and glory. 

Second, just as Jesus took up His cross to provide salvation, even so 
each believer must take up his cross to follow Christ. The believer’s cross 
is not some burden experienced in life. It is a lifestyle of self-sacrificing 
love that refuses to live for selfish interests. The apostle Paul referred to 
this principle frequently in his letters (2 Cor. 5:15). Unlike salvation, which 
happens once and lasts forever, the crucified life requires believers to take 
up their cross daily. We must constantly die to the allures of the world and 
the desires of the flesh so we might live for Christ. 

The third condition is to follow Christ. The two instances of the word 
follow in verse 23 translate different terms from the Greek. The first use 
comes from a phrase that literally means “to bring behind” or “to come 
after.” The second follow is a different Greek word, it also means “to follow.” 
Considering both phrases, the idea of the first is “whoever would be my 
follower,” while the second would be “come as I lead.” Instead of pursuing 
their personal interests, followers of Jesus pursue Him alone. The tense of 
follow connotes a command. Anyone who wants to be a disciple of Jesus 
must follow Him.

VERSE 23

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.
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Verses 24-27
Jesus emphasized the double irony of anyone who shuns the crucified life 
to seek personal desires. The person who seeks to save his life will lose it. 
The idea of saving one’s life means more than one’s physical life. The idea 
connotes someone who pursues personal goals instead of Christ. Such a 
person will lose everything. 

On the other hand, whoever loses his life because of me (Jesus) will 
save it. Again, this phrase does not refer merely to losing one’s physical 
life, although countless believers have died because of their choice to follow 
Jesus. The larger truth involves Christ’s promise of eternal and abundant 
life to all believers who surrender themselves to Him.

Concluding this truth, Jesus offered a proverbial statement. No one 
will benefit by gaining the whole world if he or she loses or forfeits himself. 
Later, Jesus offered a parable about a man who wanted to build bigger 
barns to store a large harvest but died on the same night (Luke 12:16-21). 
Missionary martyr Jim Elliott made a statement along this line that has 
motivated many modern believers: “He is no fool who gives up what he 
cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”

The word for in verse 26 connects the truth of verse 25 with what Jesus 
said next. He addressed the self-seeking person who might be ashamed of 
me and my words. The word ashamed is an intensive form of the term. It is 
more than mild embarrassment but conveys the idea of feeling humiliated. 
This person is more concerned about the approval of the world than 
of Christ.

The Son of Man will be ashamed of whoever denies Him. Jesus again 
employed the Messianic title Son of Man to emphasize the weightiness of 
this condition. The phrase when he comes in his glory refers to Christ’s 
second coming. The glory also belongs to the Father and the holy angels.  

Verse 27 transitions Jesus’ focus from the unfaithful to the faithful. 
The word truly emphasizes the importance of what Jesus was saying. 
Unlike those persons who are embarrassed by Jesus and refuse to follow 
Him, standing here were followers who would be especially blessed. 

Bible teachers offer different views of what Jesus meant by saying these 
will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God. Unlike verse 26, 
which refers to the second coming, verse 27 could not have the same 
meaning. Jesus was not saying people standing there would live until He 
returned. He may have intended the resurrection, Pentecost, or some other 
aspect of the kingdom. 

Believers are called upon to follow Jesus unashamedly. We should 
joyously embrace all that comes by identifying with Him. Regardless of the 
cost, He offers His presence and promise of blessings.

What does taking up the cross mean for you? How have you overcome 

temptations to shy away from total identification with Christ?

VERSES 24-27

24 For whoever wants 

to save his life will lose 

it, but whoever loses 

his life because of me 

will save it. 25 For what 

does it benefit someone 

if he gains the whole 

world, and yet loses or 

forfeits himself? 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. 27 Truly 

I tell you, there are some 

standing here who will 

not taste death until 

they see the kingdom 

of God.”
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
RESPOND: As the group arrives, direct 
them to name ways people identify 
themselves as followers of Jesus (examples: 
jewelry, clothing, bumper stickers, social 
media postings, business names, or logos). 
After most have arrived, review responses.

TRANSITION: Comment that while 
some people make an effort to identify 
themselves as Christians, others would 
rather follow Jesus at a distance. Read or 
summarize the first paragraph on page 118 
of the Personal Study Guide (PSG). Ask: 
Why might a person hesitate to identify  
as a follower of Jesus? 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Call attention to the full 
outline of the Gospel of Luke on page 9 
of the PSG. You may also want to refer 
to Pack Item 2 (Outline of Luke). Lead 
the group to recall major events in Jesus’ 
life from previous sessions in the study, 
including His birth to the beginning of  
His ministry.  

SUMMARIZE: Briefly summarize  
Luke 9:1-62, using information from 
Understand the Context (p. 119) to explain 
that this study comes from Jesus’ “on-
the-job training” for His followers. He was 
preparing them to carry on His message to 
the world after He went back to the Father. 

TRANSITION: Call attention to Pack 
Item 3 (Poster: Themes in Luke). Point  
out the theme for today’s study is  
“The Christian Life,” and note the 
example in today’s Scripture passage is 
“prayer” (Luke 9:18). Highlight that Jesus’ 
significant discussion with His disciples 
took place during a time of private prayer. 

READ: Call for a volunteer to read Luke 
9:18-20, as the group listens for responses 
to Jesus’ question about His identity. 

EXAMINE: Invite volunteers to share 
responses they might have anticipated to 
Jesus’ question. Direct the group to read 
the comments under Verses 18-19 in the 
PSG (p. 120). Discuss: How do the answers 
given by the disciples compare to how 
people view Jesus today? (PSG, p. 121)

HIGHLIGHT: Luke used an emphatic for “you” 
(v. 20), indicating that Jesus expected a more 
accurate answer from the disciples about  
His identity. The word for “you” also was 
plural, showing that Jesus was talking to all 
the disciples. 

DISCUSS: Lead the group to locate Peter’s 
response in verse 20 and the comments 
about the verse in the PSG (p. 121) Ask: 
Why is it important for a person to 
thoughtfully consider the evidence about 
who Jesus is? 

TRANSITION: Once Jesus established that 
His disciples knew who He was and what He 
had come to do, He instructed them what to do 
with this awareness.  

READ: As you read aloud Luke 9:21-22,  
call for the group to listen for Jesus’ 
warning and ponder why He gave 
this caution. 

CLARIFY: Jesus wasn’t trying to hide His true 
identity. He simply knew that not everyone 
was ready to hear and respond to the truth. 

IDENTIFY: Form three groups, one to focus 
on each of these topics: “rejected,” “killed,” 
and “raised.” Direct the groups to scan  
the comments on verses 21-22 in the PSG 
(pp. 121–122), looking for information 
about their assigned topic. Invite volunteers 
to share their discovery. 
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DISCUSS: The Jewish religious leaders 
defined Jesus through their own filter. 
What filters do people use today that gives 
them an unclear understanding of who 
Jesus is? (PSG, p. 122)

TRANSITION: Jesus told His disciples that  
He would suffer, but He wanted them to  
realize that suffering wasn’t just reserved for 
the Messiah.  

READ: Direct the group to read silently 
Luke 9:23-27, looking for Jesus’ specific 
comments about following Him.

LOCATE: Lead the group to locate Jesus’ 
three-fold plan for being a follower in verse 
23. Use information under Verse 23 in the 
PSG (pp. 123–124) to provide insight into 
each of the three elements. 

GUIDE: Interpret “take up his cross” as 
a lifestyle of self-sacrificing love that 
refuses to live with self-interest or self-
preservation. Ask: What does it look like 
for a person to deny self, take up his or her 
cross, and follow Jesus? (PSG, p. 124)

EXAMINE: Clarify that the Greek wording 
Luke used for “ashamed” (v. 26) isn’t about 
being embarrassed. Direct the group to 
read the comments under Verse 26 in the 
PSG (p. 125). Guide them to discuss with 
a partner the comments read. Ask: What 
obstacles might a person need to overcome 
to be unashamedly identified with Jesus? 

MINI-LECTURE: Direct attention to the 
word “truly” (v. 27), and explain that it 
demonstrates Jesus was drawing special 
attention to what He was about to say. 
Present a brief summary of the comments 
about verse 27. Discuss: Where have you 
seen the kingdom of God at work around 
you? How has that encouraged you to 
embrace Jesus when you could have denied 
Him? (PSG, p. 125)

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REINFORCE: Remind the group of the 
beginning activity (ways people identify 
themselves as followers of Jesus). State that 
this study emphasizes that being a follower 
of Jesus is more than displaying a symbol 
or speaking or writing words. Following 
Jesus comes with a cost. Lead the group 
to name concepts from the study that 
describe Jesus’ followers. 

REVIEW: Call attention to the three 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 126). Challenge the group to select one 
statement they most needed to know or 
be reminded of. Direct them to record 
in the margin their reasons for selecting 
that statement, assuring them they won’t 
be asked to share aloud. Challenge them 
to reflect each day this week on that 
statement. 

REFLECT: Direct attention to Pack Item 6 
(Key Verses: Luke 2:10-11). Guide the group 
to review the verses and discuss what 
they’re learned as a result of this study on 
the first half of the Gospel of Luke. 

RESPOND: Prior to the group time, review 
the first question set under Apply the Text 
(p. 126): What are some practical things you 
and your Bible study group can do to help 
people have an accurate view of Jesus’ identity? 
Why is that important? Lead the group to 
respond to the questions. 

PRAY: Pray, thanking God for the 
opportunity to follow Jesus and carry out 
His mission to the world. Ask that God 
help the group unashamedly follow Christ 
with all their being.  
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  

on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Before listening or singing “Must Jesus 
Bear the Cross Alone,” by Thomas Shepherd 
and George N. Allen, read aloud Luke 9:23. 
Invite the group to listen for the verse’s 
concept in the song. Encourage them to 
consider their answers to the question, 
“Must Jesus bear the cross alone?” 
throughout the session. 

REFLECTIVE

Divide the group into teams of three. 
Direct each team to develop a case study 
based on Jesus’ expectation for His 
followers to forsake all else for Him. Case 
studies may be based on actual persons. 
After teams present their case studies, 
discuss ways people can practice a lifestyle 
of self-sacrificing love that refuses to live 
with self-interest or self-preservation.  

VISUAL 

Gather art supplies. 

Provide art supplies, and invite the 
group to create images that represent the 
metaphor of the cross to help believers 
understand what it means to be a follower 
of Christ. Allow volunteers to explain their 
image and its symbolism.

COMPARISON 

Refer to the Bible Skill on page 124. Invite 
volunteers to read aloud Romans 6:6; 7:4; 
Galatians 2:19-20; 5:24; and 6:14. Discuss: 
How does what Paul wrote compare to 
what Jesus said in Luke 9? How would you 
describe how Jesus’ followers understood 
what Jesus said about taking up a cross? 
(PSG, p. 124)

WORD STUDY 

Gather Bible concordances. 

Provide Bible concordances and lead the 
group through a word study of the word 
Messiah. Provide information about verse 
20 (p. 136; PSG, p. 121) to emphasize 
the importance of Jesus’ key question. 
Assign passages to read as listed in the 
concordance to review how the title was 
used in other parts of the Bible. Lead the 
group to identify insights gained. Discuss: 
How does a person’s understanding of 
Jesus’ identity influence the way he or she 
follows Him? 

RESEARCH 

Collect Bible concordances or study Bibles 
with a concordance. 

Call attention to three responses (John the 
Baptist, Elijah, and the ancient prophets) 
the disciples gave to Jesus’ question in Luke 
9:19. Create three teams and assign one 
response to each team. Distribute Bible 
concordances, directing each team to look 
for other passages where their assigned 
person is named. Invite volunteers to share 
insights gained.

BRAINSTORM

Lead the group to brainstorm about what 
it means to follow Jesus based on Luke 
9:18-27. As words and phrases are named, 
list them on a board or sheet of paper. Lead 
the group to identify areas in which they 
need to improve. Commit to praying for 
each other to follow Jesus more closely. 
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These items are available on the Explore 

the Bible Leader Pack digital download file 

as PDFs to create your own handouts or 

media presentations for your group. Items 

marked as handouts are also available 

as reproducible masters included in the 

Explore the Bible Leader Pack digital files.

PACK ITEM 1

Map: Jesus’ Birth and Early Childhood 

Sessions 1-13

Use the map on page 155 or locate a map 

in a Bible atlas that shows the locations of 

Nazareth and Bethlehem.

PACK ITEM 2

Outline of Luke

Sessions 1-13

Refer to the outline for Luke in the  

CSB Study Bible or on page 9 of the PSG.

PACK ITEM 3

Poster: Themes in Luke  

Sessions 1,2,4,6,7,12,13

Create a poster that lists the following 

themes from Luke:

• Theology

• Concern for women

• Concern for the poor/warnings to the rich

• Concern for social outcasts

• The Christian life

LEADER PACK IDEAS
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PACK ITEM 4

Poster: Jesus’ Sea of Galilee Ministry

Sessions 7,10

Use a Bible atlas to find a map that displays 

the Sea of Galilee during Jesus’ ministry. 

PACK ITEM 5

Poster: The Disciples of Jesus 

Session 9

Create a poster of the names of the 

disciples of Jesus:

•  Simon Peter, the son of Jonas

•  Andrew, brother to Simon 

•  James, the son of Zebedee

•  John, brother of James

•  Philip from Bethsaida

•  Bartholomew, or Nathanael

•  Thomas, Didymus, from Galilee

•  Matthew, or Levi, the tax collector

•  James, the Lesser or Younger

•  Thaddaeus, Judas, the son of James

•  Simon the Zealot, “the Canaanite”

•  Judas Iscariot, who betrayed Jesus 

PACK ITEM 6

Key Verses: Luke 2:10-11

Sessions 3,13

Create a poster that lists Luke 2:10-11:  

“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: Today 

in the city of David a Savior was born for 

you, who is the Messiah, the Lord.’”

PACK ITEM 7

Handout: Luke Time Line

Sessions 2,4,5,6

Locate a study Bible with a time line of the 

major people and events leading up to and 

during Jesus’ life (from 50 BC–AD 33). Use 

it as a reference during this study.

PACK ITEM 8

Handout: Memory Verses Bookmark

Sessions 1-13

Make a list of these suggested memory 

verses to distribute to your group:

• Luke 1:17
• Luke 1:37
• Luke 2:11
• Luke 2:34-35
• Luke 2:52
• Luke 3:22
• Luke 6:27-28
• Luke 4:18-19
• Luke 5:32
• Luke 5:24
• Luke 6:5
• Luke 7:50

• Luke 9:23
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PACK ITEM 9

Handout: The Virgin Birth

Session 2

Use a Bible dictionary or commentary to 

create a handout that discusses the verses 

in the Gospels that support the virgin 

birth. Include Luke 1:18-19,27,34-35; 3:23).

PACK ITEM 10

Handout: Angelic Announcements in Luke

Session 3

Create a handout that highlights the 

passages, angels speaking, recipient(s), and 

a summary of the encounter (Luke 1:5-25; 

1:26-38; 2:8-20; 24:5-7).

PACK ITEM 11

Handout: What Is a Disciple?

Session 9

Use a Bible dictionary to create a handout 

that explains how disciple is defined in 

Scripture.

PACK ITEM 12

Handout: The Disciples of Jesus 

Session 9

Use a Bible dictionary to create a chart of 

when the disciples are named in Scripture 

according to each Gospel: Matthew 

10:2-4; Mark 3:16-19; Luke 6:13-16; and 

Acts 1:13-14.

PACK ITEM 13

Handout: John the Baptist

Session 6

Create a handout that explains the life and 

ministry of John the Baptist. 

PACK ITEM 14

Handout: Sabbath Laws 

Session 11

Use a Bible commentary to create a 

handout of the Sabbath laws expected 

during Jesus’ life. Explain that legalistic 

rules satisfied religious leaders’ 

requirements for observing the Sabbath 

but ignored God’s original purposes for 

the Sabbath. 

Examples from Explore the Bible 

Leader Pack. The Pack is available for 

purchase at goExploreTheBible.com.
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by Glenn McCoy

I don’t want to appear negative, but let 
us begin by admitting what we do not 
know about Mary. We know nothing of 
her parents, birth, or youth. We do not 
know her age when Jesus was born, what 
thoughts she may have had about Him as 
her Son grew into manhood. And, we do 
not know for certain when, where, and how 
she died. Having said all of this, exploring 
what the New Testament does tell us about 
her is still worthwhile. After all, Mary is 
the most noteworthy female in the entire 
New Testament. 

Mary’s Family

Matthew introduces Mary as being Joseph’s 
wife and Jesus’ mother (Matt. 1:16). 
Later we learn that Mary and Joseph had 
four other sons (James, Joseph, Simon,  
and Judas) and at least two daughters 
(Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3). Mary was related to 
Elizabeth, John the Baptist’s mother (Luke 
1:36). In addition, her sister was among 
those who observed Jesus’ crucifixion 
(John 19:25). 

Mary and Joseph were likely young by 
our standards when their parents arranged 
their betrothal. Rabbis had decreed the 
minimum age for marriage at twelve for 
girls and thirteen for boys.1 We may assume 
that Joseph was somewhat older than Mary 
since Jewish men customarily married 

Mary: All We Know
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before they reached the age of twenty-one. 
Apparently Joseph died some time between 
Jesus’ twelfth birthday and the beginning 
of His public ministry. The last time the 
Gospels mention Joseph is when Jesus was 
twelve years old (Luke 2:41-51). This means 
Mary was left as a widow with at least 
seven children. 

Mary and Jesus:  
The Infancy Narrative 

Mary revealed her faith in God by trusting 
in Him even when she did not understand 
how she, a virgin, could give birth (1:34,38). 
In fact, Luke suggests she was “deeply 
troubled” (v. 29), that is, confused and 
perplexed.2 Visiting Elizabeth seemingly 
had a soothing and settling impact 
on Mary. While there, she uttered the 
Magnificat (vv. 46-55), which revealed her 
praise for God’s greatness and goodness. 
She confessed that God is a God of justice 
and mercy, One who lifts up the lowly and 
humbles the mighty. 

After Jesus’ birth Mary must have 
been flustered by all the attention given 
to her Son. First there were the shepherds 
who came (2:8-20). Mary responded to the 
shepherds’ visit by “treasuring up all these 
things in her heart and meditating on 
them” (v. 19). 

Eight days after Jesus’ birth, Mary and 
Joseph had Jesus circumcised and gave 
Him the divinely chosen name of “Jesus” 
(v. 21). Thirty-three days later, the family 
went to the temple in Jerusalem for the 
rite of purification and the redemption of 
the firstborn (see Ex. 13:2,11-13), which 
involved a sacrifice (see Lev. 12). The kind of 
sacrifice Mary and Joseph offered indicated 
they were a poor family. While in the 
temple, two persons approached the family 
and indicated something unusual about 
their baby. A devout man named Simeon 
was convinced he had seen the Messiah in 
the infant Jesus (Luke 2:25-35). Mary and 

Joseph were “amazed” at Simeon’s words. 
Also an eighty-four-year-old prophetess 
named Anna expressed her thanks to 
God for His coming redemption in Jesus 
(vv. 36-38). The fact that Mary and Joseph so 
carefully kept the Mosaic law in reference to 
Jesus’ birth speaks highly of their religious 
commitment. 

Some time later, wise men came to 
Bethlehem to present gifts to the Christ 
child. By this time Mary, Joseph, and Jesus 
were in a house, not in the place of His birth 
(Matt 2:1-11). Ironically the wise men’s 
coming to worship the holy Child indirectly 
led to Herod’s attempt to kill Him. If the 
visits of the shepherds and wise men and 
the accolades of Simeon and Anna were high 
points for Mary and Joseph, the threat of 
Herod and their subsequent flight to Egypt 
must have been the low points. We can 
imagine Mary’s sense of fear as her child 
was being threatened by the most powerful 
man in all of Israel. Throughout this journey 
Mary trusted Joseph’s judgment at every 
turn. After a stay in Egypt, the family 
returned to their hometown of Nazareth 
(vv. 19-23). 

When Jesus was twelve years old, the 
family went to Jerusalem for the Passover 
festival (Luke 2:41-50). As the events 
unfold, we begin to see a transition in Jesus’ 
relationship to His parents. This incident 
reveals three things about Mary and Joseph. 
First, they were devoutly religious because 
they went annually to Jerusalem for the 
Passover festival (v. 41). Their astonishment 
shows they did not understand how the 
twelve-year-old Jesus questioned religious 
authorities in the temple (v. 48).3 Third, they 
did not understand what Jesus was trying 
to tell them about His mission (v. 50). 

Mary and Jesus:  
The Public Ministry 

Mary played an insignificant role in Jesus’ 
ministry. This should not surprise us because 
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the Gospels are about Jesus, not Mary. “Any 
special dignity possessed by Mary results 
from her relationship to Jesus.”4 The Gospels 
mention Mary in connection with only 
three incidents in Jesus’ public ministry. 

The first incident concerns Jesus’ 
turning water to wine at a wedding in Cana 
(John 2:1-11). Three characteristics of Mary’s 
relationship to Jesus stand out in this story. 
First, when a crisis arose (no wine), she had 
learned to turn to Him for help. Second, 
though she did not fully understand what He 
meant by saying His hour had not yet come, 
she had faith to do whatever He suggested 
(v. 5). What Jesus seemed to be telling Mary 
was that her authority as His mother was no 
longer a primary influence in His life. God’s 
(and Jesus’) will that He fulfill the purpose 
and plan in His role as Messiah was now the 
dominant governing authority in His life. 
Jesus seems to have said to His mother that 
she would not be the governing force in His 
life—God the Father would.5 Third, Jesus 
intended no insult by addressing His mother 
as “woman.” He used the same term when 
He referred to her from the cross (19:26). 

The second incident reveals Mary’s 
concern for her Son’s welfare (Matt. 12:46-50; 
Mark 3:20-21,31-35; Luke 8:19-21). John’s 
Gospel says that during Jesus’ public 
ministry, His brothers did not believe He was 
the Messiah (John 7:5). At this stage, they 
probably considered their brother to be well 
intended but misled. (See Mark 3:20-21.) 
Whether the family’s seeking out Jesus 
was Mary’s suggestion or His brothers’ we 
do not know. In either case, a mother’s love 
motivated her to do what she felt was best 
for her Son’s welfare. In refusing to speak 
with His brothers and mother, Jesus again, 
as He had done in Cana, demonstrated that 
His priorities were not those of His mother, 
but those of God and His kingdom (3:31-35). 

The third incident involving Mary 
during Jesus’ public ministry occurred at 
the cross (John 19:25-27). Jesus addressed 
His first words from the cross (in John’s 

account) to His mother. Jesus’ words 
expressed His concern that someone would 
care for Mary after He was gone. Remember, 
Joseph was probably dead by that time and 
Jesus’ brothers were rather unsympathetic 
(compare Matt. 27:55-56; Mark 15:40; John 
19:25), it was natural for Jesus to commit 
the care of His mother to John, Mary’s 
nephew and a close follower of Jesus. 

Mary Beyond the Gospels 

After Jesus’ resurrection and His several 
appearances (one of which was to His 
brother James—1 Cor. 15:7), His brothers 
became believers. We encounter Mary 
and her sons for the last time gathered 
with other believers for the purpose of 
prayer (Acts 1:12-14). We are unsure of 
Mary’s role in the spread of Christianity 
during the years after Jesus’ ascension. 
We may assume she shared the good news 
concerning her Son. Her influence was 
certainly felt in two of her sons, James and 
Jude, who wrote letters found in the New 
Testament and the former became leader of 
the Jerusalem church. What about Mary’s 
later years? We are uncertain. One tradition 
has her dying in Jerusalem and another 
suggests she accompanied John to Ephesus 
where she lived out her life. We cannot be 
sure which tradition is correct (if either). We 
can imagine that her later years were filled 
with precious memories of what her Son 
had accomplished. 

1. J. A. Thompson, Handbook of Life in Bible Times (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity, 1986), 85. 
2.  The form of the verb suggests “she was thoroughly confused.” See Fritz Rieneker, A Linguistic    

 Key to the Greek New Testament, vol. 1, Matthew through Acts, ed. Cleon L. Rogers, Jr. (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1980), 140. 

3.  Jesus evoked the same response from His listeners in the synagogue at Nazareth. They too 
were astonished (Luke 4:22). 

4.  Pheme Perkins, “Mary in the Gospels: A Question of Focus,” Theology Today 56.3 (October 
1999), 298. 

5.  James M. Howard, “The Significance of Minor Characters in the Gospel of John,” Bibliotheca 
Sacra 163 (January–March 2006), 66-67.  
 
 
Glenn McCoy is associate professor of religion, retired, Department of Religion, Eastern New 
Mexico University, Portales, New Mexico.
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by R. D. Fowler

“The Spirit of the Lord is on me.” What a 
powerful statement! What an even more 
powerful moment it must have been when 
Jesus read those words from Isaiah on the 
scroll in the synagogue at Nazareth and 
proclaimed their fulfillment in Him (Isa. 
61:1-2; Luke 4:18-21). 

Isaiah’s “Spirit of the Lord” is 
synonymous with the Holy Spirit of the 
New Testament. The Holy Spirit plays a 
prominent role in Luke’s Gospel and his 

Luke: The Gospel of the Holy Spirit
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companion work, the Book of Acts. That 
prominence has led some to consider Luke 
as the theologian of the Holy Spirit1 and his 
Gospel as the Gospel of the Holy Spirit. 

Perhaps Luke emphasized the Holy 
Spirit because he wrote predominantly to 
Gentile readers. By the power of the Spirit, 
believers carried the gospel from Jerusalem 
to the world. Luke’s message was that being 
both a true believer and part of the kingdom 
of God was not because of one’s national 
origin or ritual religion but because of the 
indwelling of the Holy Spirit. 

Luke emphasized the ministry of the 
Holy Spirit from the very beginning of his 
Gospel. He commonly described someone 
as being “filled with the Holy Spirit.” This 
expression meant that individuals are 
indwelt with the Spirit’s presence and 
power. This filling endowed individuals with 
the fullness of God’s presence (Isa. 11:2), 
leading to praise, proclamation, and service. 
Luke explained that John the Baptist was 
filled with the Holy Spirit from his mother’s 
womb (Luke 1:15). Elizabeth and Zechariah 
were both “filled with the Holy Spirit” 

(vv. 41,67); the disciples together, Peter 
individually, as well as Paul were all “filled 
with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:4; 4:8,31; 13:9). 

Luke emphasized the ministry  
of the Holy Spirit from the very 
beginning of his Gospel. 

Luke used additional expressions to 
describe this indwelling of the Spirit. The 
angel told Mary, “The Holy Spirit will come 
upon you” (Luke 1:35); indeed, she conceived 
by the power of God. The Holy Spirit “was on” 
a righteous man named Simeon who spoke 
of seeing God’s salvation for both Israel and 
the Gentiles (2:25-35). John the Baptist 
proclaimed the One who was coming would 
“baptize” believers with the Holy Spirit 
(3:16). Jesus told the disciples they would be 
“baptized with the Holy Spirit” and would 
receive power “when the Holy Spirit has 
come on you” (Acts 1:5,8). Luke’s narrative 
vividly details the Spirit’s coming in Acts 2, 
then follows the Spirit’s ministry among 
the believers in Jerusalem at Pentecost and 
believers throughout the world. The promise 

West of Jericho is the Mount of Temptation, where Satan tempted Jesus in the wilderness. After His baptism,  
Jesus “was led by the Spirit in the wilderness for forty days to be tempted by the devil” (Luke 4:1b-2a).
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and coming of the Holy Spirit is the theme 
that unifies Luke’s writings (Luke 24:49; 
Acts 1:4-5). 

Significantly, Luke often used 
impersonal language to describe the 
activity of the Holy Spirit in his Gospel, 
but he balanced that with more personal 
expressions in Acts.2 

Understanding the Spirit’s role in both 
Luke and Acts (as well as the entire New 
Testament) begins with the reality that 
the Holy Spirit is not an impersonal force.3 
While the Old Testament does not offer a 
fully developed doctrine of the Holy Spirit, 
we can rightly infer that because the God 
of Israel is a personal God, His Spirit is 
also personal. 

In the New Testament we discover 
the Holy Spirit possesses both divine 
and personal attributes.4 The Spirit is co-
eternal and co-equal with God the Father 
and God the Son and as such is one of the 
three persons of the Trinity.5 Isaiah 61:1-2, 
which Jesus read in the synagogue, affirms 
both the personal and divine nature of 

the Spirit. Luke, as well as the rest of the 
New Testament, further develops our 
understanding of these attributes.6

In presenting Jesus of Nazareth as the 
Christ of God, Luke reveals Him to be the 
One who uniquely bears the Holy Spirit. 
He is the one perfect manifestation of the 
complete work of the Holy Spirit in man. He 
was conceived by the Holy Spirit; the Holy 
Spirit descended upon Him in the form of 
a dove at His baptism, anointing Him for 
ministry. This anointing does not mean, nor 
does it suggest, Jesus was anything less than 
the divine Son of God prior to that time, nor 
that He did not possess the fullness of the 
Spirit prior to that moment. It serves as a 
visual confirmation of the beginning of His 
earthly ministry.7 All three of the Synoptic 
Gospels tell how, following Jesus’ anointing, 
the Spirit led Him into the wilderness to be 
tempted by Satan (Matt. 4:1; Mark 1:12-13; 
Luke 4:1-2). Only Luke explains, however, 
that Jesus, after His temptation, “returned 
to Galilee in the power of the Spirit” to 
begin His ministry (Luke 4:14). Luke’s 

Scene of the Jordan River. The Spirit descended on Jesus at His baptism. “When all the people were baptized, Jesus also 
was baptized. As he was praying, heaven opened, and the Holy Spirit descended on him in a physical appearance like a dove.  
And a voice came from heaven: ‘You are my beloved Son; with you I am well-pleased’” (Luke 3:21-22).
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continuing narrative (vv. 16-20) affirms the 
Spirit uniquely anointed Jesus to carry out 
the will of God. He conducted His entire 
earthly ministry in the power of the Spirit 
(Acts 10:38). “His whole personality was so 
possessed and controlled by the Spirit that 
his work was the work of God.”8

Jesus’ earthly ministry can be summed 
up in one word: “salvation.” “Luke’s Christ 
is the Saviour of the world.”9 Salvation 
for all mankind, centered in the Person 
and work of Jesus, is the key element in 
Luke’s Christology. 

The message of Luke’s Gospel is 
about Jesus reaching out to the lost with 
forgiveness (Luke 19:10). Jesus is the “horn 
of salvation … in the house of his servant 
David” (1:69); the “light for revelation to 
the Gentiles” (2:32), and the One through 
whom “everyone will see the salvation of 
God” (3:6). 

Every aspect of Jesus’ ministry was 
about salvation and depended on the 
anointing of the Holy Spirit.

At the Nazareth synagogue Jesus 
defined His ministry of bringing salvation 
to all flesh (4:16-30). By the anointing and 
power of the Holy Spirit, He would preach 
the gospel to the poor, proclaim release to 
the captives, recovery of sight to the blind 
and set free those who are downtrodden. 
Each of these is a description of physical 
circumstances; each is also a metaphorical 
description of the spiritual condition of lost 
humanity. Meeting these spiritual needs 
sums up the work of salvation. 

Every aspect of Jesus’ ministry was 
about salvation and depended on the 
anointing of the Holy Spirit. His miracles 
and healings were symbolic of salvation and 
flowed from the Spirit’s anointing. 

Jesus concluded His reading at the 
middle of Isaiah 61:2, proclaiming “the 
year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:19). He did 
not read of God’s vengeance (Isa. 61:2b). 

Jesus’ first coming was to proclaim the 
favorable year of the Lord, the inauguration 
of the promised era of salvation. The day 
of God’s vengeance and judgment will be 
left for His coming again. To those who are 
spiritually bankrupt, imprisoned by their 
own sinfulness, blind to the truth and 
reality of sin, and oppressed by the burden 
of sin, Jesus of Nazareth, the One anointed 
by the Spirit of the Lord, came proclaiming 
the good news of salvation. Jesus, under 
the anointing of the Spirit, embodied and 
fulfilled God’s redemptive plan, which the 

prophet Isaiah had announced. 

At Pentecost the Spirit filled believers 
and fulfilled Jesus’ promise.

As John baptized Jesus, the Father’s 
voice and the Spirit’s anointing declared 
Jesus to be Savior and Lord. The Spirit’s 
coming at Pentecost authenticated His 
ministry, message, and sacrifice. At 
Pentecost the Spirit filled believers and 
fulfilled Jesus’ promise (John 16:7). Just as 
the Spirit anointed Jesus and filled those 
early believers, He is still at work anointing 
believers to proclaim the year of our Lord’s 
favor (Luke 24:47-48; Acts 1:8). 

 
1.  Thomas R. Schreiner, New Testament Theology: Magnifying God in Christ (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2008), 440. 
2. See Acts 1:16; 5:32; 8:29; 13:2; 20:23; 21:11. 
3.  Jehovah’s Witnesses, Seventh-Day Adventists, and the Mormon Church teach                            

the doctrine that the Holy Spirit is an impersonal force, a view contrary to biblical 
Christianity. 

4. For a detailed discussion of the attributes of the Holy Spirit see Millard J. Erickson, Christian 
Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1998), 861-98.

5.  See Article II section C of the 2000 Baptist Faith & Message for a more detailed statement on 
the Person and work of the Holy Spirit.

6.  The Scriptures use masculine pronouns to refer to the Holy Spirit, just as it does with God the 
Father and God the Son (examples: John 14:26; Heb. 2:4).

7.  For a more complete discussion of Dynamic Monarchianism, which errantly suggests Jesus 
was only a man until the Spirit descended upon Him at His baptism, see J. N. D. Kelly, Early 
Christian Doctrines, 5th rev. ed. (New York: Continuum, 2004), 115-19; also Craig A. Blaising, 
“Monarchianism” in The Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter A. Elwell, 2nd ed. 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001), 784-85. 

8. W. T. Conner, Christian Doctrine (Nashville: Broadman, 1937), 111. 
9.  John Stott, The Incomparable Christ (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 36. 

 
This article originally appeared in the Spring 2012 issue of Biblical Illustrator. R.D. Fowler is 
pastor of Bethel Baptist Church, Lincoln, Nebraska.
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LUKE

COMING NEXT QUARTER

LUKE 10–24

Session 1 Neighbors?  •  Luke 10:25-37

Session 2 Celebrate?  •  Luke 15:20-32

Session 3 Worthy?  •  Luke 18:9-17 

Session 4 Worshiped  •  Luke 19:29-40 

Session 5 Resurrected  •  Luke 24:1-12

Session 6 Sinners?  •  Luke 19:1-10

Session 7 Cornerstone  •  Luke 20:9-19

Session 8 Remembered  •  Luke 22:7-20

Session 9 Willing  •  Luke 22:41-53

Session 10 Denied  •  Luke 22:54-62 

Session 11 Sacrificed  •  Luke 23:33-46

Session 12 Revealed  •  Luke 24:18-31

Session 13 Commissions  •  Luke 24:36-49
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