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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 his 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 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 Luke 1–9, we will discover the importance of these beginnings 
and how they move us toward the conclusion: the death, burial, and resurrection of 
Jesus. Our prayer is that we will be reminded of God’s redemptive plan, knowing 
that God invites each of us to be included in that redemption. 

In His service, 

G. Dwayne McCrary 

Dwayne.McCrary@lifeway.com

FROM THE TEAM LEADER

5E        B  

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



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; a 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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 ❏ 10. Luke 4:31-37

 ❏ 11. Luke 4:38-41

 ❏ 12. Luke 4:42-44

 ❏ 13. Luke 5:1-7
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 ❏ 5. Luke 7:40-50

 ❏ 6. Luke 8:1-8
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BIBLE READING PLAN
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INTRODUCTION TO LUKE

Luke’s Gospel came along after other accounts had been written (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 love and hate, suffered rejection and death, and rose victoriously to 
offer salvation to whomever would repent, believe, and receive Him. Luke was a 
Gentile. As such, he wrote his Gospel in such a way that appealed to non-Jews 
who were strongly influenced by Greek language and culture. Key themes of 
Luke’s Gospel include:

• Son of God and Son of Man — Jesus’ birth was the result of God’s 
supernatural miracle through a virgin named Mary. Throughout Luke’s 
Gospel, Jesus’ words and deeds attest to His oneness with God. At the 
same time, Luke frequently quoted Jesus’ self-reference as the Son of 
Man (5:23; 6:5; 9:22; 12:8). This title was a direct claim to be the Messiah 
but 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 His compassion for people but also give testimony to His divine 
nature and lordship (7:22). Jesus’ lordship included reign over the Sabbath, 
sickness, satanic attacks, and 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 (9:1-2). 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 for everyone 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). 
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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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Planned
God’s promises point to His redemptive plan for His creation.

LUKE 1:13-25

Several current television shows highlight the secondhand retail 
industry. The stars of the shows 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.

What items have you repurposed that were once viewed as used up 

or useless?

S E S S I O N  1
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 1:1-25

Luke is one of four Gospels the early church recognized as 
authoritative and trustworthy as the Word of God. Rather than 
taking the Gospel accounts and combining them into one book, the 
early church valued having four Gospel accounts, written by inspired, 
first-century writers.

Though the writer of the third Gospel is not named in the text, 
evidence points to Luke, a coworker of Paul (Philem. 24), as the writer. 
As part of a two-volume set, this Gospel is the prequel to Acts (Acts 
1:1-3). Luke is referred to as a doctor in Colossians 4:14. His thorough 
writing method would lend credence to this.  

Luke emphasized Jesus’ concern for all people, especially those 
who were social outcasts. These included poor people, women, and 
those labeled by society as sinners. Luke also emphasized prayer 
by recalling the prayers of Jesus (Luke 3:21; 5:16; 6:12; 9:18) and 
included parables about prayer (11:5-13; 18:1,10). One of the most 
striking features of Luke’s Gospel occurs at the beginning. He 
recorded the most detailed and orderly portrayal of the birth of Jesus 
and the events surrounding it. 

The infancy narratives in Luke are a direct reflection of Luke’s 
approach to writing. He was aware that others had written Gospels 
about Jesus (1:1), and he tested these writings by the original 
eyewitnesses (1:2). Luke then carefully investigated everything in 
order that he could provide an orderly sequence to his readers (1:3). 

Luke began his Gospel by focusing on two births—the birth of 
the forerunner to the Messiah and the birth of the Messiah Himself. 
The story of the forerunner’s birth took place in the household of 
Zechariah, an aging priest, and his wife Elizabeth. This is where the 
redemption story would begin to unfold.

As you read Luke 1:13-25, observe the instances of irony in the passage. 
What is the significance of Luke emphasizing these points of irony as he 
began unfolding the redemption story?

11Se ssion 1 :  Planned

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



12 E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e |  P er son a l St u dy Gu i de

EXPLORE THE TEXT

PRAYER ANSWERED (LUKE 1:13-17)
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. 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.”

VERSES 13-14

An extraordinary day in the life of an ordinary priest initiated God’s 
redemptive plan on earth. Zechariah was a priest in the division of 
Abijah, one of twenty-four divisions in the priesthood. Each division 
would have the privilege of choosing a priest to serve in the holy place 
of the temple every other month. God used the process of casting 
lots to place Zechariah in the place where He would send a message 
of redemption (Luke 1:8-9). This message would involve the sending 
of the Messiah but would also include God’s sending a special child 
to Zechariah and his barren wife (v. 7). As the priest entered the holy 
place, the people of Israel were assembled outside praying (v. 10). Such 
an occasion would have also provided Zechariah a chance to lift up to 
God his own desire for a child as he tended the altar of incense, which 
represented the prayers of God’s people. 

As Zechariah approached the altar of incense, an angel appeared 
next to the altar. As was common in Luke, the witness to an angel’s 
appearance became afraid. (See also Luke 1:29; 2:9.) The same was 
true for those who witnessed angels in the Old Testament. (See Judg. 
6:22-23; Dan. 8:16-17.) The angel would later identify himself as 
Gabriel. He would later appear to Mary (Luke 1:26).

Gabriel announced to Zechariah: your prayer has been heard. How 
many times had Zechariah and Elizabeth prayed for a child? How 
much time had passed with no positive results of a child? Yet even 
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in their old age they continued to pray. It had happened to Abraham 
and Sarah. Could it happen to them? Not only did Gabriel announce 
they would have a son, he also named the child John, which means 
“the Lord is gracious.” The angel also noted that this child would be 
joy and delight for John. The first word, joy, is based on the root for 
grace found in John’s name. The second word describes exceeding 
happiness. A child after so many years of barrenness would indeed 
make the parents happy but would do more than that. The angel 
declared that many will rejoice at his birth. The birth of John would 
inject a note of joy into the world because he would prepare the way 
for a greater birth to come. 

VERSES 15-17

The special nature of Zechariah’s son was emphasized by the 
requirements given to him. First, he would be great. This same word 
was used of both John and Jesus (Luke 1:32), though that is not 
to say they were equal in their greatness. God had plans for John 
to announce the coming of Jesus. Because of his specific calling, 
Zechariah was to set John apart by withholding alcohol from him. 
This could be a reference to the Nazarite vow mentioned in Numbers 
6:1-12. The Bible does set a precedent of requiring some leaders to 
refrain from alcohol (Prov. 31:4; Jer. 35:6). As in this passage, it also 
contrasts the filling of alcohol with the filling of the Holy Spirit (Eph. 
5:18). The angel announced that John would be filled with the Holy 
Spirit while still in his mother’s womb. From conception, this child 
was set apart by God for God’s glory.

Through the angel God revealed two purposes for John. First, 
he would turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God. 

DID YOU KNOW? 

Gabriel is one of only two angels identified by name in the Bible. The 

other is Michael the archangel (Dan. 10:13,21; 12:1; Jude 9; Rev. 12:7). 

Gabriel appears four times in the Bible. Twice he appeared to Daniel 

(Dan. 8:15-27; 9:20-27), and he announced the births of John the Baptist 

(Luke 1:8-20) and Jesus (Luke 1:26-38). 

13Se ssion 1 :  Planned
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Even the children of Israel would need to repent and turn to God through 
Jesus Christ. Zechariah’s son, John, would emphasize the need for 
conversion in his preaching to the Jews (Luke 3:3). The result of John’s 
ministry would be to make ready for the Lord a prepared people. The 
preparatory work of Zechariah’s son was prophetically described by 
Isaiah (Isa. 40:3-5), and the connection with the spirit and power of 
Elijah was foretold by Malachi (Mal. 4:5-6). The work of Elijah was to 
prepare the people to turn the hearts of fathers to their children, and 
the disobedient to the understanding of the righteous. This was the 
message of repentance that characterized John’s ministry.

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?

DOUBT EXPRESSED (LUKE 1:18-20)
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 

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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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.”

VERSE 18

Zechariah expressed doubt about the angel’s announcement that he 
and his wife would finally have a child. At first his question may seem 
innocent: How can I know this? Mary would ask a similar question 
when she received the news that she would have a child even though 
she was a virgin (1:34). Even with the proof of an angel speaking to 
him and Scripture foretelling the event, Zechariah had a difficult time 
believing what was happening to him.

Zechariah was a righteous man in a holy place and yet he struggled 
with doubt and unbelief that the Lord could use him. That’s the danger 
of doubt; it can sneak into the middle of a worship experience even 
for those who are living for the Lord. Zechariah had served God for a 
lifetime and yet still struggled with the belief that God would do what 
He said He would do. 

VERSES 19-20

The angel identified himself as Gabriel, which means “mighty man 
of God.” Why should Zechariah believe the news that he would 
have a child? An angel was speaking to him, and that angel was one 
who stands in the presence of God. Maybe Zechariah had reason to 
doubt the angel himself, but not the One who sent the angel. God 
had commissioned the angel and told him to go and tell this news 
to Zechariah. Luke used two verbs that would be adopted by Jesus’ 
followers as they went forth with the message of Christ. The word 
sent is the word from which apostle is formed, and it meant “to send 
with a message.” The angel was not there by accident or for a random 
reason. He had a special message to deliver to Zechariah. The second 
verb (translated as a noun in some translations) is tell you this good 
news, which is the basis of our English word evangelism and also the 
word for gospel. The angel’s proclamation to Zechariah resulted in him 
preaching the gospel to the aged priest. 

Zechariah’s unbelief involved doubt that God would do what 
He had promised in Scripture and announced through the angel. 
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His doubt was serious enough that it carried consequences 
with it; he would not be able to speak for the next nine months. 
This is not the first time in the Bible that muteness was given as a 
sign. (See Ezek. 3:26; 24:27.) The inability to speak would not be a 
permanent situation for Zechariah. He would be mute only until the 
birth of his child. Although the muteness was because Zechariah did 
not believe the words of the angel or the word of God, it also would 
serve to strengthen his faith.

Can a person be devoted to the Lord and still express doubt?  
How can doubt sometimes result in greater faith?

REALITY SEEN (LUKE 1:21-25)
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. 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.” 

VERSES 21-23

All the people were waiting for Zechariah and were amazed that 
he stayed so long. As he left the holy place, Zechariah would have 
joined other priests in pronouncing a benediction. But since he could 
not speak, he tried to communicate with his hands. What must the 
people have thought as Zechariah tried to explain such a miraculous 
event? They realized he must have seen a vision in the •sanctuary, 
though they certainly could not have understood the vision from his 
hand gestures. 

Zechariah completed the days of his ministry. The priest’s 
ministry included one week of service, so he would not have had 
to wait long to go home to his family. After a period of silence 
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in Jerusalem, he returned to his home ready to believe the 
promises of God.

VERSES 24-25

Zechariah’s wife Elizabeth conceived. One cannot overemphasize 
the magnitude of this moment, as she had waited all her married 
life to share this news. Curiously, she kept herself in seclusion for 
five months. Was she afraid she might miscarry in the early months 
of pregnancy? Did she want to avoid the public until she was clearly 
showing evidence of a child? Did she want to avoid the gossip and 
incredulity of neighbors who could doubt the good news with no visible 
evidence of a child? The text does not give a reason for her seclusion.

However, the text does indicate Elizabeth’s gratitude that God had 
answered her prayers and kept His promises. She explained that the 
Lord has done this for me. How many times had she and her husband 
come together, hoping for a child? This was not their doing but God’s. He 
had given her a child in her old age. He had looked with favor upon her. 
God had noticed her barrenness and had removed the disgrace from her. 
She had endured the reproach of those who criticized her because of her 
barrenness even though she faithfully served the Lord. Childlessness 
was often viewed as a disgrace (Gen. 16:4,11; 29:32; 30:1,22-23; 
Lev. 20:20-21; 1 Sam. 1:5-6,11; 2:5-8; 2 Sam. 6:23; Jer. 22:30; 36:30). 
Quite the opposite, her lengthy period of childlessness served to further 
the reality that God keeps His promises, not just to her as a woman but 
to Israel as a nation through the sending of Messiah.

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?

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).
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APPLY THE TEXT
• God is working to bring about His redemptive plan.

• God has the power to do what He says He will do.

• Believers can live with the confidence that God keeps His promises.

What role do you play in spreading the message of God’s redemptive 
plan for His creation? Who do you know that needs to be told about God’s 
salvation through faith in Jesus?

As a group, discuss some of the doubts that you have about your role in 
God’s redemption story and spreading it to others. What assurances do 
you have that He indeed wants to use you?

List points of gratitude to God for the promises He has fulfilled in 
your life. Look for these fulfilled promises throughout the week 
and immediately offer gratitude to God for involving you in His 
redemptive plan.

PRAYER NEEDS
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Conceived
God involves humanity in the redemptive plan of His creation.

LUKE 1:26-38
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. 

How can the Christmas season heighten anxiety and produce fear?  
How can a person feel lonely even in the middle of a large crowd? 
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 1:26-80

Courtship and marriage in the first-century Jewish world involved 
a different process than in our society. First, it was common for 
marriages to be prearranged between families. Rarely were marriages 
arranged at differing levels of social strata. This would explain both 
Joseph and Mary coming from a position of poverty to present an 
offering at the birth of Jesus (Luke 2:24). 

Second, marriage began with a process known as betrothal. Similar 
to engagement, betrothal preceded the formal marriage and bound the 
couple together in many ways, though not sexually. Unlike engagement 
today, betrothal was binding and had the legal force of marriage that 
could be dissolved only by divorce (Matt. 1:18-19).

The bride was prepared for the wedding itself by bathing, 
anointing, and being clothed with special garments. She was escorted 
from her father’s house to the accompaniment of song, dance, musical 
instruments, and torchlight. Blessings were pronounced on the new 
couple, and the marriage contract was read. This led to seven days of 
festivity following the ceremony. Only following the ceremony was 
the marriage to be consummated. 

In Roman society, Augustus passed legislation that encouraged 
marriage and childbearing. It established a process of divorce that 
went before the public court and required the presence of witnesses. 
Under Jewish law, both an adulterer and adulteress could be under a 
death sentence for committing adultery, which would have included 
the betrothal period (Deut. 22:23-24). On the other hand, the 
betrayed party could issue a certificate of divorce to the unfaithful 
partner (Deut. 24:1). Mary would have understood the ramifications 
of being pregnant prior to her official wedding day with Joseph. 

Read Luke 1:26-38, underlining words and phrases that point to Jesus’ 
identity. What role did knowing Jesus’ identity play in Mary’s willingness 
to be used by God? 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

THE GREETING (LUKE 1:26-29)
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. 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.

VERSES 26-27

The sixth month is a reference to the sixth month of Elizabeth’s 
pregnancy with John the Baptist (Luke 1:36). The connection between 
the pregnancy of Elizabeth and the future pregnancy of Mary was 
tied together by God’s promise to send His Messiah. 

The angel Gabriel had previously appeared to Zechariah in the 
temple to announce John’s birth (Luke 1:19) and appeared again in 
Nazareth to a young virgin named Mary. Nazareth was a small town 
in Galilee, north of Judea and Samaria. It was an unremarkable town 
with a shady reputation. One of Jesus’ own disciples would remark, 
“Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” (John 1:46). 

The text identifies three important characteristics of Mary. First, she 
was a virgin. The Gospel writers were clear that Mary had never had a 
relationship with a man (Matt. 1:20-21; Luke 1:31-32,34), and Matthew 
connected this fact with Old Testament prophecy from Isaiah 7:14. 
Second, the text mentioned that Mary was engaged to a man named 
Joseph. The word engaged is used for the betrothal process common 
in that day. Third, the text indicated that she was marrying into the 
house of David. Jesus was a member of the royal line of David. This is 
important because of the promise given in Luke 1:32-33.

DID YOU KNOW? 

The Jewish custom was for girls to marry in their early teens.  

Boys typically married around the age of eighteen to twenty. 
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VERSES 28-29

Gabriel greeted Mary then described her as a favored woman. This word 
in Greek contains the usual word for God’s grace but is intensified to 
mean highly favored. The only time this word appears elsewhere in the 
New Testament is in a reference to the glorious grace of God (Eph. 1:6). 
It is important to note here that Mary was chosen by God not because of 
her meritorious work but by the grace of God. Her greatest qualification 
was not her own righteousness but the fact that the Lord was with her. 

To emphasize the fact that Mary was called by grace rather than 
her own merit, the gospel writer noted that she was deeply troubled by 
this statement. Her distress was not merely that an angel had greeted 
her but rather the news that she was highly favored by God. Those 
who know they fall short of God’s glory are the ones most amazed 
when God chooses to use them by His grace! Mary wondered what 
kind of greeting this could be. Deep down, she likely recognized she 
was unworthy of such a bestowment by God through the angel. Her 
humility is evident in this portion of the passage. 

Why is it important to remember that a person’s involvement in God’s 
plans is based on grace rather than merit?

THE DECLARATION (LUKE 1:30-33)
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.” 

VERSES 30-31

When Gabriel announced John’s birth, the angel assured Zechariah 
that he had no need to be afraid (Luke 1:13). He likewise told Mary: 
do not be afraid. He again emphasized that Mary had found favor 
with God. The emphasis was on God’s sovereign choice of Mary, not 
on her human achievement of merit. 
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After dispelling Mary’s fear, the angel announced the specific 
reason for his visit. Mary would conceive and give birth to a son. These 
two verbs parallel the language in Isaiah 7:14. Because she was a virgin, 
this would be an even greater miracle than the child given to Elizabeth 
in her old age. If Mary was distressed by the news that God highly 
favored her, one can only imagine what she felt as the Lord announced 
that she would have a child. Isaiah 7:14 had followed this proclamation 
with the name Immanuel, meaning “God with us.” Here, the angel gave 
the specific name Jesus to Mary’s child. Though Jesus (or Joshua in 
Hebrew) was a common name, it had a great significance to the reason 
God sent His Son. Jesus means “Yahweh saves,” and Matthew would 
note that Jesus would save people from their sins (Matt. 1:21). 

How does the name given by Gabriel point to the purpose and role of Jesus? 

VERSES 32-33

These verses note three remarkable things about Mary’s child. First, 
the angel predicted he will be great. The angel had also announced 
this of Zechariah and Elizabeth’s son, John, but it was qualified with 
the words, “in the sight of the Lord” (Luke 1:15). John’s greatness was 
incomparable to the greatness of Jesus. Instead, the angel followed 
Jesus’ pronouncement of greatness with the description, the Son of the 
•Most High. This was a pronouncement of Jesus as God’s own Son, since 
God gave Mary a child without the means of an earthly father. The Most 
High is a common way Luke referred to God (Luke 1:35,76; 6:35; Acts 
7:48). The third remarkable characteristic of Mary’s child would be that 
the Lord God will give him the throne of his father David. The Messiah 
was expected to be of David’s family tree (2 Sam. 7:12-16; Ps. 89:29). Not 
only was Jesus God’s Son, but He was David’s descendant, qualifying 
Him to fulfill the Messianic promises of God.

As the Messiah, Jesus would reign over the house of Jacob 
forever. The house of Jacob was a term to describe Israel (Ex. 19:3). 
Every king had reigned only for a season, but the Messianic kingdom 
would have no end. The kingdom of God was designated as being 
eternal in the Old Testament (Mic. 4:7), and God had promised to 
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David that He would raise up a descendant who would establish 
David’s line forever (2 Sam. 7:12-13). Jesus fulfilled all of these 
expectations as the promised Messiah. 

Why is it important to view Jesus in the context of the Messianic promises 
of the Old Testament? 

THE QUESTION (LUKE 1:34-37)
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. 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. 37 For nothing will be impossible with God.”

VERSE 34

As if the virgin birth was not sufficiently noticed in verse 27, Mary 
made it clear in verse 34. When the angel announced she would have 

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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a child, she asked, How can this be? Physically, it was impossible to 
have a child because she proclaimed, I have not had sexual relations 
with a man. Mary knew she had not had sexual relations yet, so she 
wondered how she would have a child. Zechariah had asked for a sign 
that he and his wife would have a child beyond their childbearing 
years (Luke 1:18), but the announcement to Mary was even more 
unbelievable because she was a virgin. An older woman might have 
a baby, but who ever heard of a virgin conceiving? This was another 
confirmation that even though both John and Jesus were great, 
Jesus’ birth was unlike any that has ever occurred.

VERSES 35-37

To answer Mary’s question about how this would happen, the angel 
did not turn to physical descriptions but to a spiritual cause. He said, 
the Holy Spirit will come upon you. This is similar wording to Acts 
1:8, where the filling of the Spirit would result in the evangelization 
of the world. It parallels the way the Holy Spirit hovered over the face 
of the deep in creation. It also recalled the way the presence and glory 
of God covered the tabernacle in the Old Testament (Ex. 40:35; Ps. 
91:4). Jesus’ birth was the result of the Spirit’s activity. Because of the 
Spirit’s agency, this child would be called the Son of God. Without the 
Spirit’s activity, she never would have had the messianic child.

As fully God and fully man, Jesus alone 
was qualified to serve as mediator 

between God and humanity.

As a reminder that nothing will be impossible with God, the angel 
revealed to Mary that her relative Elizabeth was in her sixth month 
of pregnancy. God had already done the impossible in Elizabeth, and 
He could do it again in a greater way in Mary. Like Mary, we often 
stumble when trying to explain that Jesus was fully God and yet fully 
man. As fully God and fully man, Jesus alone was qualified to serve 
as mediator between God and humanity; He who would give His life 
in substitute for us (1 Tim. 2:5-6). Though He never sinned, He died 
a sinner’s death so that He could bear our sins and exchange His 
righteousness for ours (2 Cor. 5:21). 
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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?

THE COMMITMENT (LUKE 1:38)
38 “I am the Lord’s servant,” said Mary. “May it be done to me 
according to your word.” Then the angel left her.

VERSE 38

Mary’s response to the angelic announcement of Jesus’ birth 
demonstrated both humble commitment and willing obedience. In 
humility she said, I am the Lord’s servant. Who was she to tell God 
how to run His kingdom? She was merely His servant. In willing 
obedience, she replied: May it be done to me according to your word. 
Without regard to social cost, possible tension with her betrothed, or 
any other challenges she might face, she submitted to the Lord’s will.

Mary responded in faith to God’s plan, even when it appeared 
uncertain or costly. After faithfully delivering the message to Mary, 
the angel left her. The angel would not stay and walk her through the 
commitment she had made. She would rely upon the One who called 
her to give her strength and power to endure whatever lay ahead for her 
as she gave birth to Jesus.

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?

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).
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APPLY THE TEXT
• God places people in positions to be used by Him.

• Jesus is the promised Messiah who will reign eternal.

• God’s power is seen in His redemptive plan.

• Believers are to humbly submit to God’s purposes.

How is God using your past and position to open doors for you to be 
involved in His redemptive plan? 

How has God demonstrated His power in your life? Who do you know  
that needs to be encouraged by you sharing how God demonstrated His 
power to you? 

As a group, evaluate your collective commitment to sharing God’s 
redemptive plan with those who have not heard of Christ. What steps  
do you need to take to more effectively share God’s redemption? 

PRAYER NEEDS

 

27Se ssion 2 :  Conce ived

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



3

2828

Proclaimed
Jesus brings salvation to all who trust in Him.

LUKE 2:4-19

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.

How does your family make birth announcements? What do the birth 

announcements reveal about the family expectations for that child?
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 2:1-20

During the time of Jesus, the Jews lived under the authority of 
the Roman government. Over 300 years before the time of Christ, 
Alexander the Great had begun his conquest of the world. His desire 
in these conquests was to preserve—not destroy—local culture. He 
also wanted to spread the Greek language and culture. This resulted in 
the spread of a common language, common political structures, roads, 
and economics. God would use Alexander’s influence to help pave the 
way for Jesus. 

After a period of self-rule among the Jews, known as the 
Maccabean Period (167-63 BC), the Romans conquered the Holy 
Land, establishing the rule of the Roman Emperor over that part of 
the world. Caesar Augustus was the ruler in that day and had absolute 
jurisdiction over the entire empire, though he also allowed rulers 
under him in each area. Herod was the ruler over Judea at the time 
of Jesus’ birth. Augustus favored a strong hand ruling the empire, 
and one could understand the desire to conduct a census to count the 
people he conquered and to facilitate taxation.  

It was customary practice for subjects to return to their original 
home to register for the census. Luke attributed this particular census 
to Quirinius, who served two terms as Roman governor of Syria 
(6-4 BC and AD 6-9). History records there was also a census during 
the second term of Quirinius (Acts 5:37). By requiring Joseph and 
Mary to go to Bethlehem, Augustus’ desire to count his kingdom and 
Quirinius’ order to take a census resulted in the direct fulfillment of 
prophecy concerning where the Messiah would be born. God used 
secular rulers and kingdoms to bring about the fulfillment of His own 
word. With that setting and background, God was prepared to send 
His Son into the world as the Messiah.

Read Luke 2:4-19, identifying each action step. How does each action point 
to the identity of Jesus?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

FULFILLED (LUKE 2:4-7)
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. 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.

VERSE 4

Joseph left his home in Nazareth, a small town located about 
ninety miles north of Jerusalem. Though the distance was not far by 
modern standards, it involved an ascent from 1,830 feet above sea 
level to 2,564 feet above sea level in Bethlehem, thus the designation 
that Joseph went up. Nazareth was a small town in Galilee, and 
Bethlehem was located a few miles outside of Jerusalem of Judea. 
The previous verses describe why a man whose betrothed wife who 
was soon to deliver would travel such a distance. Caesar Augustus 
had issued a decree that the people of his empire should register for 
a census. This required that Joseph leave his current city and return 
to his hometown of Bethlehem. Bethlehem was called the city of 
David. The Lord had promised to David that He would establish a 
kingdom led by one of King David’s descendants (2 Sam. 7:12). He 
also promised David that this kingdom would be established forever 
(2 Sam. 7:16). Joseph and Mary returned to David’s city so that the 
One who would fulfill this promise would also be born in Bethlehem.

VERSES 5-7

Mary accompanied Joseph to Bethlehem, and Luke emphasized 
that she was engaged to Joseph, a process known as betrothal. The 
marriage had not been consummated (Matt. 1:25), but the couple 
was committed to each other in a process similar to but more binding 
than modern engagement. Luke also noted that she was pregnant. 
The angel had already explained to Mary that she would have a child 
as a virgin (Luke 1:35), and the angel had explained this to Joseph 
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(Matt. 1:20). As they arrived in Bethlehem, the time came for her 
to give birth. The text does not indicate how long they were in 
Bethlehem prior to the birth, but it could not have been long because 
the child’s bed was a manger, a feeding trough for animals, because 
there was no guest room available. A tradition as old as Justin Martyr 
stated that Jesus was born in a cave, which may have been the 
stable that shepherds used because wood was scarce in that part of 
the country. 

The scene of Mary giving birth in a stable with no room in the 
inn screams humility and rejection. Jesus was born where no child—
especially the Son of God— should be born. However, Jesus was born 
exactly where He should be born. When He was born, Mary wrapped 
him tightly in cloth. This was the usual process of swaddling a child 
in a blanket or cloth for the child to feel warm and secure. How ironic 
that the God who had held His people in the palm of His hand (Isa. 
41:10) now used Mary to wrap Him and hold Him in her hands.

God used the emperor of Rome to move Mary and Joseph to 
Bethlehem for the birth of Jesus, fulfilling prophecy of the Messiah’s 
birth. He chose a Jewish family from the line of David to fulfill His 
promise to extend David’s reign forever. He chose a betrothed virgin 
to give birth to Jesus, fulfilling Isaiah 7:14. The birth stories of Jesus 
are reminders that God fulfilled His promises to David, to the Jews, 
and to those who would trust in Jesus as the Messiah.

How do the details of Jesus’ birth help us understand His identity? 

DID YOU KNOW?

Archaeologists have discovered stone mangers in the horse stables 

built by King Ahab at Megiddo. Cut from limestone, they were 

approximately three feet long, eighteen inches wide, and two feet deep.
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ANNOUNCED (LUKE 2:8-14)
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: 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.” 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 8

The birth announcement came first to shepherds who were keeping 
watch at night over their flock. Though the position of shepherds 
was lowly because they were unable to observe traditional religious 
practices, shepherding was viewed positively throughout the Bible. 
God is pictured as a Shepherd (Gen. 49:24; Ps. 23:1). David was the 
shepherd of God’s people (2 Sam. 5:2). Later, Jesus would call Himself 
“the good shepherd” (John 10:11). Keeping watch in Greek is literally 
“watching watches,” meaning they were protecting their flock through 
the watches of the night.

VERSES 9-10

An angel of the Lord broke the darkness of the night sky as the glory 
of the Lord shone around them. The word angel means “messenger” 
in the Greek language, and this messenger came with the most 
important news of Christ’s birth. The shepherds were terrified by 
the angel’s presence and the Lord’s glory shining around them, so the 
angel reassured them by saying, Don’t be afraid. This was a common 
practice when an angel made an appearance (Gen. 15:1; Judg. 6:23; 
Dan. 10:12,19; Luke 1:30; 2:10). The angel was there to proclaim the 
good news of Jesus’ salvation. Proclaim is the verb from which we 
get our word evangelize. The angels came to proclaim good news to 
the shepherds, but it would not be for the shepherds alone. It would 
be good news for all the people, which would include both Jew and 
Gentile, a common theme in Luke’s writing (Acts 15:1-29; 18:10).
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VERSES 11-12

The angel announced that today God had fulfilled a promise by 
sending Jesus. In the city of David, Bethlehem, God sent His Son as 
the Savior, Messiah, and Lord. 

Mary had rejoiced and called God her “Savior” (Luke 1:47), and 
now her child carried that same title. Savior meant a deliverer. Jesus’ 
deliverance would not be from physical enemies but from sin, and His 
deliverance would not be temporary but eternal. 

The term Messiah was a reference to the anointed one that God 
had promised to deliver Israel from the ones who oppressed it. Jesus 
was the answer to their longing. 

The term Lord is the translation of the primary name of God in 
Hebrew (Yahweh). This is the only place in the Gospels where all three 
titles—Savior, Messiah, and Lord, are grouped together. The angel 
delivered high news to lowly shepherds, and it was almost too good to 
believe, especially when the angel told them where to find this special 
child—wrapped tightly in cloth and lying in a manger. 

The designation that the baby was wrapped tightly would indicate he 
was newly born. How many newborns would have been born that night 
in Bethlehem and placed in a stable? Only one. Bethlehem was not a 
large town in that day and even with the traffic caused by the census, 
how many babies would have been born that night and laid in a manger? 
The angel gave the shepherds a clear way to identify Jesus.

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? 

KEY DOCTRINE:  Salvation

There is no salvation apart from personal faith in Jesus Christ as 

Lord (Acts 4:12).
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VERSES 13-14

The one angel was joined by a multitude of the heavenly host, a 
phrase that is used for an army. The army did not come to start war 
but to announce peace. The Bible mentions this army of angels on 
numerous occasions (1 Kings 22:19; Dan. 8:10). These angels were 
praising God and spoke a message to the shepherds. 

Saying glory to God was not an attempt to give God something He 
did not already possess; the angels were recognizing the splendor and 
majesty of God. God deserved the highest praise. The phrase peace 
on earth mirrors the Hebrew concept of shalom. This peace included 
the favor and goodwill that Jesus the Savior, Messiah, and Lord 
brought. Peace would come to people he favors, meaning that it did 
not automatically come to all people but to those who put their faith 
in Jesus and thus experienced His grace. The shepherds were blessed 
because they first heard the message that Jesus alone is Savior, 
Messiah, and Lord. 

FOUND (LUKE 2:15-19)
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.” 16 They hurried off and found both Mary and Joseph, and 
the baby who was lying in the manger. 17 After seeing them, they 

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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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.

VERSES 15-16

The angels left the shepherds and returned to heaven, to the place 
from which they came. Having heard the good news, the shepherds 
urgently determined to go straight to Bethlehem and witness the 
great news firsthand. They indicated that the Lord had made this 
news known to them, even though it was the band of angels that had 
announced the news of Jesus’ birth. The emphasis was not on the 
angels who delivered the message but on the God who sent them. 
Urgency is again seen in the word hurried. The shepherds found 
Mary, Joseph, and the baby who was lying in the manger, indicating 
that not much time had passed since His birth. It also fulfilled the 
words of the angels (Luke 2:12). 

VERSES 17-19

The shepherds witnessed Jesus and His family in the stable just as the 
angels had said. The message they were told about this child consisted 
of the words the angels had given to them (vv. 12-14). Seeing Jesus 
was all that the shepherds needed to have the compulsion to spread 
the message. Firsthand knowledge of the good news led them to 
proclaim the message to others. 

The people’s response to the shepherd’s message was amazement. 
Amazed was a favorite word of Luke’s, occurring thirteen times in Luke 
and five times in Acts. The Greek word could mean “extraordinarily 
impressed” or “disturbed by something.” Some embraced the message, 
others were curious about it, and still others were probably disturbed 
by the news. People still respond in various ways to the gospel today.

Mary had experienced much in the previous nine months. She 
was told she would give birth to a child even though she was a virgin. 
She traveled from her home to Bethlehem and delivered a baby in a 
location equipped only with a manger. Shepherds came with stories 
of angels and the gospel message. She meditated on all these events, 
seeking to understand what was happening as God brought salvation 
to all who would trust in Him.
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APPLY THE TEXT
• The circumstances of Jesus’ birth fulfilled prophecy about 

the Messiah.

• Jesus alone is Savior.

• Jesus is available to all who seek Him.

Reflect on the prophecies Jesus fulfilled in His birth. How do these 
prophecies impact your confidence in Jesus as the Messiah? How does 
that confidence impact your daily life?

As a group, discuss some of the ways that you could share the message 
of Christ at Christmastime in your setting. What would you need to do to 
faithfully share that message with others during this season?

Like Mary, meditate on the story you’ve read in Luke 2 about Jesus’ birth. 
What things amaze you? What things help you to understand God’s love 
for you and others? Record a prayer in response. 

PRAYER NEEDS
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Anticipated
Jesus is the promised Messiah.

LUKE 2:25-38
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.

What do you anticipate most during the Christmas season? Does it usually 
fulfill your expectation or leave you wanting?
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 2:21-38

Prophecy had a rich tradition in Old Testament times. Moses spoke 
prophetically to the people of God, and messianic expectations 
included a Messiah who would be a prophet like Moses (Deut. 34:10). 
Prophets like Deborah (Judg. 4:6-7) and Samuel (1 Sam. 3:20; 7:6,15) 
helped conquer and settle the land of Israel. Prophets such as Elijah and 
Elisha guided the kings by giving both welcome and unwelcome advice 
to them. Prophets continued to deliver God’s message to kings and 
others throughout the time of the united kingdom, divided kingdom, 
exile, and resettlement. 

Prophets experienced a call from God and received a message from 
Him—sometimes through direct revelations, visions, or dreams. 
Sometimes their work was foretelling the future; at other times it 
involved forthtelling God’s message for that exact moment. 

Prophets played a foundational role in the early church. God gifted 
some as prophets to deliver His message (1 Cor. 12:28-31). It was on 
the foundation of the apostles and prophets that God built His church 
(Eph. 2:20). The activity of the prophets in the early church included 
predicting events (Acts 11:28; 20:23; 27:22-26) and announcing 
judgments (Acts 13:11; 28:25-28). These prophetic insights were not 
to glorify the prophet but to result in missionary efforts (Acts 13:1-3). 
Prophecy was not to be blindly accepted but evaluated by the church 
(1 Cor. 14:29; 1 Thess. 5:20-21). 

Because prophetic activity was silenced between the testaments, the 
early church saw the coming of Jesus as the in-breaking of the Spirit’s 
work. The angel’s announcements to Zechariah and Mary resulted in 
them prophesying (Luke 1:46-79). It was in this context that a prophet 
and prophetess in Jerusalem encountered Jesus and prophesied that 
He was the promised Messiah. 

Read Luke 2:25-38, noting any similarities in the two encounters with 
Jesus. How does their commitment to God impact their response to 
seeing Jesus?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

ANTICIPATED (LUKE 2:25-27)
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,

VERSES 25-26 

Luke introduced two prophetic voices in the story of Jesus. The 
first of these figures was a man named Simeon. He appears as an 
ordinary man with an extraordinary vision of what was occurring in 
his time. The text refers to Simon as righteous and devout. The first 
term emphasized that he was a man of high moral standards. He was 
an honorable man who could be trusted, making him an excellent 
character witness to those who took the promise of the Messiah 
seriously. The second term, devout, indicated reverence or respect that 
would cause a person to fear God. Simeon was a man who took his 
religious responsibilities and beliefs seriously, and it was to him that 
God revealed a prophetic word about the birth of His Son.

Luke revealed three interesting facts about Simeon. First, he was 
looking forward to Israel’s consolation. The Greek word for consolation 
was the same root word as the word Jesus used for the Holy Spirit 
(John 14:16). The Holy Spirit was the One called alongside to bring 
comfort and encouragement. Simeon was looking for that day when 
the Spirit was poured out upon the people of God to bring them 
comfort and encouragement. He was looking for the inauguration of 
the Messianic age, when Messiah would come and bring deliverance 
to Israel. A second characteristic of Simeon was that the Holy Spirit 
was on him. In the Old Testament, the Spirit came on a few selected 
people (Num. 24:2; 1 Sam. 10:10; 16:13). After Pentecost, He indwelt 
all believers permanently (John 14:16-17; 1 Cor. 3:16). The presence 
of the Spirit in Simeon was Luke’s way of indicating that Simeon had 
a reliable testimony because it was inspired by the Spirit. The third 
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characteristic of Simeon was he would not die until he saw the 
Lord’s Messiah. 

Israel had longed for a Messiah for thousands of years. They 
expected a prophet like Moses, through whom God would establish a 
covenant with His people (Deut. 18:15-19; Jer. 31:31). This Messiah 
would open the eyes of the blind, heal the sick, and set captives free 
(Isa. 61:1-2). He would extend the rule of David and even exceed his 
importance (Ps. 110:1-4). Year after year passed with no Messiah, but 
the people kept their hopes alive. Simeon had the assurance that his 
eyes would see the Messiah.

VERSE 27

Only by following the Spirit would Simeon be in the right place at the 
right time to have an encounter with Christ. The Spirit led him to the 
temple. The purification rites for a child would have occurred in the 
temple’s courtyards.

The text refers to both Joseph and Mary as Jesus’ parents. Luke 
had explained that Jesus was born of Mary as a virgin, but Joseph was 
recognized as the adoptive father. Jesus’ parents brought Him to the 
temple to complete what was customary under the law. This process is 
summarized in Luke 2:21-24. The child was circumcised on the eighth 
day after birth and then named (Luke 2:21). For the next thirty days 
the mother and child went through days of purification where they 

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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were set apart from the temple. However, when those days ended the 
child was brought back to the temple for dedication, and a sacrifice was 
made in the temple. It was on this specific day that the Holy Spirit led 
Simeon to this specific place where he would encounter Jesus.

How does trusting in God’s promises help a person endure the  
daily grind of life and time?

RECOGNIZED (LUKE 2:28-35)
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. 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. 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.

VERSES 28-32

As Simeon saw the answer to God’s promise arrive at the temple, he 
took him up in his arms and praised God, acknowledging that God had 
fulfilled His promise to keep him alive until the birth of the Messiah.

By beginning his praise with now, Simeon acknowledged the 
importance of the moment. God had fulfilled His promise to send the 
Messiah and had fulfilled His promise to let Simeon see the Messiah. 
The word Master describes a sovereign who had absolute control and 
authority over a servant or slave. Simeon expressed that God could 
now dismiss His servant in peace. He could die a happy man because 
God’s promises had been fulfilled in his lifetime. He further declared 
that his eyes had seen God’s salvation. Zechariah had noted that God 
raised up a “horn of salvation” (Luke 1:69), and Simeon also sensed 
that God had sent a Savior into the world, whom he held in his arms. 

The next portion of Simeon’s blessing emphasized the scope of 
Jesus’ salvation. He declared that God had prepared this salvation 
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in the presence of all peoples. His blessing echoed Isaiah 52:10, “The 
Lord has displayed his holy arm in the sight of all the nations; all 
the ends of the earth will see the salvation of our God.” God was 
not saving the world in secret or hiding His plan from human sight. 
Simeon was a witness to the coming of Jesus to save the world, 
and the prophet blessed God for that privilege. Ahead of his time, 
Simeon foresaw that the ministry of Jesus was light of revelation 
to the Gentiles. Salvation was more than the fulfillment of Israel’s 
nationalistic hopes; it was a light revealing God’s desire to reach the 
nations with His gospel. The salvation of Jesus was not exclusive to 
the Gentiles but was glory to the people of Israel. God had chosen 
them to be a blessing to the nations (Isa. 49:6), and they had fulfilled 
that as Jesus came into the world, born of a Jewish woman. Their 
glory was in God and in Christ.

VERSES 33-35

Joseph and Mary were amazed at what was being said about their 
child. How could they be amazed in light of all they had already seen? 
They had heard messages from angels, encountered shepherds who 
praised their child, and knew in their hearts about the virgin birth, 
but to hear the blessing Jesus would be to both Jew and Gentile left 
His parents in awe.

Simeon then blessed Joseph and Mary by speaking a word of 
prophecy to them, specifically to Mary. Jesus would be a watershed, 
dividing those who fall from those who rise. The word fall occurs 
elsewhere to describe the house that was built on the sand and fell to 
ruin (Matt. 7:27). The word rise is the word generally used to describe a 
resurrection. This was the dilemma created by the arrival of Jesus. Those 
who followed Him would be destined to a resurrection, but those who 
did not follow Him would be destined to collapse and fall. Jesus would 
be the sign that will be opposed, the dividing line between those who 
believe and those who do not.

KEY DOCTRINE:  God the Father

God is fatherly in His attitude toward all men (Isa. 64:8).
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Simeon also revealed that the coming of Christ would cost Mary. 
He said that a sword would pierce her own soul. This was probably 
a reference to the sorrow Mary would experience in seeing Jesus 
rejected and crucified. Jesus would bring a dividing line between 
those who believe and those who do not, but Mary would pay a 
different price as she watched her own child die on a cross.

How does Christ divide and unite people at the same time? 

SHARED (LUKE 2:36-38)
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.

VERSES 36-37

Luke continued to emphasize the renewal of prophecy at the coming 
of the Messianic age as he introduced Anna. This is not the only time 
a woman prophesied in the New Testament. Philip’s daughters were 
designated as prophetesses also (Acts 21:8-9). With the coming of the 
Holy Spirit, Joel had predicted that God would pour out His Spirit 
upon all people, and both men and women would prophesy (Joel 2:28). 

Luke identified Anna by several characteristics. Her father was 
•Phanuel, a name that corresponded with the place where Jacob had 
“seen God face to face” (Gen. 32:30). This is the only occurrence of 

DID YOU KNOW?

Simeon’s words of praise in Luke 2:29-32 are traditionally known as 

the Nunc Dimittis, Latin for “now dismiss.”
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his name in the New Testament, but Luke emphasized that he was 
from the tribe of •Asher. This credentialed her as a legitimate Jew 
who waited for the coming of the Messiah. Luke also noted that she 
was well along in years, noting that she was a widow for eighty-four 
years after having lived with her husband for seven years. Scholars 
debate whether she was a widow for eighty-four years or whether that 
was her age at the current time. If it were the former, she would have 
been over 100 years old. The clearer reading of the text would suggest 
the older age for Anna. The aged widow was waiting for the coming of 
Messiah and was a trustworthy, reliable source of this prophecy. Luke 
also noted that Anna did not leave the temple, serving God night and 
day with fasting and prayers. This may indicate she was at the temple 
as many hours as it was available, giving her devotion to the Lord 
through prayer and through fasting. 

How does the description of Anna make her a credible witness?  
What qualifies people to be credible witnesses for Jesus? 

VERSE 38

Anna the prophetess, upon recognizing that the Messiah had come, 
did two important things. First, she began to thank God. Luke used 
a rare word for thanksgiving in this passage. It was a word based on 
the root of confess. Her thanksgiving was a mixture of thanksgiving 
and confession at the same time. She was thanking God for sending 
Messiah and confessing that He was indeed the Messiah. 

The second action that Anna took was to speak about Jesus. She 
spoke her prophetic words to those who were looking forward to the 
redemption of Jerusalem. Part of the Messianic expectation was that 
Jerusalem would finally receive from God the comfort for which it 
longed. Isaiah 52:9 looked forward to this: “Be joyful, rejoice together, 
you ruins of Jerusalem! For the Lord has comforted his people; he 
has redeemed Jerusalem.” Simeon had called this “Israel’s consolation” 
(Luke 2:25). Both were convinced that Jesus was the Messiah. With 
this conviction, Anna began speaking to others about Christ and 
sharing the redemption that is found in Christ alone.
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APPLY THE TEXT
• God’s promises bring purpose in this life.

• Gentiles and Jews find redemption in Jesus. 

• Believers must tell others that redemption is found in Jesus 
Christ alone.

How does faith in Jesus Christ bring purpose to your life? How did your 
purpose in life change after you encountered Christ?

Who do you know that may feel excluded or outside the possibility of 
knowing Jesus? What action can you take to help them feel welcomed?

As a group, brainstorm ways you can be involved together in sharing the 
story of salvation in Jesus Christ. What are some practical ways that God 
can use your group to lead neighbors to Christ? 

PRAYER NEEDS
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Matured
Jesus, as the unique Son of God, experienced human life fully and without sin.

LUKE 2:41-52

Many know the feeling of being left behind or leaving someone behind. 
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. 

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?
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 2:39-52

After Simeon and Anna’s encounter with the infant Jesus in the 
temple, nothing else is known about His childhood except this 
passage in Luke 2:39-52. Joseph would have provided Jesus with 
the early elements of His education. Scholars are undecided whether 
Jesus would have had the opportunity to attend a synagogue school 
in Nazareth, as most of these types of schools were limited to 
Jerusalem in that day. As a child, Jesus would have learned to speak, 
read, and write Aramaic. He also would have picked up Hebrew and 
Greek from its prevalence in society. His study of the Torah would 
have been from Sabbath services in the synagogue, because sacred 
scrolls were scarce and the price was extremely costly. 

Jesus would have learned a trade from Joseph. Custom decreed 
that the eldest son follow the occupation of his father, so Jesus 
would have spent time in the carpentry shop (Mark 6:3). He would 
draw from lessons learned from carpentry. He spoke of specks that 
irritate the eyes and logs that blind a person (Matt. 7:5). He spoke 
of a house foolishly built on sand and another built upon a rock 
(Luke 6:46-49). He spoke of the impossibility of adding one cubit to 
a person’s life (Matt. 6:27). On the way to Calvary, He spoke of the 
difference between green wood and dry wood (Luke 23:31). Jesus’ 
formal education and His trade shaped His early years.

When a Jewish boy turned thirteen, he was regarded as an adult. 
The year before Jesus turned thirteen, His parents brought Him to 
the temple during Passover, and the ensuing events demonstrated 
that Jesus was the unique Son of God. 

As you read Luke 2:41-52, highlight the interactions Jesus had 
with other people. How do these interactions help us understand 
Jesus’ uniqueness?

47Se ssion 5 :  Matured

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



48 E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e |  P er son a l St u dy Gu i de

EXPLORE THE TEXT

ENGAGED (LUKE 2:41-47)
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. 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. 47 And all those who heard him 
were astounded at his understanding and his answers.

VERSES 41-42

Luke noted that every year Jesus’ parents went to Jerusalem for the 
Passover Festival. The fact that they attended Passover every year is 
not an indication that it was the only feast they attended, but it was a 
notation of the faithfulness of Joseph and Mary to attend Passover. 

Passover was part of a seven-day feast called the Feast of 
Unleavened Bread. It commemorated God’s deliverance of His people 
from Egypt, including the events of the plagues and the crossing of 
the Red Sea. The unleavened bread was a reminder that they quickly 
left the land of Egypt (Ex. 12:11). Passover specifically brought to 
mind the slain lamb whose blood was placed upon the doorposts so 
that the Israelites’ first born would be saved from the tenth plague 
(Ex. 12:13). 

DID YOU KNOW?

All Jewish males were expected to attend three annual festivals 

in Jerusalem if possible: Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles 

(Ex. 23:14-17; Deut. 16:16).
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When Jesus was twelve years old, His parents took Him to 
observe the Passover. Though this probably was not the first time He 
had attended the feast, this year held special significance. This would 
be the final year He observed it as a child. At age thirteen, Jesus 
would become a full son of the covenant, meaning He had reached 
adulthood in the eyes of the Jews. He would then be able to read the 
Torah for Himself and would constitute one of the ten men required 
to establish a synagogue. The later writing of the Mishnah declared 
that the last Passover before thirteen years of age was a special time 
for the child to prepare for his becoming an adult. As the events 
unfolded, Jesus would prove to be more than prepared already.

VERSES 43-45

After those days were over was a reference to the entirety of the 
Feast of Unleavened Bread. As the caravan that included His parents 
left for Nazareth, the boy Jesus stayed behind. This phrase could 
imply that Jesus intentionally stayed behind in Jerusalem or that 
He inadvertently was left by His parents. Either way, the parents did 
not know that Jesus remained in Jerusalem. Perhaps their caravan 
traveled in groups divided by gender and age, and each parent 
assumed the other had included Jesus as they left for Nazareth. 
When the family got back together at night, they discovered that 
Jesus was not with their relatives and friends. They had spent a day 
journeying, and now they would have to return to Jerusalem to find 
him, which would require another day’s journey. 

VERSES 46-47

The three days would have included the day they traveled, the 
day they returned, and a third day that they looked for Jesus in 
Jerusalem. Joseph and Mary found Jesus in the temple, meaning the 
courts of the temple where theological discussions took place. Jesus 
was sitting among the teachers, who were rabbis and scholars of the 
Mosaic law. It would have been highly unusual for a boy who was yet 
to reach the age of thirteen to be welcomed in the discussions they 
were having in the temple. 

Jesus was doing two things with the rabbis. First, He was listening 
to them. Jesus was listening to the discussions of the foremost scholars 
and authorities of the Hebrew Scriptures of His day. Second, He was 
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asking them questions. The degree of amazement that resulted from 
these two actions suggests that this was not passive listening and 
questioning. They were not childish questions placated by simple 
answers but were probing questions that challenged the authorities of 
the law and provided answers that the rabbis had not considered. Jesus’ 
understanding amazed everyone in the temple courts who heard Him. 

Why is it important to emphasize Jesus’ being fully divine and fully 
human? Why are both important to understanding who Jesus is? 

QUESTIONED (LUKE 2:48-50)
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.” 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.

VERSE 48

Jesus’ parents reacted like everyone else who heard Him conversing 
with the rabbis—they were astonished. The words that follow indicate 
that at least a portion of Mary’s astonishment was that Jesus had 

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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remained behind to speak with the Jewish scholars. Mary asked Him, 
Son, why have you treated us like this? Partly with the relief of having 
found Jesus, Mary reproached Jesus for not joining the caravan back 
to Nazareth. She took Jesus’ actions personally, when Jesus’ following 
statement indicates that no such mistreatment was intended. 

Mary next indicated that they had been anxiously searching for 
Him. She used an unusually strong word to describe this search. Her 
word choice included a word that normally meant physical torment or 
suffering. Luke used this same word to describe the depth of suffering 
the Ephesian elders felt when they realized that they would never see 
Paul’s face again (Acts 20:38). In Mary’s words, one might sense relief 
from the panic she had felt for three days as her son was missing. 

VERSES 49-50

Jesus responded to His mother with a curious question: Why were 
you searching for me? Certainly any good parents who lost their 
child would be searching for him. Was Jesus showing a callous 
disregard for His parents? Was He rebuking them? Neither of these 
reasons can account for Jesus’ words. Rather, He was setting up His 
next statement. The heart of Jesus’ answer was in the latter part of 
verse 49. He asked, Didn’t you know …? He was saying He was under 
compulsion or divinely ordained to be in His Father’s house. In the 
Greek text, the word house is not present, only the article which could 
be translated “the things of or the affairs of His Father.” However, 
the fact that His parents found Him in the temple accomplishing 
the affairs of His Father would lend credence to the translation, 
Father’s house. 

Perhaps it is significant that these are the first recorded words 
of Jesus in this Gospel account. Jesus was not rebuking His parents 
nor disregarding their feelings, He was indicating He had a higher 
allegiance to His heavenly Father. Jesus had a relationship with God 
that transcended that of His earthly parents, and obedience to His 
Father exceeded that of His parents’ understanding. 

Joseph and Mary did not understand what he said to them. How 
did they not understand? Had not the angel miraculously announced 
this birth to Mary (Luke 1:26-38)? Did not the angel come to Joseph 
explaining the situation with Mary’s virgin birth (Matt. 1:20-21)? Did 
they forget about Simeon and Anna’s pronouncements in the temple 
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when Jesus was a baby (Luke 2:25-38)? One must remember that even 
with these things, Jesus had apparently lived a normal life as a child 
without stories such as this one leading to amazement and wonder. 
Later, Jesus’ own disciples would seem confused after seeing Him do 
miracles and hearing Him preach (Luke 9:44-45; 18:31-34; 24:25-26). 
Even today, having access to Scripture and volumes written about Him, 
people have a difficult time comprehending Jesus, the Son of God. 
Mary understandably struggled with His identity. 

What could Mary have learned from this incident about Jesus?

OBEDIENT (LUKE 2:51-52)
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. 
52 And Jesus increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with 
God and with people.

VERSE 51

Jesus had just shined light on His divinity as the unique Son of God, 
but what happened next illuminated His perfect humanity. Jesus 
went down with His parents. Because of Jerusalem’s elevation, to 
travel to Nazareth was to go down in elevation. He returned as a 
dutiful earthly son to Mary and Joseph. This is the last reference in 
the Gospels to Joseph. Scripture does not record what happened to 
him from this point. 

The text carefully stated that Jesus was obedient to them. Luke 
probably emphasized this to note that Jesus did nothing wrong in 

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).
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this case and was not disobedient to His parents. He had a higher 
authority than His earthly parents and a higher calling with His 
heavenly Father. At times this calling would cause concern and even 
suffering and pain to His earthly mother. A sword would pierce her 
own soul as she stood at the foot of Jesus’ cross (John 19:25-27), as 
Simeon had prophesied (Luke 2:35). In this case, Jesus had to do the 
will of His Father. 

The confusing events surrounding Jesus’ discourse with the rabbis 
in the temple caused Mary to file away these memories for further 
contemplation. This is what she had done when the shepherds arrived 
at Jesus’ unusual birth (2:19). Perhaps Mary herself served as Luke’s 
source for these two unique events. 

How did Jesus’ obedience to both His Father and His earthly parents 
highlight His divinity and humanity?

VERSE 52

What happened between Jesus’ discourse in the temple and His 
reappearance at His baptism some eighteen years later? We must be 
content merely with a summary statement found in verse 52. Jesus 
increased in several areas of His life. 

First, Jesus advanced intellectually. He grew in wisdom as He 
aged. As He had to learn to walk as a baby, He would also learn to 
think with increasing wisdom. This did not divest Him of His divinity 
but demonstrated His humanity. Jesus also grew physically—in 
stature. Jesus also advanced in favor with God. Though He was 
tempted in all ways yet without sin (Heb. 4:15), in His humanity He 
grew in understanding how to please His heavenly Father. Finally, 
He grew in favor with people. He knew how to live in relationship 
with people and achieve social respect. The fact that Jesus grew in 
these areas does not imply that He was not fully God prior to His 
development. Rather, it indicates that as fully divine and also fully 
human, He experienced growth and development as any human 
would, except that He was without sin.

53Se ssion 5 :  Matured

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



APPLY THE TEXT
• Jesus demonstrated unique understanding of and concern for the 

things of God even as a child.

• Jesus can be trusted to answer our anxious questions.

• Jesus obediently returned to His home with His parents, growing 
spiritually, physically, and socially.

Rate your concern for the affairs of God the Father. What actions do you 
need to take to increase your concern for the affairs of God the Father? 

Who do you know who seems to be anxious about the identity of Jesus? 
What truths can you share with them from this passage that might 
help them?

Discuss how your Bible study group affects the spiritual growth and 
development of children in your church and community. What are some 
practical ways your group can increase that impact?

PRAYER NEEDS
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Prepared
Jesus is the promised Messiah who brings judgment. 

LUKE 3:7-18
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.  

Why would people ignore clear warning signs? How can a warning sign 
also be a path to safety?

S E S S I O N  6

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 3:1-38

John the Baptist appeared in the infancy narratives as the son 
of Zechariah and Elizabeth (Luke 1:5-25,57-80). The news of a 
miraculous birth to barren parents first came to Zechariah when 
he was serving in the temple (1:1-17). The angel who appeared to 
Zechariah told him that this child would go before the Messiah “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” (1:17). John would go 
before the Messiah and would be called a “prophet of the Most High” 
who would “go before the Lord to prepare his ways” (1:76). The infancy 
stories of John ended with this assessment: “The child grew up and 
became spiritually strong, and he was in the wilderness until the 
day of his public appearance to Israel” (1:80). Not much is mentioned 
about John until the time of his public ministry.

Because Zechariah and Elizabeth were already old when John 
was born, they probably did not live very long after his birth. Perhaps 
this explains why he did not follow his father into the priesthood. 
Regardless of the reason, John went to the desert between Jerusalem 
and the Dead Sea, where prophets like Elijah (1 Kings 19:4-8) and 
Amos (Amos 1:1) had experienced the power of God. He dressed in 
camel’s hair and ate locusts and wild honey (Matt. 3:4). He identified 
with the prophet Elijah, whom Malachi predicted would come 
announcing the arrival of the Messiah (Mal. 4:5). John the Baptist 
was an outcast, foreign to the normal priesthood and temple officers 
of his day, and yet those people were among the group who came to 
hear his preaching in the desert (Matt. 3:7). He issued a warning that 
would either bring blessing or judgment. 

As you read Luke 3:7-18, underline the directives given by John.  
How do the actions identified by John point to true repentance? 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

WARNING (LUKE 3:7-9)
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. 
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.”

VERSE 7

John the Baptist’s life was without note since Luke 1:80, where it 
noted he continued to grow and develop and resided in the wilderness. 
When the time for Jesus’ ministry drew near, God sent word to John. 
He began proclaiming that he was the fulfillment of Isaiah 40:3-5 
and that the Messiah was coming to bring salvation (Luke 3:1-6). This 
caused the crowds to come hear him preach in the wilderness and to 
be baptized by him. Though Jews baptized Gentile converts, baptism 
was not common for the Jews. They practiced ritual washings and 
cleansing but required Gentiles to participate in baptism celebrating 
their conversion and repentance from their old way of life. John saw 
the hypocrisy in this as he challenged the Jews to repent as well. 

John’s opening address to the crowd demonstrates the intensity 
of his message. He called them a brood of vipers. Numerous types of 
poisonous snakes were indigenous to Israel; their venom affected the 
respiratory system and destroyed the red blood cells. Jesus would use 
the same words for the Pharisees (Matt. 23:33). Like the serpent of 
old who deceived Adam and Eve, these Jewish leaders were causing 
others to stray under the guise of their own righteousness.

John’s question—Who warned you to flee from the coming 
wrath?—was an indictment of those who came to be baptized but had 
not repented of their sin. They thought they were fleeing the wrath of 
God through John’s baptism, but his baptism was a baptism indicating 
repentance (Luke 3:8). John certainly had not taught them that the act 
of baptism would automatically avert God’s wrath upon their sin. He 
warned them that an outward ritual could not cover an inward decay. 
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How does the way John addressed the crowd point to their need 
for repentance? 

VERSE 8

John encouraged the multitude to produce fruit consistent with 
repentance. Repentance involves turning from sin and to God. 
True repentance produces fruit that indicates the sincerity of that 
repentance. John warned those in the crowd not to start saying that 
their privileged position as Jews gave them instant favor with God. 
This was a Hebrew way of saying do not even begin to think these things. 

Some Jews might have claimed they had no need for conversion or 
baptism because they had Abraham as their father. Yet their lineage 
from Abraham did not negate their need for genuine faith. Abraham 
himself was saved by faith, not works (Rom. 4:3). Those whose 
hearts were not trusting in God could not absolve their lack of faith 
by baptism. 

John declared that God could create a new family of Abraham 
from the multitude of rocks in the wilderness. His point was that the 
claim of Jewish lineage meant nothing if a person lacked genuine 
faith. This would not have been a popular message among some of the 
Jews who had traveled such a long distance to hear John’s message 
and to be baptized by him. 

VERSE 9

With a word of intense warning, John told his listeners that the ax is 
already at the root of the trees. Clearly this meant God’s judgment was 
near. Isaiah had used the same imagery for God’s judgment on Assyria 
(Isa. 10:33-34). Ezekiel also had used the imagery of cutting down 
trees to describe God’s judgment on the nations (Ezek. 31:12). Daniel 

KEY DOCTRINE:  Salvation (Repentance)

Repentance is a genuine turning from sin toward God (2 Chron. 7:14).
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narrowed the vision to the cutting down of King Nebuchadnezzar 
(Dan. 4:14). However, John took a radical step in saying that God was 
chopping down the root of Israel’s family tree. They could not claim their 
Jewish heritage as a means of salvation. They would need to repent of 
their sin and turn to Christ, whom John would point to as the Messiah. 

John reminded his listeners that every tree must produce good 
fruit. Just because a tree grew in the vineyard of Israel did not mean 
that it was safe from judgment. Those who had not repented and 
produced good fruit would be thrown into the fire. This was a strong 
warning. Only by genuine repentance, evidenced by good fruit in their 
lives, would they avoid God’s judgment. 

What religious works do people trust to save them in place of faith in 
Christ and repentance from sin? 

RESPONSE (LUKE 3:10-14)
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 

BIBLE SKILL:  Use a concordance and/or Bible dictionary to learn 

more about baptism.

Read entries about baptism in a Bible dictionary. A good resource 

is the Holman Illustrated 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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the same.” 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.” 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.”

VERSES 10-11

John’s message created questions in the minds of those in the crowd. 
First, the crowds asked: What then shall we do? Their question was 
followed by questions from tax collectors (v. 12) and soldiers (v. 14). The 
crowds at Pentecost would ask the same question after Peter’s sermon 
(Acts 2:37). John’s answer in verse 11 did not suggest a person should 
seek a relationship with God on the basis of doing good works; rather, 
John answered with examples of the kind of fruit that is in keeping with 
repentance. (See v. 8.) These are not what people must do to be saved but 
what happens once they have repented and turned to Christ. 

John’s reply was that the one who had two shirts must share 
with someone who has none. This shirt was a tunic, the inner 
garment worn under a cloak. Job also had identified compassion for 
the poor as a sign of a right relationship with God (Job 31:16-20). 
Isaiah had denounced any religious activity that was devoid of 
clothing the naked and feeding the hungry (Isa. 58:7). Ezekiel had 
identified true righteousness as feeding the hungry and clothing the 
naked (Ezek. 18:7). John’s idea of practical righteousness following 
personal holiness had long roots in the Old Testament prophets. The 
law was summed up with two commands: loving God and people 
(Matt. 22:37-39). Genuine followers of Christ do not choose between 
preaching the gospel or showing compassion to the poor; they do both. 

Should compassion for the poor be a test for genuine repentance? Explain.

VERSES 12-13

A second group of people who questioned John were tax collectors. 
They were considered dishonest traitors who worked for Rome and 
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cheated the Jewish people. They too had come to be baptized, and 
they too asked the question: Teacher, … what should we do? John 
encouraged the tax collectors not to collect any more than what 
they had been authorized. Tax collectors would often gain wealth by 
collecting more than people owed and paying only the minimum to 
the Roman government. John did not tell them to resign from their 
position but to start doing their job honestly. They were not to bully 
people by forcing them to give more than they owed or by collecting 
more than they needed and pocketing the extra. Those greedy actions 
would give evidence they had not repented.

VERSE 14

The third group of people who questioned John were soldiers. These 
probably were Jewish soldiers employed by Herod Antipas, possibly to 
assist the tax collectors. Like the tax collectors, soldiers did not have 
a good reputation among the Jews. They were known to use their 
authority to loot, bully, and take whatever they wanted. 

John’s answer to the soldiers was twofold. First, he told them not to 
take money from anyone by force or false accusation. John told them 
not to abuse their power by taking advantage of the people they were 
assigned to protect. Second, he told them to be satisfied with their 
wages. The soldiers were to work honestly and be satisfied with their 
pay without supplementing it through dishonest means.  

DIVISION (LUKE 3:15-18)
15 Now the people were waiting expectantly, and all of them were 
questioning in their hearts whether John might be the Messiah. 
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. 17 His winnowing shovel is in his hand to clear his threshing 

DID YOU KNOW?

Because of their reputation of being dishonest, the testimony of a tax 

collector was not permitted in a court of law. 

61Se ssion 6 :  Prepared

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



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. 

VERSES 15-18

Messianic fever was at a high pitch, and the people wondered if such 
a powerful and eccentric messenger might be the Messiah they had 
longed to see. John made it clear he was not the Messiah. In fact, he 
said that he was not worthy to untie the strap of his sandals. This 
was a task non-Jewish slaves performed for their Jewish masters. 
Jewish slaves were exempt from this demeaning act. John made it 
clear that he was lower than a slave when compared to the Messiah. 

Furthermore, John baptized with water, but when Messiah came 
He would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire. The context of fire in 
this passage indicates it was connected to judgment (Luke 3:9). Luke 
continued to use fire as a metaphor for divine judgment in his Gospel 
(Luke 9:54; 12:49; 17:29). John’s audience included those who would 
believe and those who would not believe. Therefore, some would receive 
the Holy Spirit when they believed in the Messiah and others would 
face the fire of judgment because of their unbelief. This interpretation 
of the Holy Spirit and fire is further confirmed in verse 17. 

John explained that the Messiah would come with a winnowing 
shovel in His hand. This was a fork-like shovel used to throw grain in the 
air so that the wind would blow the lighter chaff away from the heavier 
grain as it fell to the earth. Workers would then gather the chaff and 
burn it in the oven to facilitate cooking. John explained this imagery, 
emphasizing that with the fork the Messiah would clear his threshing 
floor. The wheat would be placed safely in the barn, but the chaff would 
be burned in the fire that never goes out. This was a reference to the 
eternal lake of fire (Rev. 20:10,14-15). John continued his message of 
judgment, but these messages are exhortations and good news. Because 
the Messiah had come, these warnings were not intended to frighten but 
to motivate people to turn from their sin and turn to the Messiah. 

Why should warnings also be couched in the good news of the gospel? 
Why should the good news of the gospel also include warnings?
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APPLY THE TEXT
• Judgment awaits those who live in disobedience to God and 

His standards.

• Repentance is demonstrated through godly living.

• One’s eternal destiny is determined by his or her response to Jesus.

Who do you know that needs to be warned about God’s judgment on sin? 
What lessons can you share with them from today’s lesson that will 
challenge them to heed the warning? 

As a group, how can you demonstrate true repentance and love for God by 
loving others? What are some specific things you could do to help those 
who are in need?

How would you answer those who claim that the Christian faith is 
intolerant and close-minded when it comes to other faiths?

PRAYER NEEDS
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Compassionate
Jesus expects His followers to show compassion and mercy to others.

LUKE 6:27-38

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. 

What makes some people harder to love than others? Can you disagree 

with them and still love them? Explain.

S E S S I O N  7
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 6:17-49

In Luke 5, Jesus demonstrated His authority over sickness and sin by 
healing a man who had been paralyzed (5:17-26). The religious leaders 
of the day resented His popularity and His claim to be God’s Son, yet 
He continued to minister and draw followers to Himself. 

These themes of authority and discipleship continue into 
chapter 6. Walking through a field of grain on the Sabbath, Jesus 
allowed His followers to pluck some of the produce to eat. For the 
spiritual leaders, such an action was tantamount to physical labor and 
a violation of their understanding of Moses’ law (6:1-5). Jesus again 
demonstrated His authority by filtering their interpretation through 
a different paradigm. He claimed His role as the Lord of the Sabbath, 
having full authority to define what was appropriate for that context.

Later, Jesus again infuriated the establishment by healing a man 
on the Sabbath (6:6-11). In this case, the question was whether it was 
acceptable to show compassion and to do good on the Sabbath. The 
leaders were so blind to God’s expectations that they could not rejoice 
when a person gained use of his hand.

Luke 6 also provides a summary of the Beatitudes and the Sermon 
on the Mount. (The longer version is found in Matt. 5–7). In this 
block of teaching, Jesus facilitated a deeper discussion on compassion 
and God’s expectations for our relationships with others. Jesus was 
calling His followers to connect with people on a different level—
including those considered to be enemies (6:27-34). He noted that it 
is easy to love those who are like us, but that is not enough. We also 
must love those who make our lives difficult. 

Jesus calls us to demonstrate love and mercy to all people, 
including those who cannot defend themselves. Regardless of who 
crosses our paths, Jesus calls us to love them the way He loves them. 

Read Luke 6:27-38 in your Bible. How are the commands and 
actions connected?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

LOVE ALL (LUKE 6:27-31)
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. 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. 31 Just as 
you want others to do for you, do the same for them.

VERSES 27-28

Luke had just recorded Jesus’ teaching on a variety of blessings and 
woes (vv. 20-26). In verse 27, He returned to the last “beatitude,” 
which dealt with persecution and abuse. The previous woes in verses 
24-26 were not addressed to His disciples, so Jesus used an emphatic 
you in verse 27 to return the focus to His followers. 

In verses 27-28, Jesus emphasized four specific actions He expects 
of His followers. The first is to love your enemies, the most unlovable 
people in your life. Luke used the Greek word agape, which is the word 
used for the unmerited love rooted in God’s character. We share that 
love with others because we have experienced it firsthand from Him. 

The love that God nurtures in our hearts finds expression in our 
actions toward others. Love is actively lived out. Instead of seeking 
revenge, Jesus expects us to intentionally do what is good for those 
who hate us. In addition, we should bless those who curse us and pray 
for those who mistreat us. 

Loving our enemies doesn’t come naturally, but Jesus never 
called us to live naturally. Instead, we are challenged to rely on the 
power and passion of the Holy Spirit. That’s the only way to turn this 
expectation into reality.

What makes praying for someone who mistreats us so difficult? What are 
some examples of prayers we should pray for those who curse us? 
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VERSES 29-31

In verses 27-28, Jesus gave His followers four actions to carry out. 
Now, He gave them examples of how this might look in real life. If 
anyone hits you on the cheek referenced more a cultural act of insult 
than an attempt to injure. Still, the response required extraordinary 
patience and a spirit of forgiveness. In other situations, believers 
might be the victims of robbery or unjust confiscation of property. If 
someone takes away your coat, the compassionate reaction is to offer 
the shirt off our backs as well. Jesus wasn’t encouraging passivity but 
rather compassionate responses. 

Christians should be known for their extravagant generosity. Since 
everything we have belongs to God (Ps. 24:1), we should not hesitate to 
give to everyone who asks us. Jesus’ message is clear: our response to 
mistreatment must be God-centered, not self-centered.  

The command in verse 31 also appears in Matthew 7:12 and is one 
of the most familiar teachings in Scripture: treat others the way you 
desire to be treated. Jesus encouraged believers to take the initiative 
even when there’s no assurance their kindness will be returned.

We have a responsibility to stand in the 
gap and to defend those who cannot 

defend themselves.

We live in a world where the stronger often prey on the weak. As 
Christians, we have a responsibility to stand in the gap and to defend 
those who cannot defend themselves. From the unborn in the womb 
to the neglected elderly, we are called to protect their dignity as 
individuals created in the image of God.

DID YOU KNOW?

A Hebrew saying from the second century BC said, “What you hate, do 

not do to anyone” (Tobit 4:15). The so-called Golden Rule in Luke 6:31 

is different. Jesus called His followers to a higher standard—activity, 

not passivity—that reflects the character of God (Luke 6:35-36). 
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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?

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

VERSES 32-33

In the previous verses, Jesus outlined actions that should characterize 
believers’ responses toward their enemies. Ultimately, we serve as 
God’s hands and feet, providing a tangible display of His love and 
mercy for the world. To drive home His point, Jesus asked a set of 
rhetorical questions that focused on the motives for each action. He 
acknowledged that it’s easy to love those who love you. But even those 
who do not claim Jesus as Lord do that regularly.  

Christians are called to a different standard, and being different 
means pouring out the same love on our enemies that we pour out on 
those closest to us. We don’t have the freedom to pick and choose the 
ones we love. We should be motivated by pure compassion for each 
person—just as God loved us (Rom. 5:8).

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). 
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In Luke’s world, credit implied repayment for a service. But Jesus’ 
followers were to expect nothing in return for their love. The same is 
true for our good works. Even unbelievers are comfortable with a “I’ll 
scratch your back if you’ll scratch mine” mentality. Jesus challenged 
His followers to something better. Their actions should be motivated 
by the desire to reflect Jesus to the world—not by anything they 
might gain as a result. 

VERSE 34

Jesus next challenged His listeners to consider how they approached 
meeting the needs of others. It seems natural to lend only to people 
who will repay their debts. But this attitude aligns perfectly with the 
world’s way of doing things—not how Christians should act.

When a person gives without expecting to receive, the transaction 
ceases to be a loan. It becomes a gift, an act of generosity. Instead of 
calculating interest or looking for ways to call in a favor, we should 
invest in relationships. 

Settling our accounts with honor and integrity is just as important 
today as it was in the first century. But Jesus’ focus was on the heart, 
rather than the material possessions. When we willingly meet the 
needs of others, we prove our trust in God and make a huge difference 
in the world.

VERSES 35-36

All three verbs in the opening sentence of verse 35—love, do, and 
lend—are imperatives. They are commands reflecting God’s heart, 
not suggestions reflecting our preferences. As believers, our love 
sets us apart. When we love others with pure intentions, expecting 
nothing in return, we create ripple effects that stretch into eternity. 
We demonstrate that Jesus changes people, and that can be incredibly 
appealing to unbelievers longing to find love and peace.

The act of loving others never goes unnoticed by God. Jesus 
promised a reward greater than anything we can imagine. But it is 
important to understand that He was not necessarily referring to 
material treasures. While He provides for our needs in this life, the 
true blessing will be realized in the next life. We should also remember 
that we don’t act to receive a tangible reward but are motivated to act 
by the hope of hearing the Savior tell us we did well.

69Se ssion 7 :  Compass ionate

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



Our loving actions toward others also demonstrate our personal 
relationship with God. Children often imitate their parents, and the 
same is true in spiritual families. The idea of being a child of the Most 
High reminds readers of the angel’s description of Jesus as a “Son of 
the Most High” earlier in Luke’s Gospel (1:32). Likewise, we prove that 
we are children of God when we act like our Father. 

As believers, we know what it means to experience mercy. We were 
once ungrateful and evil. Jesus directed us to pay mercy forward to 
others. The word merciful in verse 36 means “compassionate.” We are 
to be compassionate, as God is compassionate (Ps. 86:15). 

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? 

AND WITH MERCY (LUKE 6:37-38)
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. 
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.”

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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VERSES 37-38

In the command to not judge, Jesus was saying that Christians have 
no license to tear others down through criticism—especially if the 
goal is to improve our own standing. God rescued us from judgment, 
condemnation, and an unwillingness to forgive, and we obscure His 
grace if our actions deny Him. 

In addition, obeying these imperatives is a sign of humility. God 
alone has the right to judge and condemn others because He alone is 
completely just and completely righteous at the same time. When we 
try to enforce our standards, we usurp His authority.

Just as grace and forgiveness beget grace and forgiveness, 
generosity gives rise to abundance. When we are faithful with the 
gifts God has given us, He will entrust us with more. Jesus affirmed 
this truth in other teachings, such as the parable of the talents (Matt. 
25:14-30). Good stewards are given the privilege of practicing greater 
levels of stewardship.

Jesus used the image of a container of grain being pressed down 
and shaken together until it overflows. The receiver is not cheated but 
gets an amount that is more than fair. The idea is that the contents 
settle and leave more room for additional resources. While Jesus was 
in no way advocating a prosperity theology, we really can’t out-give 
God. He will always give us what we need. But as we honor Him with 
our gifts, He will allow more to pass through our hands.

But it is important to recall that giving is not just about monetary 
resources. We also can be generous with intangible gifts, such as 
time, talents, grace, and compassion. Also, we should remember that 
giving reflects the character of God. He gave His Son (John 3:16-17), 
and He continues to give good gifts to His children (Matt. 7:9-11; Jas. 
1:17). When we give generously—whether it’s our time, talents, or the 
gracious acts mentioned in verse 37—we are showing the world what 
God is really like.

How does refusing to judge and choosing to be generous reflect God’s 
character to the world? How could showing mercy draw someone to Jesus?
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APPLY THE TEXT
• Believers are to treat all people with dignity and respect, including 

the unborn.

• Believers are to love all people with pure intentions.

• Believers are to exhibit God’s character in this world.

What are some tangible ways you and your Bible study group can show 
dignity and respect to the unborn? What obstacles will you need to overcome?

How can you demonstrate God’s love and mercy when taking a stand for 
the unborn? How can we demonstrate Christlike character to all people? 

Examine your motives for standing for the unborn or for not doing so. 
How can you more fully align your motives with the motives of Jesus? 

PRAYER NEEDS
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Rejected
Jesus’ offer of salvation will be rejected by some, leading to judgment.

LUKE 4:16-30
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. 

How can one decision impact future decisions? Give an example.

S E S S I O N  8
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 4:1-44

Jesus’ earthly ministry officially began with His baptism by John 
in the Jordan River (Luke 3:21-22). Luke followed this account with 
Jesus’ genealogy. As a historian, it would have been important for 
Luke to trace Jesus’ roots. Interestingly, he worked in reverse order, 
beginning with Jesus, who had been declared God’s Son at His 
baptism, and ending with a different “son of God,” Adam (3:38). In 
this passage, Adam represents a type of Christ—an individual with 
no human father and given life by the breath (Spirit) of God. 

Following His baptism, the Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness to 
face the temptations of Satan (4:1-13). Again, readers can reflect back 
to a similar situation faced by Adam in the garden of Eden. But unlike 
Adam, Jesus did not fail. He used the power of God’s Word to repel 
Satan’s repeated attacks.

Once tempted and proven faithful, Jesus began His public 
ministry with a trip to His home region of Galilee and particularly 
His hometown of Nazareth (4:14-30). Jesus’ hometown failed to 
embrace Him, offering resistance and even rejection. His claim to 
be the Messiah offended those who believed they knew Him well, 
leading them to expel Him from the local synagogue.

Jesus moved on from Nazareth to Capernaum. His time there 
began with an exorcism on the Sabbath (4:31-37) and a healing at 
the home of Simon Peter (4:38-39). In each instance, Luke presented 
a Messiah who held power over all spiritual kingdoms (as first 
demonstrated in His rejection of Satan earlier in the chapter) and 
over all human diseases. With these examples, the writer may have 
been showing the error of Nazareth’s residents. One with this kind of 
authority should be accepted rather than rejected. 

Luke concluded this section with a reference to even more healings 
and exorcisms in Capernaum (4:38-44). Sharing the good news of God’s 
kingdom to as many people as possible remained Jesus’ mission.

Read Luke 4:16-30 in your Bible, identifying the actions taken by Jesus. 
How did His actions point to His identity?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

TRUE IDENTITY (LUKE 4:16-21)
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. 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.”

VERSES 16-19

Nazareth was a small agricultural village. The residents were 
naturally interested in the return of the young preacher who had been 
brought up there. While Jesus was born in Bethlehem, His parents 
took Him to Egypt to escape Herod’s rampage. Upon returning, the 
family resettled in Nazareth. 

Luke emphasized that Jesus’ appearance in the synagogue was as 
usual. He was in the habit of attending services and on this occasion 
was invited to stand and read in the assembly. Most likely, the leader 
of the congregation asked Jesus to take part in the service ahead of 
time, as would be common with a visiting teacher. Other elements 
of the service would have included the quoting of the Shema (Deut. 
6:4-9), prayers, hymns, and a final blessing. 

The attendant handed Jesus the scroll of the prophet Isaiah. 
Unrolling is the proper way to describe Jesus’ actions. While 
contemporary readers often think in terms of books, the Book of 
Isaiah would have been contained on a scroll that would be unrolled 
to the desired passage. It is not clear whether Jesus chose the text 
Himself or not. Some scholars believe that synagogues used a three-
year rotation through the Law and possibly from the Prophets. Luke’s 
language suggests that Jesus intentionally selected this passage to 
introduce His role as Messiah.
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The passage Jesus chose comes from Isaiah 61 and anticipated 
the work of the coming Messiah. First, the Messiah would preach 
good news to the poor and proclaim release to the captives. In Luke’s 
writings, the poor can refer to the humble, not just the economically 
disadvantaged. Likewise, release included salvation from sin as well as 
physical healings and demonic exorcisms. 

The Messiah also would provide recovery of sight to the blind. 
While this would certainly include physical healing, Isaiah also 
recognized the need to heal spiritual blindness (Isa. 6:9-13). Likewise, 
freeing the oppressed carried spiritual implications. While many first-
century Jews interpreted the Messiah as a military leader who would 
rescue them from bondage to Rome, Jesus’ role as Messiah involved 
salvation from bondage to sin.

Finally, the Messiah would proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. 
This was Jesus’ announcement of God’s kingdom at work on earth. 
While this was good news to those who believed, it also served as a 
warning that God’s favor would not always be available. A time would 
come when the window of opportunity would close. 

VERSES 20-21

Luke pointed out that the eyes of every attender were fixed on Jesus. 
They were anticipating His explanation or interpretation of the 
passage He had just read. Jesus told them that Isaiah’s prophecy was 
fulfilled in their presence. In essence, He was letting them know that 
their long-awaited Savior was standing in their midst.

What role does Scripture play in helping us understand Jesus’ identity 
and purpose?

DID YOU KNOW?

The entire text of Isaiah could be contained on a single scroll, as shown 

by the Dead Sea Scrolls. One of the most famous and best-preserved 

ancient scrolls is the “Isaiah scroll,” a nearly complete copy of the 

Book of Isaiah dated to the second century BC. 
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FALSE UNDERSTANDING (LUKE 4:22-27)
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?” 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.’” 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.”

VERSES 22-24

The residents of the town where Jesus grew up thought they knew 
Him well, so what He was saying was hard for them to understand 
and embrace. They were all speaking well of him and were amazed 
at His words. The Greek construction of verse 22 is unclear as to 
whether their responses were positive or negative. The words can be 
taken either way. The phrase speaking well of him can also be translated 
“testifying against him,” depending on the context.  

The reactions seemed to be positive. Luke used the words in a 
positive sense in other places, and it’s not difficult to think the people 
could appreciate His powerful delivery and teaching about God’s grace, 
even if their kind words did not translate into genuine faith. While 
some responses were likely positive, the residents were skeptical. They 
had seen Jesus grow up and identified Him with His earthly family. 
They had difficulty seeing Him as anything other than Joseph’s son.

Jesus recognized the doubts behind the kind words, and He 
addressed their attitudes directly. The term proverb can refer to a 

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).
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parable or allegory, a short story that serves to illustrate a deeper point. 
It represented a saying that had been passed down orally from one 
generation to another. In this case, the command to heal yourself may 
have been a call to show loyalty to one’s hometown first. While the 
people showed a measure of appreciation for their hometown product, 
they also would require proof to truly believe His declaration. They had 
heard all the great stories from other towns. Now, they wanted Him 
to help them. They had heard about Him healing in Capernaum and 
wanted Him to do the same in Nazareth.

But Jesus had no intention of turning His mission into some 
kind of carnival attraction. He only acted to accomplish what God 
commanded in God’s timing. So in response, Jesus turned Nazareth’s 
proverb on its head with a proverb of His own. The idea that no 
prophet is accepted in his hometown was historically accurate. In fact, 
many of Israel’s greatest prophets were either persecuted or martyred 
by their own people. 

In Jesus’ case, the people of Nazareth rejected the boy they knew 
because He refused to meet their expectations. They might have wanted 
a show of power like Jesus had presented in other parts of Galilee, but 
their mental and spiritual obstacles made that nearly impossible. 

What preconceived ideas about Jesus might a person hold today?  
How do those ideas get in the way of accepting Him as Savior? 

VERSES 25-27

Jesus continued with an illustration from Israel’s history involving 
two of their greatest heroes: Elijah and Elisha. Luke may have had a 
special interest in these prophets because of their connection to the 
Gentiles. If Theophilus (Luke 1:3) and other readers of his Gospel 
were Gentiles, showing God’s grace to those outside Israel would have 
been vital to Luke’s message.

During the days of the divided monarchy, Elijah fearlessly 
preached against the sins of the Northern Kingdom. For all his 
faithfulness, his own people turned against him. When God sent a 
famine to the land, He went outside the Jewish nation to provide 
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protection and support for Elijah. Instead of sending the prophet to 
an Israelite widow, the Lord directed him to a Gentile widow from the 
town of •Zarephath in •Sidon (1 Kings 17:7-16).

Likewise, Jesus pointed to the ministry of Elisha, who also served 
God faithfully in the middle of the Northern Kingdom’s wickedness. 
Like his mentor Elijah, Elisha experienced rejection and abuse at the 
hands of Israelites. Jesus reminded His listeners that lepers were 
abundant in Israel at that time. God could have moved to bring 
healing to any one of them. However, He chose to use Elisha to make 
a difference in the life of a Syrian military leader named Naaman 
(2 Kings 5:1-14).

Through these real-life illustrations, Jesus demonstrated that 
familiarity does not guarantee God’s work. Nazareth could not assume 
God’s blessing if they insisted on rejecting the One whom He sent. Both 
the widow of Sidon and the general from Syria were shown mercy and 
miracles. The residents of Nazareth would get neither.

MISGUIDED RESPONSE (LUKE 4:28-30)
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.

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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VERSES 28-30

All the platitudes ended abruptly once Jesus called out the people 
of Nazareth for their lack of faith. Their subtle disdain transformed 
into outright violence. But Jesus, who had demonstrated power over 
demons and diseases, once again showed His authority, proving His 
identity as Messiah. Jesus’ rebuke enraged His listeners. 

The combination of Jesus’ criticism and His suggestion that God 
blessed Gentiles was more than the residents of Nazareth could 
take. They expected their Messiah to meet their needs and secure 
their land. The flipside meant the Gentiles should be punished, not 
embraced. Jesus’ teaching upended their core beliefs.

The negative response was widespread. Everyone in the synagogue 
was offended. The ones who had admired Him were now indignant 
toward Him. Instead of sitting back and seething, the crowd took action. 
Not satisfied to simply chase Jesus out of town, they forced Him to the 
edge of the hill outside the village and intended to hurl him to His death.

Ironically, the crowd’s passion might have been expected toward 
Jesus’ initial proclamation. By claiming to be the Messiah, He 
was also claiming to be God. That was enough to raise a charge of 
blasphemy and a sentence of death. But they seemingly were not 
offended by His claims of deity. They were angered by His apparent 
disregard for them as God’s chosen people. In their minds, He had 
rejected Nazareth, so Nazareth rejected Him.

Luke said that Jesus passed right through the crowd. It is not 
clear how Jesus suddenly turned the tables on the violent mob, but 
His authority over the situation is evident. In effect, the people saw a 
miracle in the form of Jesus’ deliverance from them. 

Jesus did not need an army of angels to rescue Him. The fact is, 
that Jesus’ time had not come. He knew His mission would end in 
His death, but He also understood God’s timing. Until then, nothing 
would prevent Him from continuing His work. Jesus was not working 
on their timetable nor was His identity impacted by what they 
thought of Him. Luke noted that Jesus went on his way. Scripture 
does not indicate that He ever returned to Nazareth.

How does the crowd’s reaction to Jesus compare to the reactions of 
people today? 

80 E        B   |  P     S   G  

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



APPLY THE TEXT
• Jesus came to offer salvation.

• All people must examine their presuppositions about Jesus.

• Rejection of Jesus does not change His identity.

If a friend asked what you believe about Jesus, how would you respond? 
What could you share from this passage that might help you give an answer?

Discuss ways your Bible study group could help other people explore 
what they believe about Jesus and discover the truth. What actions can 
the group take to help others discover the truth about Jesus? 

When have you reacted poorly to something Jesus was doing in your life? 
What did you learn from that experience?

PRAYER NEEDS
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Followed
Jesus uses ordinary people with diverse backgrounds in His work.

LUKE 5:4-11,27-32

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.

How has time changed some of the people you knew in your childhood? 

What surprises you most about these changes?
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 5:1-11,27-32

In Jesus’ hometown of Nazareth, He met anger and rejection 
(Luke 4:16-30). In contrast, the people of Capernaum were more 
open to His message (4:31-44). Jesus healed people and exorcised 
demons but always kept His focus on His saving mission. His primary 
purpose was to preach the good news of the kingdom. 

In light of His mission, Jesus began to call individuals to walk 
with Him. These followers, His disciples, would be with Him over 
the course of three years. They would learn at the feet of the Master. 
While they did not realize it at the time, they were being mentored to 
replicate His works after He returned to heaven. To encourage these 
first disciples, Jesus performed a miracle that demonstrated both His 
provision and His authority (5:4-7).

None of these men were perfect, yet they were willing to leave their 
comfort zones and surrender to the Savior. They were open to leaving 
their jobs as fishermen to become fishers of men (5:10). They were 
going to be God’s instruments to bring many to eternal life. 

Between His call to the fishermen and His call to Levi the tax 
collector, Jesus healed a leper and dealt with questions about His 
authority and deity. Rather than avoiding the leper, Jesus reached 
out and healed him with a touch (5:12-16). His demonstration of love 
and compassion ran counter to the rigidity of the legalists. Later, He 
proved His divinity by forgiving another man’s sins. When the leaders 
questioned His ability to do so, Jesus responded with a physical 
healing that validated His claims (5:17-26). 

Jesus’ call of Levi led to His interaction with the tax collector’s 
allegedly “unclean” friends, creating another dispute with religious 
leaders. Jesus reminded them that God’s love casts a wide net. His 
teaching, however, did not stop His enemies from attempting to 
discredit Him (5:33-39).

Read Luke 5:4-11,27-32 in your Bible, looking for similar characteristics 
in those Jesus called to follow Him. What do these characteristics reveal 
about Jesus?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

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

VERSES 4-7

When the crowds around Jesus began to grow, He turned a lake into 
an outdoor amphitheater (Luke 5:1-4). After teaching the crowd from 
Peter’s boat, Jesus directed the fisherman to take Him out into the 
deep water. First-century fishermen fished with nets. They let down 
nets into the water to trap schools of fish swimming by. 

It is interesting to note the confidence with which Jesus directed 
Peter and his associates. The Lord didn’t just suggest the possibility 
of a windfall; He guaranteed a catch. If they would trust Him, they 
would see a result.

Fishermen worked at night when there was less activity on the 
water. Plus, fish were generally more active and came closer to the 
surface for food after the sun went down. The work of throwing out 
and pulling in nets was physically taxing. Peter and his co-workers 
had just finished a long and unproductive night of doing just that 
before allowing Jesus to use their boat. Now, Jesus was asking them 
to go back out in what may have been the least logical time of the 
day to fish. Even though they had worked hard all night and caught 
nothing, Peter agreed to follow Jesus’ instructions.
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As promised, Peter and the other fishermen experienced the 
unbelievable—and unexplainable. The nets that had come up empty the 
night before now captured a great number of fish. In fact, the haul was 
so large that their nets began to tear under the strain of the weight. 

Realizing that they had more than they could handle alone, the 
people in Peter’s boat called out to their partners for help. Even with 
the extra hands and hulls, they almost didn’t make it back to land. The 
fish filled both boats to the point that the vessels began to sink.

Jesus always keeps His promises. More times than not, He 
comes through with more than we could think or imagine. If Peter 
and his friends had been skeptical about Jesus’ request before, that 
skepticism was removed beyond doubt. 

VERSES 8-10

The experienced fisherman understood this was not a fluke or 
stroke of luck. Peter had heard Jesus’ teachings and had seen Him 
heal a member of his own family. But it was this display of divine 
intervention that moved Him to worship. 

Peter demonstrated worship in two ways. First, he fell at Jesus’s 
knees. This was a sign of humility and a display of honor for who 
Jesus is and what He had done. Some scholars also see a distinction 
in Peter’s shift from “Master” in verse 5 to Lord in verse 8. 

By itself, bowing down was not necessarily an act of worship. 
However, Peter’s confession left no doubt that he saw Jesus as more 
than just a teacher. The phrase sinful man indicates that Peter 
understood he was in the presence of someone worthy of worship.

Why is it important for a person to realize his or her sinfulness?  
How does doing so open the door for God to work? 

Peter was not alone in His amazement. These fishermen could 
have had previous encounters with Jesus (John 1:29-42). But Luke 
emphasized the impact this particular fishing experience had on 
these future apostles. Everyone present was amazed at the catch. 
This would have included the fishermen but also could have included 
members of the crowd who had stayed after Jesus was finished teaching. 
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The sheer number of fish would have been astonishing, but the 
timing—during the day instead of at night—made it even more 
incredible. Jesus responded to them with a common refrain: Don’t 
be afraid. 

Luke’s focus was more on the call of Peter and the other fishermen 
than the great catch of fish. By acknowledging his limits, Peter found 
hope and purpose. Jesus’ words involved more than encouragement; 
they came with a command. From that point forward, Peter and his 
associates would be pursuing a new call from God. Instead of catching 
fish, they would be focused on catching people. The great haul of fish 
was nothing compared to the number of people whose lives would be 
changed through the future ministries of these men.

VERSE 11

Once they landed their boats on the shore, they left everything and 
followed him. This kind of sacrifice and surrender is the expectation 
for anyone who chooses to be Jesus’ disciple. (See Luke 9:23.)

This would have represented an incredible move for these men. 
Mark pointed out that James and John’s family had servants (Mark 
1:20). This was an indication of wealth. While we do not know 
about the financial status of Andrew or Peter, we might assume 
their partnership was profitable—and more secure than following 
a traveling preacher. Still, they were convinced that sacrificing 
everything was a price worth paying. Therefore, they walked away 
from their fishing business and started a new adventure with Jesus.

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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LEVI (LUKE 5:27-28)
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.

VERSES 27-28

If Jesus’ selection of fishermen gave people a head tilt, one can only 
imagine how they responded to His calling of a tax collector. While 
fishermen didn’t occupy the highest rung of the social ladder, they 
were miles ahead of tax collectors. Tax collectors worked for the 
Roman government, which caused most Jews to despise them. Even 
worse, they often cheated people by charging more than the Romans 
required and pocketing the rest. Still, Jesus’ encounter with a tax 
collector named Levi ended with an invitation to follow me. 

Capernaum was a customs station for the Romans, and Levi 
would have collected money from both local Jewish merchants and 
foreign caravans heading north toward Damascus. Since Jesus had 
drawn crowds in Capernaum, it’s possible that Levi might have seen 
Him or heard Him teach. Jesus’ words and actions may have even 
piqued Levi’s interest. 

Whatever his motivation, Levi left everything behind. His tax 
office was the equivalent of the boats and nets discarded by Peter, 
James, John, and Andrew. Plus, his tax business was likely a lucrative 
endeavor that earned a comfortable living. But holding to his old life 
was not an option when given this new opportunity. 

While Jesus’ choice might have shocked some, history reminds us 
that Levi remained faithful to Christ. He ended up writing one of the 
Gospels, and tradition says he died as a martyr for the Savior.

DID YOU KNOW?

Levi is the same person as Matthew, the writer of the first Gospel 

(Matt. 9:9; 10:3) and one of the twelve apostles. Mark 2:14 identifies him 

as the son of Alphaeus, although it is unlikely this was the same Alphaeus 

who was the father of another apostle, James the Lesser (Mark 3:18). 
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What are some things that might hold a person back from  
following Jesus? How does Jesus’ invitation to follow Him  
remove those potential barriers?

SINNERS (LUKE 5:29-32)
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?” 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.”

VERSE 29

Levi hosted a grand banquet for Jesus and invited a large crowd of 
tax collectors and others. The addition of others suggests even more 
despised members of society were present at the banquet. In Levi’s 
own Gospel account of this party, he referred to “sinners” attending 
the dinner (Matt. 9:10-11). This was a term used by the religious 
leaders to call out those who violated elements of the law—more 
out of hypocritical pride than a concern for their restoration. Luke’s 
quotation of religious leaders in verse 30 affirmed their disdain for 
people who didn’t fit their ideas of spirituality.

VERSES 30-32

As expected, Levi’s guest list caught the attention of the •Pharisees 
and their •scribes—and not in a positive way. Instead of questioning 
Jesus directly, these religious leaders started complaining to His 
followers. This grumbling was common among the teachers who 
looked for ways to discredit Jesus. (See also Luke 15:2.) 

As devout followers of the law, the Pharisees and scribes would 
have avoided this crowd at all costs. They wondered how a man 
who claimed to be a spiritual teacher could eat and drink with such 
unacceptable people. The religious elite’s emphasis on outward actions 
revealed a spiritual chasm in their hearts. 
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Jesus responded to the Pharisees and scribes with a short proverb 
about mercy and compassion. He pointed out that healthy people 
do not need a doctor—an allusion that Luke would have appreciated 
as a medical expert. In contrast, only those who are sick seek out a 
physician. Likewise, Jesus did not come to restore those who were 
righteous. Instead, His mission involved giving hope to sinners who 
were willing to repent and believe. 

Jesus’ words were a condemnation of arrogance. The righteousness 
of the leaders was self-righteousness. Spiritually, they were sicker 
than the so-called sinners who found healing through Jesus. But their 
pride would never allow them to admit their need or drive them to 
the Great Physician.

Jesus’ example reminds us that we 
aren’t called to sit in our churches and 

wait for the lost to come to us. 

Jesus’ example reminds us that we aren’t called to sit in our 
churches and wait for the lost to come to us. He spent time with the 
outcasts of society. As a result of His love, they turned to Him. 

God also wants us to share the good news of the gospel with 
everyone—including those on the outside looking in. To do that, we 
should go to them, meeting them where they are. 

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?

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).
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APPLY THE TEXT
• A believer’s past sinfulness does not disqualify him or her from 

being used by God.

• Jesus calls people to follow Him.

• Believers are to follow Jesus’ example by going to those in need of 
His salvation.

Discuss actions the Bible study group can take to be more open to 
all people. What needs to be implemented to make the group more 
accessible to lost people?

Who can you encourage in the faith this week with truths from this study? 
How can you help that person follow Jesus more closely?

Seek to memorize Luke 5:32 this week. Quote it every morning and then 
ask God to help you see people in need of Him through your day. How did 
God open doors for you to share Him with others this week?

PRAYER NEEDS
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Forgives
Jesus has the power to forgive sin.

LUKE 5:17-26
Basketball players understand the power of a “triple threat” position. 
This is a stance from which players can shoot the ball, pass it, 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.

What are the most common ways people describe Jesus? What do the 
common descriptions reveal about a person’s expectations of Jesus?
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 5:12-26

Luke’s stated objective was to assure his friend, Theophilus, that 
everything he had heard about Jesus was true (Luke 1:3-4). One 
way Luke did this was to recount examples of Jesus’ authority and 
power. In chapter 4, he had shown Jesus’ authority over Satan 
(4:1-13). Jesus also demonstrated authority through His preaching 
(4:16-30), His ability to exorcise demons (4:31-37), and His power 
over sickness (4:38-44).

In chapter 5, Luke focused on the men who would continue Jesus’ 
mission after His death and resurrection (5:1-11,27-32). These men 
left their comfort zones to follow Jesus. That submissive spirit opened 
the door for Jesus to teach them.

Between His call to the fishermen and His call to the tax collector, 
Jesus again demonstrated His power and authority. When some men 
carried a paralyzed man to Jesus for healing, He chose to honor the faith 
of the man and his friends by forgiving the man’s sins. This claim of 
divine power did not sit well with the religious leaders, who accused Him 
of blasphemy. Jesus responded to their doubts and accusations with a 
question of His own. He asked the leaders if it was easier to forgive sins 
or to heal. The implication was that God was the source of both. To prove 
He was able to forgive the man’s sins, Jesus healed his paralysis. The 
miracle of the healing provided a vivid illustration of Jesus’ divinity and 
His right to forgive sins. It also revealed Jesus’ mission. He had come to 
forgive sins, not just heal bodies. 

The results left the crowd amazed. But His stand against the 
religious leaders created—or widened—the gap between Him and 
them. This was the first real conflict the Lord experienced with the 
spiritual elite, but it would not be the last. He would soon cross 
swords with them again over the topic of fasting (5:33-39). But all of 
these events foreshadowed His ultimate conflict with them, which led 
to His crucifixion and death.

Read Luke 5:17-26 in your Bible. What role did faith play in the healing  
of the man?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

HOPE DEMONSTRATED (LUKE 5:17-19)
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. 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. 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.

VERSE 17

Jesus often taught large crowds, but this verse indicates He also taught 
in people’s homes. This event occurred during a ministry stop in His 
adopted hometown of Capernaum (Mark 2:1).

Among the audience on this day were Pharisees and teachers of 
the law. These leaders had come from all over, including the nation’s 
religious center in Jerusalem. The implication is that at least some 
of them were on an “inspection tour” of sorts. Jesus’ name and 
reputation had grown, perhaps they had come to make sure His 
teaching matched their definition of orthodoxy.

Luke also noted that the Lord’s power to heal rested on Jesus. 
The term Lord identifies God the Father, from whom Jesus drew His 
authority and power. Luke was probably preparing his readers for 
what was about to happen. 

VERSES 18-19

As Jesus taught, some men came to the house carrying a paralyzed 
friend on a pallet of some sort. No details are given about the men or 
the nature of their friend’s paralysis. But their actions demonstrated 
loyalty and commitment to do what was best for their sick friend.

The men’s original plan was to bring their friend into Jesus’ 
presence and set him down at His feet. Apparently, they knew about 
the healings Jesus had performed in other places and were convinced 
that He could—and would—do the same for their paralyzed friend.
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The men ran into an obstacle. The house was so crowded that they 
couldn’t get anywhere close to Jesus. In all likelihood, the house was 
small, so it would not take a large crowd to create a barrier. In his 
Gospel, Mark stated that people were filling the doorways (Mark 2:2), 
which means they may have been overflowing into the streets. 

Readers should note that the religious leaders were part of the 
problem instead of part of the solution. Luke shared that these 
individuals were sitting in Jesus’ presence as He taught, meaning 
that they were in the house and helped make up the crowd that was 
keeping a man in true need at bay. Instead of surrendering their place 
to one who needed help, they stayed put so they could critique Jesus 
more effectively.

Undeterred, the men refused to let the crowd ruin their plan. They 
found a different way to get their friend to Jesus. They took some of 
the roof apart and lowered him on the stretcher through the hole they 
had made. Ancient houses had flat roofs made of a thin layer of either 
mud mixed with straw (typically Jewish) or tile (typically Greek). 
The men would have had no problem gaining access and letting their 
friend down to Jesus. 

How did the men’s actions demonstrate the power of hope?  
How is the power of hope seen today?

FORGIVENESS GRANTED (LUKE 5:20-24)
20 Seeing their faith he said, “Friend, your sins are forgiven.” 
21 Then the scribes and the Pharisees began to think to themselves: 

DID YOU KNOW?

A flat roof was a vital feature of first-century houses. It was used for 

daily chores such as washing, weaving, drying fruits and grains, cooking, 

enjoying the cool breezes in the heat of the day, or sleeping in the 

evening (2 Kings 4:8-11; Acts 10:9).
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“Who is this man who speaks blasphemies? Who can forgive sins 
but God alone?” 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.”

VERSES 20-21

Hope goes hand-in-hand with faith. When Jesus looked at them, 
He didn’t just see a group of men trying to help a friend; He saw 
faith. Luke said that Jesus saw their faith. The plural pronoun their 
indicates that the Lord took into account the faith of everyone in 
this small band of brothers, not just the paralytic. While the one who 
needed healing certainly demonstrated faith—allowing himself to be 
lowered through a hole in the roof—Jesus also honored the faith of 
the others who would not let the crowds deter them. 

It should be noted that faith was not just an internal dynamic—
some kind of wish or vague belief. Instead, it was belief that ignited 
action. The men actively demonstrated their faith, first by coming to 
Jesus and then by digging a hole in the roof. While their works did 
not heal the man or produce salvation, their actions indicated faith 
that was strong enough for both.

But this was not just a healing faith; it was also a saving faith. 
Instead of immediately curing the man’s ailment, Jesus went deeper and 
declared his sins forgiven. This declaration rested solely on the authority 
of Jesus. He did not pray for God’s forgiveness on the man. He forgave 
sins in His own power, which adds significance to the rest of the story. 

Granting healing is one thing; forgiving sins is something altogether 
different. It created a whole new controversy between Jesus and the 
religious leaders. His forgiveness raised questions in their hearts and 
minds. The religious leaders wondered, “Who does this guy think He 
is—going around acting like God and trying to forgive sins!” 

The teachers and Pharisees accused Jesus of blasphemies. This term 
described a human’s attempt to usurp God’s authority. According to 
Jewish law, blasphemy was a capital offense. The leaders understood 
that only God alone forgives sins. Therefore, Jesus’ claim to forgive the 
paralytic’s sins was a claim of deity. 
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The teachers and Pharisees believed Jesus was trying to claim 
authority reserved only for the Father. Of course, that was exactly 
what He was claiming—but it was not blasphemy, because Jesus is 
equal to God. As He had told the residents of Nazareth, the Messiah 
was called to provide both spiritual and physical healing (4:18-21). 
Here, He was reaffirming His authority to do both. 

Many in our culture believe the deity of Jesus is a relatively 
modern invention, not something He claimed for Himself. Jesus’ 
words—and the leaders’ reaction—clearly show that Jesus did claim 
to be equal with God.

How does Jesus’ true identity come in conflict with people’s preconceived 
ideas about Him? 

VERSES 22-23

After perceiving their thoughts, Jesus responded to the leaders’ 
muffled accusations. It is not clear if Jesus read their minds—which 
would be another indication of His deity—or if He simply discerned 
what they were thinking. Either way, He was not going to let their 
beliefs go unchallenged. 

In response to their questions, He raised His own question. Would 
it be easier to tell a person, your sins are forgiven or to tell a person 
to get up and walk? The implied answer is that they are one and the 
same. Only God can forgive sins, and He is the only One who can 
heal. He may use others to lead people toward salvation or to perform 
the miracle, as He would do later with the disciples. But He is the 
power behind both.

KEY DOCTRINE:  God the Son

Christ is the eternal Son of God (John 8:58).
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VERSE 24

Jesus didn’t give the teachers and Pharisees a chance to debate His 
question. Instead, He answered it directly—through actions rather 
than words. So that they would know that He—the •Son of Man—
shared God’s authority to forgive sins, He told the paralyzed man to 
get up and walk home.

The term Son of Man was a favorite title that Jesus used for 
Himself. It carried Messianic implications, further demonstrating 
that He was fully aware of His identity as God the Son. His power to 
heal the paralytic with just a spoken word answered Jesus’ question 
and ended the argument before it even began. 

For his part, the paralyzed man and his friends literally walked 
away doubly blessed. They had come hoping that Jesus would heal 
their friend’s infirmity. But they also saw Him do a much greater 
work—forgiveness. Sometimes, we think we know what we need. But 
Jesus understands what’s below the surface and He alone is able to 
fulfill our deepest needs.

How can a person’s perceived need open the door for God to do 
greater things?

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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PRAISE OFFERED (LUKE 5:25-26)
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.”

VERSES 25-26

The paralyzed man acted on his faith. Once Jesus told him to get up 
and walk, that’s what he did. Luke used the word immediately to 
underscore Jesus’ power. The man was healed as soon as the words 
left Jesus’ lips. What’s more, His power to forgive sins was also 
validated in the moment. It also shows that the man had no doubts or 
questions; he simply obeyed. 

The result of the inward work was an outward desire to praise God; 
he went home glorifying God. As Luke demonstrated in other parts of 
his narrative, the natural response to God’s work is praise.

Jesus again showed that He was  
God’s Son and was worthy of  

worship and praise.

The paralytic was not the only one moved to glorify God that day. 
The crowd in the house was astounded by what it had seen, and the 
people were giving glory to God. Luke noted that they were filled 
with awe, a holy reverence for God and His work. As the object of that 
awe, Jesus again showed that He was God’s Son and was worthy of 
worship and praise.

The term today could have meant the twenty-four-hour period 
in which the people were living. But it also could be Luke’s way 
of referring to the entire period of kingdom work carried out by 
Jesus. The crowd had certainly seen a lot in a short amount of time, 
but they were also witnesses to a larger work of God taking place 
through His Son. 

The crowd recognized that they had seen incredible things. While 
the religious leaders undoubtedly resented Jesus’ words and actions, 
others in attendance were amazed. As we reflect on what Jesus has 
done for us, we should be moved to praise as well.  
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APPLY THE TEXT
• Jesus offers hope to those who seek Him.

• Jesus forgives all who come to Him in faith.

• Believers should praise God for His forgiveness of sin.

Who do you know that needs hope? What actions can you take to introduce 
them to Jesus and His hope?

Write about a time when Jesus did something amazing in your life or the 
life of someone close to you. How did that event affect your understanding 
of who He is?

Discuss how your Bible study group can actively promote praise and 
worship. How can you do a better job of offering glory to God during your 
times together?

PRAYER NEEDS
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Reigns
Jesus prioritizes meeting people’s needs over keeping rituals.

LUKE 6:1-11

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.

How do people respond when God’s will comes into conflict with 

their desires?
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 5:33–6:16

As Luke noted in chapters 5–6 of his Gospel, Jesus’ conflicts with 
the scribes and Pharisees continued to mount. They accused Him of 
blasphemy when He forgave the sins of a paralytic who had come to 
Him for healing (Luke 5:17-26), and they questioned why He would 
associate with sinners after He called Levi to be His disciple (5:27-32).

The religious leaders became upset because Jesus ignored the 
accepted order of the day. He overturned their spiritual apple cart 
regularly, and they reacted with indignation. For example, their 
followers fasted on a regular basis, but Jesus’ disciples rarely did. 
When they pressed Him for an explanation, Jesus essentially told 
them the timing wasn’t right (5:33-39). It was more important for 
them to focus on what they were learning from Him than to observe 
a prescribed fast. 

One of the biggest points of contention related to how Jesus 
observed—or, in their minds, violated—Sabbath laws. On one 
occasion, they observed Jesus and His followers picking grain 
and eating it on the Sabbath (6:1-5). According to the leaders’ 
interpretation of the law, that amounted to harvesting a crop and 
working on the Sabbath. Jesus told them they misunderstood the 
purpose of the Sabbath. He also claimed that His authority over the 
Sabbath superseded their authority as teachers of the law. When 
Jesus challenged common beliefs about healing on the Sabbath, the 
leaders became furious. But Jesus demonstrated concern for the 
person, not just a set of rules (6:6-11).

Luke then recorded Jesus’ calling of the twelve to serve as His 
apostles (6:12-16). These individuals were selected to learn from Him 
and to extend His mission after He returned to heaven. The list began 
with Peter, one of Jesus’ closest followers, and ended with Judas, the 
one who betrayed Him.

Read Luke 6:1-11, looking for words and phrases that define Jesus’ 
motives. How did the needs of a person motivate Jesus to take action?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

WORK ON THE SABBATH? (LUKE 6:1-2)
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?”

VERSES 1-2

Traveling to their next destination, Jesus and His disciples came across 
some fields of grain. According to the law of Moses, it was permissible 
for travelers to pick grain to eat from someone’s field (Deut. 23:24-25). 
Being hungry, they helped themselves to what was growing in the fields. 
They removed the husks by taking the heads of grain and rubbing them 
in their hands. This allowed them to get to the edible kernel of the grain. 
This is significant because Luke wanted his readers to understand that 
the disciples were simply trying to get something to eat, not disregard the 
law as the religious elite would claim. 

On any other day of the week, no one would have given the 
disciples’ actions a second thought. But this was the Sabbath, so the 
Pharisees, who held to a strict interpretation of the Old Testament 
law, saw a problem. The disciples were violating Sabbath law. 

While God had commanded a Sabbath day of rest for His people, 
the Pharisees had worked to “protect” that law over the years. They 
did this by adding oral traditions to the law itself so people wouldn’t 
accidentally do something wrong. In time, they began to see their 
traditions as equal in authority to God’s law. 

DID YOU KNOW?

The Mishnah, a written collection of Jewish oral tradition 

(200 BC–AD 200), includes a section entitled “Shabbath” (Sabbath). 

The Sabbath section alone has twenty-four chapters and enumerates 

thirty-nine activities that were forbidden on the Sabbath.
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By picking the heads of grain and rubbing them in their hands, 
the disciples were harvesting a crop—according to the Pharisees’ 
traditions. The disciples’ actions were not lawful, so the Pharisees 
called them out.

In reality, the Pharisees were attacking Jesus more than His 
disciples. In that day, a teacher was responsible for the actions of his 
students. The plural you in verse 2 indicates they considered Jesus 
just as guilty of breaking the Sabbath as His disciples. 

What human rules and rituals might people treat today as if God Himself 
had spoken them?

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

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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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.”

VERSES 3-4

The Pharisees believed they understood the Sabbath laws, but really 
they understood only their own interpretations of what those laws 
meant. In contrast, the Son of God knew exactly what the Father 
intended. While they focused on their rituals and traditions, Jesus 
emphasized God’s perspective.

Jesus used an incident from the life of David. In 1 Samuel 21, as 
David was running for his life from Saul, he sought help from a priest 
named Ahimelech. David needed food for himself and his band of 
followers. The only food the priest had to offer was the bread of the 
Presence. This included twelve loaves that were changed out in the 
tabernacle every Sabbath day (Lev. 24:5-9). The priests would then eat 
the old bread for themselves. Here, though, David took the old bread. 

As Jesus noted, it was not lawful for any but the priests to eat 
the bread. In one sense David was God’s anointed, but he also gave 
some to those who were with him. Technically that was a violation. 
Therefore, if the Pharisees were going to condemn Jesus, they would 
also need to condemn David—something God did not do. 

Ahimelech’s actions were unorthodox but merciful. Rather than 
getting caught up in a web of rules and regulations, the priest looked 
at the situation and acted as he believed God would act. He showed 
compassion and demonstrated respect for the intent of the law. 

Rules and traditions have their place and should be honored but 
should never get in the way of doing right. The example of David and 
Ahimelech provided a precedent that Jesus used to make His point. 
If David was freed from the legal restrictions in his situation, Jesus 
certainly had the power to act as He did and allow His followers to 
meet a basic need of life. 

What are some rituals we observe that draw people closer to Christ? 
Which ones might push people farther away from Him?
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VERSE 5

Jesus returned to the subject of the Sabbath. He plainly stated that He, 
the Son of Man, held authority over the Sabbath and its laws. Son of 
Man was a familiar Messianic title that Jesus often used for Himself. In 
addition to being a claim of special authority, it also carried a claim of 
deity. Jesus wasn’t just saying that He was the long-awaited One from 
God; He was also letting people know that He is God. It was a statement 
of deity and a claim to be greater than the Mosaic law itself. 

Because He is equal to God the Father in every way, He also is 
Lord of the Sabbath. As such, He has the authority to interpret 
the law correctly—even if that interpretation ran contrary to the 
traditions of the religious leaders. 

Jesus’ claim left everyone with a choice. They could either stick 
with interpretations of the law designed by man, or they could 
choose to follow the meaning designed by the Creator and Sustainer 
of the law. 

DO GOOD ON THE SABBATH? (LUKE 6:6-11)
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. 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?” 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.

VERSES 6-7

After the confrontation in the grain field, Jesus’ relationship with the 
religious leaders continued on a downward spiral. He kept doing God’s 
will, and their suspicions kept growing. This led to another battle on 
another Sabbath.

At first, things appeared normal. As was His habit, Jesus visited 
the local synagogue and taught about the kingdom of God. Luke noted 
the presence of a man whose hand was shriveled. It is not clear if the 
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man was born with the infirmity, if it was caused by an accident, if 
his hand was paralyzed, or if he suffered from some kind of atrophy. 
Whatever the nature of his infirmity, the man’s presence gave Jesus 
another opportunity to share God’s perspective on the Sabbath. 

This time, the Pharisees were joined by some scribes—experts in 
the law of Moses. These leaders were paying close attention to Jesus. 
One might expect them to be listening carefully to His teaching and 
judging His words. Luke emphasized they were watching him closely. 
They wanted to see if He was going to violate Sabbath law again.

The presence of the disabled man raised the possibility that Jesus 
would perform a healing miracle. They knew Jesus would probably 
have compassion on the man and that would give them another 
opportunity to find a charge against him. The accusation they sought 
was a legal claim to be used in court. 

The leaders were eager to turn Jesus’ own mercy and grace against 
Him. If He healed the man, He would be practicing medicine on the 
Sabbath. According to the leaders’ rules, that was not allowed. 

It should be noted that Jesus’ enemies never doubted His ability 
to heal the man. Their only question was whether He would heal on 
the Sabbath. If He did, they would view that as a validation of their 
beliefs that His power was demonic rather than divine since no godly 
prophet would profane the Sabbath. 

How does the situation faced by Jesus compare to ways believers are 
critiqued by non-believers today? 

VERSES 8-11

Their scheme did not catch Jesus by surprise because he knew their 
thoughts. Luke was likely making a reference to Jesus’ deity and 
omniscience. As the Son of God, Jesus could discern the motivations 
and hearts of individuals. 

It’s possible that the scribes and Pharisees had arranged for 
the man to be present as part of their scheme—something Jesus 
would have recognized. If so, He was willing to play along with their 
plan. Jesus was not falling into a trap set by His enemies; He was 
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in complete control of the situation. He turned their evil idea into a 
teachable moment.

Jesus directed His next comments to the leaders. Instead of 
immediately healing the man, He asked them a simple question: Is 
it lawful to do good on the Sabbath? The religious leaders were so 
wrapped up in keeping the law that they missed the person at the 
center of their “test.” In contrast, Jesus saw an opportunity to do good 
for someone in need. Doing nothing was the equivalent of doing evil. 

Of course, Jesus knew the answer to His question. The scribes and 
Pharisees had already proven they cared more about their rules than 
the person. Any attempt on Jesus’ part to help the man on that day 
would violate the religious leader’s definition of the Sabbath.

Luke pointed out that Jesus looked around at the leaders. He 
may have been waiting for a response, but He also was letting the 
truth of His question sink into the hearts of whoever would receive 
it. Mark’s Gospel notes that Jesus was angered by the leaders’ lack of 
compassion (Mark 3:5). When He got no response, Jesus proved that 
He is Lord of the Sabbath by restoring the man’s hand.

Ironically, Jesus never did any work; He simply told the man 
what to do. But Jesus refused to be bound by the religious leaders’ 
misguided ideas about the Sabbath. He saw a man in need and 
met the need. Ministering to those who were hurting fulfilled His 
commission as the Messiah (Isa. 61:1-2).

The scribes and Pharisees were filled with rage. Instead of being 
happy for the man who had been healed, they were furious at Jesus 
for questioning—and violating—their ideas about the Sabbath. Jesus 
had crossed a line in the minds of the religious leaders. As a result, 
they started discussing with one another what they needed to do 
next. Specifically, they took their first steps toward plotting against 
Jesus’ life (Mark 3:6). 

KE Y 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).
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APPLY THE TEXT
• Some people place keeping a religious ritual above all else.

• Jesus is Lord over all of His creation.

• Believers must place human needs above ritual practices.

What religious practices and rituals do you need to evaluate in light of 

today’s study? What action should you take in light of that evaluation? 

What serves as the standard for your rituals and traditions?  

How can your rituals and traditions reflect to a greater degree  

Jesus’ lordship over His creation?

What can you and the members of your Bible study group do to make  

sure you are putting the needs of others above rituals and traditions?  

What changes do you need to make in your group?

PRAYER NEEDS
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Loved
Jesus saves all who come to Him in faith.

LUKE 7:40-50
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. 

What impact has someone’s forgiveness had in your life?  
How did you respond?
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 7:1–8:56

After His Sabbath confrontations with the Pharisees, Jesus continued 
to minister in the area around Capernaum. His teachings and healings 
drew crowds and allowed Him to teach about the kingdom of God. For 
example, He spoke to one large crowd on a level area of ground (Luke 
6:17-49). This sermon—sometimes called His Sermon on the Plain—
resembles the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5–7.  

Following His sermon, Jesus demonstrated His messianic identity 
with two miracles. In the first, He healed the servant of a Roman 
centurion from a distance (Luke 7:1-10). The soldier, understanding the 
power behind Jesus’ authority, showed incredible faith by trusting Jesus 
to heal the man without ever entering the centurion’s home.

In the second miracle, Jesus raised the son of a widow in the village 
of Nain (7:11-17). Jesus’ compassion led Him to break with convention 
in two ways. First, He ministered to a woman who held little 
significance in the eyes of many in that culture. Second, He reached 
into the coffin to touch the dead man as part of the miracle. 

As stories about Jesus began to increase, so did His popularity 
with the crowds. One person particularly interested in Jesus’ ministry 
was His cousin, John the Baptist. Upon receiving messengers from 
John, Jesus challenged them to report what they had witnessed. 
He also reminded the crowds of the prophetic power behind John’s 
ministry—and warned them to take his message of repentance 
seriously (7:18-35). 

Luke closed this portion of his Gospel by returning to the theme 
of forgiveness. Invited into a leader’s house, Jesus was anointed by a 
woman. She poured perfume on His feet, mixed with her tears, and 
wiped it with her hair. Many in the house were shocked, but Jesus 
turned it into a teachable moment about the depth of God’s love and 
the surety of His forgiveness.

Read Luke 7:40-50, circling actions taken by the woman.  
How do her actions demonstrate the depth of her love for Jesus? 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

LOVE’S INTENSITY (LUKE 7:40-43)
40 Jesus replied to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” 
He said, “Say it, teacher.” 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.

VERSE 40

The Sabbath controversies had convinced religious leaders that Jesus 
could not be trusted. Yet, a Pharisee named Simon invited Him to his 
house for a meal (v. 36). While Simon’s intention may have been to 
scrutinize Him, Jesus used the occasion to teach the Pharisee a lesson 
about Himself.

Luke didn’t explain the identity of the woman who anointed 
Jesus with the expensive perfume (vv. 37-38) or how she found her 
way into the home. It is clear from Simon’s response that she was 
a “sinner” (v. 39). While this could have referred to a ceremonial 
impurity, it was more likely a moral judgment on Simon’s part. 

It’s clear that Simon questioned Jesus’ credentials as a prophet and 
teacher since He allowed the woman’s extravagant demonstration 
to continue. In the Pharisee’s mind, Jesus didn’t know about this 
woman’s character—or, worse, didn’t care. Either would seem to 
disqualify Him as a spokesman for God. Simon’s arrogance and 
judgmental attitude stand in contrast to the humility of the woman 
honoring Jesus in the moment. 

Jesus understood Simon’s thoughts but wasn’t worried about 
Simon’s opinion. He was more concerned with the Pharisee’s attitude. 
Jesus told His host He had something to say. As a good host, Simon 
agreed that Jesus should say it. No doubt, he was interested in how 
Jesus would explain Himself and justify this apparently awkward 
situation. His reference to Jesus as teacher is the first time Luke used 
that title in his Gospel and shows that Simon at least recognized 
Jesus’ role as a rabbi and the influence He had on people.
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VERSES 41-43

Jesus told a brief parable about a creditor and two debtors. While 
lenders were common in first-century Israel, the law had laid out 
very specific guidelines for such transactions. As the writer of 
Proverbs pointed out, borrowers are essentially slaves to their lenders 
(Prov. 22:7). This opened the door for possible abuse, which is why 
Israelites were commanded to avoid charging interest to their fellow 
countrymen (Deut. 23:19-20). They also were commanded to forgive 
all debts at appointed times (Deut. 15:1-3).

The two men in Jesus’ story had fallen into debt to their lender, 
but to different degrees. The first owed five hundred •denarii, roughly 
equivalent to almost eighteen months’ worth of wages. In contrast, 
the other debtor owed only fifty denarii. That was still a sizable 
amount at almost two months’ wages but was more manageable than 
the first man’s debt.

In the story, neither man could pay his debts, but the lender 
graciously forgave both. For whatever reason, he decided to have 
mercy and cancel their debts. It was a generous act of kindness that 
transformed the trajectories of each man’s life. Hope immediately 
replaced hopelessness. The men had been given a clean slate—a 
new beginning. 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. 

Jesus concluded the story with a simple question. Given the 
situations of each man and the act of the generous lender, which 
one would love him more? The word love in this context was used 
to indicate gratitude or thankfulness. Put in modern terms, Jesus 
wanted to know which debtor would appreciate the gift the most. 

Simon immediately provided a response. Of course, both former 
debtors would hold a new appreciation for the man who had changed 

DID YOU KNOW?

One denarius was a typical day’s wage for an ordinary laborer.
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their lives. But, if measured by degrees of gratitude, the only logical 
answer would be the man he forgave more. The debtor who owed the five 
hundred denarii had been staggering under massive debt—more than 
he could ever expect to repay. So, while both men were grateful, the one 
with the larger debt should feel the deeper sense of thanksgiving.

Jesus affirmed Simon’s response. The Pharisee had judged 
correctly, showing that he understood the earthly logic behind the 
story. But that logic was only scratching the surface. Jesus was setting 
Simon up for a much deeper truth.

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?

LOVE DEMONSTRATED (LUKE 7:44-47)
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. 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.”

VERSES 44-46

While Jesus acknowledged Simon’s accurate answer, He also knew that 
his host was miles away from understanding the parable’s true meaning. 
Still addressing Simon, He turned toward the woman at His feet. Jesus’ 
question—Do you see this woman?—might seem rhetorical. It would 
be hard for anyone in the room to miss her after making such a grand 
display. But Jesus was challenging Simon to look deeper.

On the surface, Simon saw a broken woman, but Jesus saw a 
broken heart. Simon saw someone who didn’t belong, but Jesus saw 
someone loved by His Father. Simon saw a sinner far from God, but 
Jesus saw a person who understood her need for Jesus.

113Se ssion 12 :  Loved

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



To drive this point home, Jesus began listing ways the despised 
woman had shown hospitality that His esteemed host had missed. 
For example, in the ancient world, a host would provide a basin of 
water for visitors to wash the dust of the road off their feet. Simon 
had failed to fulfill this customary welcome. In contrast, the woman 
had washed Jesus’ feet with her tears and dried them with her hair. 
She had shown Him far more honor than His host.

Another cultural custom involved a kiss of greeting. A proper host 
would kiss guests on the cheek as a sign that they were welcome in the 
home. But, again, Simon had apparently dropped the ball. In contrast, 
Jesus said the woman hadn’t stopped kissing my feet. Both the basin 
and the kiss were not required of hosts, but they did demonstrate 
kindness and respect, especially for a guest of Jesus’ standing. 

Finally, Jesus pointed out that Simon had failed to anoint His 

head with olive oil. This would have been the ultimate act of courtesy 
and respect for Jesus. But again, Simon did nothing. He may have 
been distracted by preparations or just failed to see the need. But 
his sense of hospitality was lacking, and he had done little to show 
appreciation for Jesus’ presence.

Meanwhile, the woman had anointed Jesus’ feet with costly 
perfume. In addition to honoring Jesus, this would have been the 
most financially extravagant part of her demonstration. The olive 
oil Simon would have used was fairly common in Jewish homes. But 
perfume was costly, and the woman chose to anoint His feet rather 
than His head! Her humble sacrifice did not escape Jesus’ notice.

What do the emotions expressed in the actions by the woman reveal 

about her understanding of who Jesus is?  

VERSE 47

After drawing the contrast between Simon and the woman, Jesus 
returned to the meaning of His parable: forgiveness. Like the debtor 
who owed so much, those who understand most deeply the degree 
of their forgiveness are typically the most grateful. The woman was 
showing her gratitude. 
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Jesus didn’t deny the woman’s past. He acknowledged her many 
sins. But she loved much in response to the forgiveness she had 
been given. Her actions had not earned her salvation. No one finds 
salvation through good works. Her lavish display of love revealed the 
transformation God had performed in her life.

On the other hand, Jesus explained that the one who is forgiven 
little, loves little. It seems logical that Jesus was directing this 
comment toward Simon and the others in the room who shared 
his proud, self-righteous attitude. Simon never felt the need to seek 
forgiveness. Like a lot of religious leaders in his day, he probably thought 
his devotion kept him on good terms with God. He kept the law while 
keeping his distance from “sinners” like this woman. Because he never 
felt the power of forgiveness, he never experienced the power of love. 

LOVE AND FAITH (LUKE 7:48-50)
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.”

VERSES 48-50

Turning away from Simon, Jesus addressed the woman at His feet 
and told her that her sins are forgiven. She had heard Jesus say that 
to Simon (v. 47), but now He was giving her His full assurance. 

As often happened, Jesus’ declaration of forgiveness caused a 
stir among His listeners. Those at the table began to murmur among 
themselves about the audacity of Jesus’ claim. They asked the rhetorical 
question, Who is this man who even forgives sins? It was more of an 
indictment against Jesus than an effort to learn more about Him.

Jesus’ listeners knew that only God could forgive sins. So, by 
telling the woman that her sins were forgiven, He was claiming 

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).
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a power they believed was reserved only for God. In that sense, 
the crowd understood Jesus’ words perfectly. As the Son of God, He 
had all authority to forgive sins.

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? 

Jesus paid no attention to the doubters and skeptics around the 
table. Instead, He continued talking to the woman and taught two 
important principles. First, He let her know that she had been saved 
by faith. Good works have no power to save anyone—even a grand 
display of adoration like the woman had shown. Faith always has 
been the way to salvation.

The second thing Jesus noted was that she could now go in peace. 
While faith is the prerequisite for salvation, peace is a by-product. 
Without Christ we live in a state of war against God, fighting Him at 
every turn. But when we accept Christ as Savior, everything changes. 
With Jesus’ forgiveness, the woman no longer had to worry about her 
standing with God. He had restored her peace. 

The peace Jesus mentioned is peace with God. Of course, this also 
has implications for our relationships with others. When our vertical 
communion with God is marked by peace, we can live at peace in our 
horizontal relationships as well.

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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APPLY THE TEXT
• Believers should demonstrate love for God with great intensity.

• Believers demonstrate love for God because of His great forgiveness.

• Forgiveness is found through faith in Jesus Christ alone.

Spend time reflecting on the sin debt you carried before coming to Jesus. 

How can you demonstrate your gratitude for His forgiveness? With whom 

can you share your story?

What are some practical ways you and your Bible study group can show 

hospitality to others? How can you use those actions to reflect God’s love 
toward those in need?

Write a summary of how you came to understand your need for 
forgiveness and expressed faith in Jesus. Thank God for His forgiveness 
offered through faith in Jesus. If you have not expressed faith in Jesus, 
review the information on the inside front cover and talk to your group 
leader about doing so. 

PRAYER NEEDS
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Unashamed
Jesus expects His followers to forsake all else for Him.

LUKE 9:18-27

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. 

Why might a person hesitate to identify as a follower of Jesus?
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 9:1-62

Jesus was ready to give His followers some “on-the-job training” in 
ministry. Since they would be the ones carrying His message to the 
world after He went back to the Father, they needed to be prepared. 
So He sent them to the surrounding villages but not without a 
warning (Luke 9:1-6). They needed to rely on God’s power, not on the 
material things that might provide comfort along the way. 

Jesus caught the attention of some powerful people, most notably 
Herod (9:7-9). While Herod knew about the power of John the 
Baptist’s preaching—and executed John because of it—he was now 
intrigued with Jesus. Luke wrote that Herod wanted to meet Jesus, 
something that eventually happened during Jesus’ trial before His 
crucifixion (23:6-12).

After their ministry in the villages, Jesus took His disciples away 
to a quiet location for rest and retreat, but the crowds followed them. 
Once He saw the crowd’s desperate need, He began teaching them. He 
also used a small boy’s lunch to feed a large crowd, which numbered at 
least five thousand men (9:10-17). 

Finally finding some time alone, Jesus instructed His followers 
about what it truly meant to be His disciples. While Peter correctly 
acknowledged Him as the Son of God (9:18-22), Jesus knew they 
still had much to learn about suffering and becoming more like Him 
(9:23-27). The disciples proved this to be true. After some had seen His 
glory during the transfiguration (9:28-36) and the rest had witnessed 
His exorcism of a demon (9:37-43), they still managed to get into an 
argument over which of them was the greatest (9:44-48). 

Twice in Luke 9, Jesus predicted His death and resurrection 
(9:21-22,44-45). This did not hinder Him from starting His journey 
toward the cross (9:51). Along the way, He encountered three would-be 
followers (9:57-62). Jesus made it clear that discipleship comes with a 
cost that His followers must be prepared to pay. 

Read Luke 9:18-27, circling Peter’s confession and underlining Jesus’ 
directives. How does Peter’s confession lead to the directives given by Jesus?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

CONFESS HIM (LUKE 9:18-20)
18 While he was praying in private and his disciples were with 
him, he asked them, “Who do the crowds say that I am? ”19 They 
answered, “John the Baptist; others, Elijah; still others, that one of 
the ancient prophets has come back.” 20 “But you,” he asked them, 
“who do you say that I am?” Peter answered, “God’s Messiah.”

VERSES 18-19

Sometime after feeding the five thousand, Jesus and His disciples 
found a quiet place to regroup. Luke noted that Jesus had been 
spending time praying in private. Luke often showed Jesus in prayer 
prior to key decisions or major events. His disciples were with him 
and were likely learning from His example.

After this time with the Father, Jesus turned His attention to His 
disciples by asking a simple question: Who do the crowds say that 
I am? His disciples had spent a lot of time with the crowds. Most 
recently, they had served food to the multitudes and cleaned up after 
they were done. They certainly had heard opinions about Jesus.

Some believed Jesus was John the Baptist, though Luke pointed 
out that Herod had already executed John by this time (Luke 9:7). Still, 
Jesus’ powerful preaching had convinced many that John had been 
raised from the dead and returned to His ministry through Jesus.

Others thought Jesus was the prophet Elijah. This was another 
rumor that had made its way to Herod as he wondered about Jesus’ 
identity (9:8). Elijah had gone to heaven without tasting death, and 
Jewish tradition stated that he would return to earth as a prophetic 
precursor to the Messiah (Mal. 4:5). Ironically, this led some to believe 
Jesus was just an opening act for the real thing.

A third group saw Jesus as one of the other ancient prophets who 
had come back from the dead. His message of repentance and the 
kingdom of God reminded the people of the bold preachers they had 
learned about in Israel’s history. After four hundred years of prophetic 
silence, they believed Jesus was a prophet for their generation. While 
Jesus certainly was a prophet, this designation did not fully describe 
His identity or His mission. Jesus was much more. 
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How do the answers given by the disciples compare to how people view 

Jesus today?

VERSE 20

Jesus may have found these opinions interesting, though He probably 
already knew what the crowds were thinking. His main focus was on 
the disciples—what did they think of Jesus?

His first question in verse 18 was just a tool to lead up to His main 
question: But you … who do you say that I am? Luke used an emphatic 
for you. It was also plural, showing that He was talking to all the disciples. 
The opinions of the crowds were one thing. But if the disciples accepted 
insufficient explanations, they would continue struggling to understand 
the Messiah’s mission and the part they were called to play in it.

Peter answered for the group, stating that Jesus was God’s 
Messiah. The disciples had seen Jesus’ works and heard His 
words. They might not have understood all the implications of this 
confession, but they believed He was the One their nation had waited 
centuries to see and was their hope for deliverance. 

The people’s misunderstanding might be traced to their 
misunderstanding of the messianic role. The Jews were looking for a 
military leader who would overthrow Rome and create a new Israel. 
Jesus was not that kind of Messiah. He had come to set people free 
from sin, not from a Roman dictatorship.

ACCEPT HIS RESURRECTION (LUKE 9:21-22)
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.”

VERSE 21

Once Jesus established that His disciples knew who He was and 
what He had come to do, He quickly told them to keep these facts to 
themselves. Luke said that He strictly warned and instructed them 
to avoid telling anyone about Him being the Messiah. Jesus wasn’t 
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trying to hide His true identity. He simply knew that not everyone 
was ready to hear and respond to the truth. As noted, many Jews 
believed the Messiah was going to be a military leader. If those 
individuals accepted Jesus with that expectation, it could disrupt His 
true mission. 

In addition, any public proclamation of Jesus as the Messiah could 
create tension and potential conflict with the Roman authorities. 
Obviously, the Romans would play a role in Jesus’ crucifixion, but 
those events would happen according to God’s timing and His plan. 
So, while Jesus understood that Peter’s confession was correct, He also 
understood it was incomplete. Jesus knew His mission came with a 
cruel cross instead of an earthly crown. 

VERSE 22

Jesus again reminded His disciples that His true mission would 
involve glory only after suffering. For the third time in chapter 9, He 
predicted His crucifixion and resurrection. To emphasize that this 
was the Messiah’s purpose, He used the term Son of Man, a title that 
Luke often used when writing about Jesus’ suffering and one that 
Jews closely associated with the Anointed One.

Jesus said He would suffer many things and be rejected at 
the hands of the religious leaders. As Luke had noted, they were 
already scheming against Jesus. Rather than misinterpret His role 
as Messiah, they would outright deny Him—and kill Him. Luke 
described them as a collective group, united in their desire to silence 
Jesus once and for all. 

Jesus emphasized this suffering was necessary. It was not an accident 
or a tragedy. It was the fulfillment of God’s plan for salvation. But He 
added that the cross would not be the final word because He would be 
raised the third day. Unfortunately, the disciples forgot His words until 
after the resurrection. In fact, the religious leaders remembered His 
words more so than His closest followers (Matt. 27:62-64).

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?
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FOLLOW HIM UNASHAMEDLY (LUKE 9:23-27)
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. 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.”

VERSE 23

Jesus told the disciples that He would suffer, but He also wanted 
them to realize that suffering was not reserved only for the Messiah. 
As His followers, they would need to deny themselves. Their own 
ambitions and desires would need to be shelved in favor of Jesus’ 
demands. This would include any sense of security they might draw 
from earthly positions. For a group who may have held aspirations of 
power and glory, this would have been a hard pill to swallow. 

Next, Jesus called each of them to take up his cross. Being a 
disciple isn’t simply a matter of self-denial. It involves a lifestyle 
that consistently puts the needs of others first—even to the point 
of death, which most of these disciples would come to personally 
understand. What’s more, this is not a one-time commitment. Jesus 
said we are to die to ourselves on a daily basis. 

Finally, disciples follow Jesus. It is one thing to give Jesus lip 
service. It is much more to let Him set our agendas. True believers rely 
on Him as their compass. Luke used a present imperative verb, which 
means following Jesus is a continual, ongoing command.

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).
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What does it look like for a person to deny self, take up his or her cross, 

and follow Jesus? 

VERSES 24-25

Jesus highlighted the benefits of following Him. To make His point, 
He set up a paradox between whoever wants to save his life and 
whoever loses his life. Those who insist on hanging on to their 
own lives will eventually lose what they hold dearest. By trying to 
maintain control, they actually lose control of who and what they are. 
In contrast, the one who surrenders his or her life—by denying self, 
taking up a cross, and following Jesus—will live. As a good steward, 
this individual will have gained a much greater treasure than what 
they released. 

Jesus’ question in verse 25 indicates that the battle for our lives 
is really a battle for our eternal souls. Even if an individual gains the 
whole world, the victory would be temporary and hollow because it 
ends when this life ends. One who pursues only what this world has 
to offer forfeits himself for eternity. 

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? 
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VERSE 26

Those who take up their cross testify to the glory and grace of the 
Savior. But those who shirk from true discipleship also shirk from 
Him. Jesus said they would be ashamed of Him and His words. 
The Greek wording Luke used here isn’t about being embarrassed, it 
refers to disowning or completely rejecting someone. Those who are 
ashamed of Christ were never really His disciples in the first place. 
Since they had rejected Him, He would reject them in eternity. They 
will have no place in His kingdom.

VERSE 27

The word truly demonstrates that Jesus was drawing special 
attention to what He was about to say. He pointed out that some of 
those present would not taste death without seeing the kingdom of 
God. Obviously, each of these disciples suffered physical death. In 
fact, some—if not many—had already died as martyrs by the time 
Luke wrote his Gospel. Thus, some have wondered how Jesus could 
say that they would see the kingdom beforehand.

A few explanations are possible. Some believe Jesus was referring 
to the events on the Mount of Transfiguration, which Luke described 
immediately after these verses. It is also possible that Jesus was 
emphasizing again that the kingdom was present wherever He 
was present. 

Another possible meaning relates to what the disciples would 
witness in the days to come. Not long after this conversation, most 
of them would see Jesus crucified and raised from the dead. A few 
weeks later, they would watch Him return to the Father. Then, they 
would experience the power of Pentecost and the birth of the church. 
In reality, the rest of their lives would be dedicated to seeing God’s 
kingdom move across the known world. We will see His kingdom as 
well if we are faithful disciples of Christ.

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?
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APPLY THE TEXT
• All people must realize who Jesus is.

• Not all will accept Jesus as the promised Messiah.

• Believers are called upon to unashamedly follow Christ  
with all their being.

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?

Do you know someone who needs to recognize the dangers of rejecting 
Jesus? How can you use these passages to help that person understand 
those dangers?

How would you rate your denying of yourself, taking up your cross, 
and following Jesus daily? What actions can you take to grow in these 
three areas? 

PRAYER NEEDS

 

126 E        B   |  P     S   G  

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



By James Wiles

Sometimes dysfunction in a family 
can lead to silence between family 
members. Unfortunately, such a 
silence can last for years or even 
decades. But a silence spanning 
four centuries is unique to human 
history. That is how long it had 
been since the nation of Judah—
God’s chosen people—had heard 
from Him. Not since the time of 
the prophet Malachi had Judah 

heard the voice of God. But that 
was about to change.

Zechariah and Elizabeth 
seemingly made the perfect couple, 
seeing that they were both from 
priestly families. Indeed, the 
Scriptures tell they were looking 
forward to the coming Messiah and 
were living obediently in accord 
with the divine revelation.

Yet all was not perfect with 
their ideal family. For years they 
longed for a child but had not 
had one. The social stigma of 
barrenness often left couples 
bitter. Yet Zechariah and Elizabeth 
remained faithful, trusting God to 
fulfill His will for their lives and 
somehow, some way, sometime 
provide that missing piece to 
their otherwise perfect lives. They 
continued their normal routine, 
month in and month out, year after 
year, and still were without a child. 
But that too was about to change.

As a priest from the division of 
Abijah, the eighth of the twenty-

A Silence Broken
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four divisions of the Levitical 
priesthood (1 Chron. 24:7-18), 
Zechariah served in the temple 
two weeks a year. His duties varied 
depending on three things: the 
number of priests on hand, the 
activities scheduled for the week, 
and the casting of lots. The priests 
cast lots to discern whom God had 
chosen to perform the duties of 
highest honor. One such duty was 
the offering of incense. Because 
the number of priests was so large, 
this duty was assigned only once in 
a priest’s lifetime. Thus it was the 
summit of his priestly ministry.

That the pinnacle of Zechariah’s 
priestly ministry occurred at 
the exact time of God’s renewed 
communication with His people 
is no coincidence. While first-
century Jewish culture often 
associated the barrenness of a 
woman with sin, Luke 1:6 clearly 
indicates this was not the case 
for Zechariah and Elizabeth. Just 
as Sarah (Gen. 11:30), Rebekah 
(25:21), and Rachel (29:31) before 
her, Elizabeth’s barrenness was by 
God’s design and was ultimately 
to be for God’s glory. Her son was 
destined to be the forerunner of 
the Messiah, thus the timing of his 
birth had to be in harmony with 
the timing of the Messiah’s advent. 
Elizabeth’s barrenness and the 
Lord’s 400-year silence were both 

about to be broken simultaneously 
in one event—God’s announcing 
the coming of the forerunner of 
the Messiah.

Zechariah stood at the golden 
altar, which was next to the veil 
in the temple’s holy place, as close 
to the holy of holies and the ark 
of the covenant as any man could 
get, except the high priest, who 
could enter once a year (Heb. 
9:6-7). Zechariah placed on the 
golden altar the specially prepared 
incense (Ex. 30:34-38), and he 
offered prayers of intercession. 
Luke did not report the content 
of Zechariah’s prayers; we can 
assume Zechariah was praying 
for the redemption of Israel, the 
fulfillment of God’s promise to 
send the Messiah.

The appearance of the angel 
Gabriel shattered Zechariah’s 
thoughts. And as so often happens 
when God touches our lives to 
answer our prayers, Zechariah 
stepped back in disbelief. How 
could it be that in this holy place 
an intruder had entered? Could it 
possibly be that after 400 years 
of silence God would speak and 
answer Zechariah’s prayers—Israel’s 
prayers? Gabriel’s message answered 
the question with a resounding “Yes!” 
The Messiah was soon to appear, and 
Zechariah’s son would prepare His 
way. God’s plan for their son was far 
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more than Zechariah and Elizabeth 
had ever dreamed. Since the message 
was wonderful—too wonderful for 
Zechariah to believe—he asked for 
some assurance. His lack of faith was 
answered with his becoming mute. 
This was not a time to speak, but 
a time to believe. Unable to speak, 
Zechariah could only communicate 
by making signs (Luke 1:22). When 
at last he stepped outside the temple 
door, the people who had gathered 
around for prayer knew something 
unusual had occurred.

At the end of the week, 
Zechariah returned home, and not 
long after, Elizabeth was pregnant. 
In due course, Elizabeth gave 
birth to a son, and in obedience to 
the angel’s message, named him 
John. When confronted with the 
unusual choice for his son’s name, 
Zechariah responded in obedience 
and his voice was restored. Thus 
ended the barrenness of Elizabeth, 
the silence of God with His people, 
and Zechariah’s silence as well.

Elizabeth and Zechariah’s son, 
John, grew strong in body and 
spirit. From him Judah once again 
heard, “Thus says the Lord.”

We can learn lessons from 
the experiences of Zechariah and 
Elizabeth. 
• Just because we start out life 

full of potential does not mean 
we will have a smooth ride. 

Zechariah and Elizabeth were 
considered the perfect couple 
until they wound up later in life 
with no children. 

• When things don’t turn out 
the way we planned, we should 
continue to trust in the Lord. 
Even though their prayers 
for a child went unanswered, 
Zechariah and Elizabeth 
continued in their service to God. 

• Without our realizing it, God 
may be at work to provide for 
us a life beyond our dreams. 
Elizabeth and Zechariah never 
imagined their child would be the 
forerunner of the Messiah, but 
God’s plan was exactly that.

• God has the power to bring His 
plans to fruition, but we have 
to open our lives for Him to use 
us. Some might say Zechariah 
just happened to be at the right 
place at the right time to receive 
God’s blessing. But I prefer to 
believe God blesses those who are 
faithfully serving Him. 

This article first appeared in the Winter 2007-08 issue of 
Biblical Illustrator. James Wiles is a freelance writer living in 
Fort Worth, Texas.
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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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WINTER 2020-21

In his Gospel, Luke highlighted Jesus’ great love for all people—

especially Gentiles, the poor, women, social outcasts, and those labeled 

by society as sinners. For this reason, the Gospel of Luke has been 

called “the Gospel of the underdog.” Ultimately, Luke’s Gospel is a 

testimony about God the Son as He took on human flesh and became 

the Son of Man. As the Son of Man, He walked among humanity, 

experienced love and hate, suffered rejection and death, and rose 

victoriously to offer salvation to whomever would repent, believe, 

and receive Him. This is the good news according to Luke—indeed a 

message of great joy for all people. 

LUKE 1–9
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