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WEEK 6, DAY 1  LUKE 1 

 

Today you read Luke 1. I chose Luke as our second book to read together for several reasons. First, I want 

to balance our reading between the Old and New Testaments. Although there is much to be said for a 

chronological approach to the Word of God (and we will maintain a somewhat chronological approach in 

moving through each testament), plowing straight through the Pentateuch (that is, the five books of Moses: 

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy) can sometimes get new students so bogged down 

that they quit reading. Since I don’t want that to happen to you, we will move back and forth between the 

Old  and New Testaments. 

 

The second reason for choosing Luke is the same as for beginning with Genesis. In Genesis, although we 

learned a great deal about theology and about general principles for biblical living, the emphasis was clearly 

on history. So it is with the book of Luke, which is really volume 1 of a two-volume history, produced by a 

medical doctor who was a very careful historian as well. The gospel of Luke and the book of Acts, the two 

longest books in the New Testament, form a very solid foundation for our understanding of the life of Christ 

and the beginning of the Christian church. Because of the length of these two books, Luke is the single most 

prolific author of New Testament material, responsible for writing more of the Bible than John, Paul, or 

Peter. Nearly 30 percent of the New Testament comes from the pen of Dr. Luke. 

 

Apart from his authorship of these two magnificent books, Luke is not a major player in the New Testament. 

He would, in fact, have been lost in obscurity. Here is everything we know about Luke. From Philemon, we 

know that he was a companion of Paul; from 2 Timothy 4:11, we know he was Paul’s only companion 

during the last days of the apostle’s imprisonment. From Colossians 4:10–14, we know that he was Paul’s 

personal physician, and also that he was a Gentile. Because several sections of the book of Acts are written 

in the first person (“we” instead of “they”), we can deduce when Luke was with Paul. He was Paul’s 

companion on the first European journey from Troas to Philippi, and then again on the journey to collect 

money for the offering for Jerusalem; he also accompanied Paul on the trip to Rome as a prisoner, probably 

by attaching himself, along with Aristarchus, to Paul as his personal slave. That says something about the 

measure of Luke’s dedication to Paul. It is possible, though by no means certain, that Luke was the brother 

of Titus, to whom Paul wrote one of the New Testament letters. 

 

The first paragraph of Luke 1 tells us why he wrote this gospel. It is addressed to Theophilus, who 

apparently was an inquirer into Christianity and who held an official position of some sort or other. Luke 

wanted to provide him with a well-ordered and meticulously researched account. Luke claims to be drawing 

on eyewitness accounts, and one does not get past the first chapter without realizing who one of his 

principal sources must have been. Luke has included in his material—especially regarding the birth 

accounts of John the Baptist and Jesus—things that no one else has written about, and from the way in 

which Luke’s account is written, it is very clear that he got his information from Mary, the mother of Jesus. 

Luke tells us about the angel Gabriel’s visit to Mary and their conversation, and also about her encounter 

with Elizabeth and the words each of them spoke. In chapter 2, he even records some of Mary’s secret 

thoughts, things she may have shared with no one else. But they are here because Luke got her story and 

recorded it for us.  

 

The language of Luke’s introduction is both beautiful and very specific. (This is, by the way, some of the 

best classical Greek in the New Testament, as would befit a document written by a well-educated doctor to a 
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high government official.) Luke insists that everything he has written was “carefully investigated” (1:3). 

That phrase will become important for another reason later, but for now it will help us to understand a little 

better the process of biblical inspiration. 

 

When we refer to the Bible as inspired, we are saying that the whole process of organizing material and 

writing it down was so controlled by the Spirit of God that the end result—the words that actually ended up 

on paper (or on papyrus in this case)—are guaranteed by God himself to be authoritative, without error, and 

just what we need in order to know God through Christ and grow as believers. Some people, unfortunately, 

have misunderstood the concept of biblical inspiration as some type of automatic writing, in which the 

human author falls into some kind of trance and begins to churn out page after page of Scripture with no 

conscious participation in the process. Luke’s remark helps us to understand that the human authors of the 

Bible were fully involved with their material. Luke is writing history, so he sets about his task in exactly the 

same way as if he were writing about a famine in Macedonia or preparing a case study in family medicine. 

He interviews the primary sources, he collects and compares the data, and then he writes; but this writing is 

superintended by the Holy Spirit, who guarantees the credibility of the final product. 

 

Luke 1 is extremely valuable to us because it gives us much background material that is missing from the 

other accounts. Of the other gospel writers, only Matthew says anything about the birth of Christ. Without 

Luke’s account, we would be almost completely ignorant of one of the most significant events in the history 

of our race. 

 

Right from the outset of this gospel, two peculiarities of Luke’s work are in evidence. One is his emphasis 

on women, who generally held a low place throughout the ancient world, even among the people of God. 

William Barclay reminds us, “In the Jewish Morning Prayer, a man thanks God that he has not made him a 

‘Gentile, a slave, or a woman!’ ”
1

  

Luke mentions 13 women who do not appear anywhere else in Scripture. He seems determined to 

demonstrate that in Christianity the true emancipation of women is found. In chapter 1, Elizabeth and Mary 

share the spotlight with Zechariah the priest. In chapter 2, we will meet Anna along with Simeon. 

 

Another of Luke’s special interests, both in the gospel and in the book of Acts, is the role of prayer in the 

working out of God’s eternal plans. We will observe this emphasis many times. Luke sees a definite 

connection between prayer and the mighty acts of God in human history. In this chapter, it was during a 

time of prayer that the angel appeared to Zechariah and foretold the birth of John. This episode occurred 

during a once-in-a-lifetime event in Zechariah’s life. Every descendent of Aaron was a priest, and by 

Zechariah’s day that meant that there were approximately 20,000 priests in Israel. Since each section of 

priests was called upon to serve in the Temple for only two one-week periods each year, it was not 

impossible for a priest to go his whole lifetime without ever being chosen by lot to burn incense in the 

Temple. 

 

Mary’s and Zechariah’s songs are wonderful examples of worshipful responses to the magnificent things 

that God was doing in their lives. I will leave further examination of their songs to you, but I want to note 

that they are full of Old Testament allusions and quotations. These godly people really knew the Word, and 

that is one reason why they were ready for God to use them. I want to know the Word well enough for God 

to be able to use me, too. The content of Mary’s song, or the Magnificat (the song carries this name because 

this is its first word in Latin), is also well worth your attention. From the outset of Luke’s gospel, it is 

apparent that Christianity will produce some revolutionary changes upon the earth! 
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There is an innate linkage between the lives of John the Baptist and his cousin Jesus. The Old Testament 

prophets link them together as herald and king, and an angel announces the coming birth of each. Both 

births have a miraculous aspect to them. Both children are related to the Holy Spirit in a special way from 

birth, and both are on a divine mission to bring God’s salvation to the earth. 

 

We cannot leave Luke 1 without at least commenting on the fact that Mary, the mother of Jesus, according 

to Luke (who got his facts from Mary and was governed in his writing by the Holy Spirit), was a virgin! All 

kinds of attempts have been made to deny that the Bible teaches Christ’s virgin birth. At least one major 

translation renders the Hebrew word almah in Isaiah’s prophecy of the Messiah (Isaiah 7:14) as “young 

woman.” But try as you might, there is no way to dodge the clear teaching of Luke 1. Mary said, Luke 

believed, and the Holy Spirit concurred that when Jesus was conceived, Mary was a virgin. Some have said 

that in our modern scientific world, the idea of a virgin birth is no longer acceptable—we’re not that 

gullible. Well, Joseph wasn’t a 21st-century biologist, but he wasn’t gullible either. This doctrine would 

have been no easier to believe in the first century than it is in the 21st. But Scripture clearly teaches it. 

Moreover, the really great miracle is not the virgin birth anyway; it is the incarnation—the fact that God 

would actually become a man. If you get past that one, then the virgin birth is really not a very great 

difficulty. If God could and would actually become a man and be born into this world of men, then we 

would almost have to expect that there should be something very strange and wonderful about his birth. 

WEEK 6, DAY 2  LUKE 2 

 

Today you read one of the great chapters of the Bible, Luke 2, and the account of the birth of Jesus Christ.  

There are so many things worth highlighting in this chapter that I hardly know where to begin. 

 

Once again, it is evident that Luke’s source for chapter 2 is undoubtedly Mary herself. How else could Luke 

know how Mary felt about the events occurring on the night of Jesus’ birth? Much of the material recorded 

here could have only been known to Joseph and Mary. Since Joseph was probably dead before Christ even 

began his public ministry (certainly well before it ended) and long before Luke would be involved in 

collecting material, his source had to be Mary. We know that Luke was in Caesarea in the years 58 to 60 

AD, while Paul was imprisoned there. He would then have had the opportunity to seek out Mary and collect 

this material. If this is so, then we also have fixed the time when the Luke-Acts history was written. In any 

case, we can be sure that it was completed well before 64 AD when the apostle Paul was martyred. If Luke 

had not finished writing before that time, he would surely have recorded Paul’s death in the book of Acts, 

and he did not do that. 

 

Luke is writing real history here. He sets the account of Christ’s birth in a specific historical time period. It 

happened after a decree issued by Caesar Augustus for a census, during the time when Quirinius was 

governor of Syria. That remark was long a source of debate. According to Josephus, the Jewish historian 

(who is usually less trustworthy as an historian than Luke), Quirinius served as governor of Syria from 6 to 

9 AD, and there was a census then. However, we know that Herod, whom Matthew’s account places on the 

throne in Jerusalem at the time of Christ’s birth, died in 4 BC. We don’t have time to unravel the whole 

story here of how Luke’s credibility was challenged and then re-established (whole books have been written 

on that subject), but it turns out that Quirinius actually served two stints as governor of Syria, and before 

that he may have had an imperial appointment over the area with extraordinary military powers like those of 

a governor. His earlier Syrian duties put him in Syria during the last decade before the Christian era—in the 
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right place at the right time—and Luke is vindicated as a credible historical authority. Nevertheless, it is still 

somewhat difficult to determine exactly when Christ was born. Our best guess is that it probably occurred 

sometime between 8 and 4 BC. (For a very detailed study, see Was Christ Born in Bethlehem? by Sir 

William C. Ramsay.)
2

 

A decree from Caesar Augustus got Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem. What was that verse we noted in 

Proverbs 21:1? “The king's heart is in the hand of the Lord; like a watercourse he directs it however he 

pleases.” From what we know of the ancient Roman census (held every 14 years or so during this period), 

Mary was not compelled to go; but under the circumstances, pregnant for longer than she and Joseph had 

been married and about to deliver, and likely knowing the prophecy of Micah 5:2 that the Messiah would be 

born in Bethlehem, she goes with Joseph to the City of David. 

 

We cannot fail to be impressed, even though the story is so familiar to us, by the fact that Christ’s birth takes 

place in a setting of extreme humility. This King will be able to relate to even the poorest of his subjects, 

and that might be one reason why it happened as it did. He was born in a cow barn—a stable—and laid in a 

feed trough and clothed with scraps of cloth.   

 

And then there were the shepherds. If you were planning a birthday party for a king, whom would you 

invite, and to whom would you send birth announcements? The birth of God’s Son was announced to a 

group of shepherds. Because of their occupation (which rendered them permanently ceremonially unclean), 

their lifestyle (which denied them a permanent address), and their reputation as a class of people (which was 

so bad that anyone could be a legal witness in court except a shepherd), shepherds occupied just about the 

bottom rung of the social ladder. And God invites them to the birthday party! Luke underscores this point 

because another of the main ideas in his gospel is that Jesus is the Savior of all, the poor and downtrodden 

as well as the middle and upper classes, the Gentile as well as the Jew. His report of old Simeon’s prophecy 

reinforces that concern. “My eyes,” Simeon declared, “have seen your salvation, which you have prepared 

in the sight of all people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel” (Luke 

2:30–32). 

 

The presentation story, which is unique to Luke, notes three important Jewish ceremonies. The first is the 

rite of circumcision, performed on every male child on the eighth day. It is at the point of receiving the 

covenant sign that the boy is named Jesus, a form of the Hebrew name Joshua, which means “Jehovah 

saves.” 

 

The second ceremony was the redemption of the firstborn, the roots of which are found in Numbers 18:16. 

The principle behind the ceremony was the recognition that the first and best part of everything, children 

included, belonged exclusively to God. The ancient ceremony indicated that parents could bring an offering 

to the priest and buy back (or redeem) their firstborn sons. 

 

The third ceremony is the purification that ended the mother’s ceremonial uncleanness. This ceremony took 

place 40 days after the birth of a son and 80 days after the birth of a daughter. The offering of a lamb for a 

burnt offering and a pigeon for a sin offering was required unless you were poor, in which case two pigeons 

were acceptable. Mary brought two pigeons. Behind all three ceremonies is the clear understanding that our 

children come from and belong to God; he only lends them to us for a time.
3

  

Simeon and Anna, who are known to us only through Luke’s account, are fascinating characters. Luke 

reveals yet another of his special interests when he says of Simeon that “the Holy Spirit was upon him” 
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(2:25). Luke, more than any other New Testament historian, is interested in the work of the Holy Spirit. 

Keep your eyes open for other references to the Holy Spirit in his writings. Though the Holy Spirit does not 

actually indwell believers on a permanent basis until the experience of Pentecost (found in Acts 2), he is 

both present and active all through the Old Testament and occasionally comes on individuals to enable them 

to accomplish some special God-given task.  

 

Simeon makes his remarkable (and, for Mary, troubling) prophecy under the influence of the Holy Spirit. 

First, he identifies the child as the Messiah, an identification confirmed a few moments later by Anna.  

Second, he speaks to the universality of the salvation that Christ will bring (as we have already noted). 

Third, he identifies Jesus as the cause of the rise and fall of many. Jesus, because of who he is, will be the 

center of controversy and conflict. People will be for him or against him. Their eternal destinies will be 

decided on the basis of their assessment of and response to Jesus. Maybe old Simeon had in mind the Old 

Testament passages quoted in 1 Peter 2, when Peter said that Christ was either the chief cornerstone of a 

person’s life or the rock of offense and the stumbling block over which people fall (Psalm 118:22; Isaiah 

8:14). What was true in Christ’s lifetime was still true when Peter wrote in the mid-first century. And it is 

still true today. You can be for Jesus or you can be against Jesus, but you can’t be neutral. 

 

Simeon’s last bit of news is an oblique reference to the crucifixion and a personal word to Mary. “And a 

sword will pierce your own soul too,” he says (2:35). Mary remembered those words through the years and 

thought about them often. 

 

Anna was a very old woman. She was preoccupied with fasting, prayer, and worship; like Simeon, she was 

waiting for the Messiah. Their attitude of expectant hope is a great model for those of us who await the 

second advent of Christ. 

 

There are a few more things to notice from today’s reading. First, the angel told the shepherds that they 

would find a baby lying in a manger who would be “Christ the Lord” (2:11). The language is very specific 

and we must not pass over it. It would have been easier to say the “Lord’s Christ,” meaning “the Messiah.” 

(Christ in Greek means “the anointed one” of God.) But the angel said he would be “Christ (that is, the 

Messiah), the Lord”—meaning the Messiah who is Jehovah. The Old Testament prophecies, especially the 

one in Isaiah 9:6ff, had been specific enough on this point that the deity of the child at Bethlehem should not 

have been a great surprise. And maybe to Simeon, Anna, Zechariah, Elizabeth, and others who had taken the 

time to think deeply about the Scriptures, it was not a surprise. But the vast majority of people and religious 

leaders were expecting the Lord’s Christ, not Christ, the Lord. That was the biggest reason why they had so 

much trouble accepting him. When it was time to redeem the world, God didn’t send a messenger; he came 

himself in the person of his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, the second person of the Trinity.  

 

Second, the King James Version misrenders the angel’s message. The angel didn’t say, “Glory to God in the 

highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.” He did say, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth 

peace to men on whom his favor rests” (2:14). The Son of Man’s coming did not bring peace to everyone, 

but that peace is available to all who will accept it and call upon his name. 

 

The only recorded incident of Jesus’ childhood is the story of his activity in the Temple at age 12.  

Whatever else we can deduce from this story, this much at least is evident: the boy Jesus knew exactly who 

he was. Even from his childhood, he was conscious of a commitment to doing the will of his real Father, the 

King of heaven. 
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WEEK 6, DAY 3  LUKE 3:1–4:13 

 

Today you read Luke 3:1 through 4:13 and covered the ministry of John the Baptist, the baptism of Jesus, 

and the temptation experience. Chapters 1 and 2 cover the birth narratives of both John and Jesus. Chapter 3 

links them again by recounting John’s ministry and Christ’s baptism, and then chapter 4 describes the 

beginning of Christ’s official ministry. 

 

Luke’s quest for historical accuracy is apparent again at the beginning of chapter 3. Writing to Theophilus, 

Luke carefully locates John’s ministry by tying it to every historical marker you can imagine—six of them, 

to be exact. The fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar can be identified by our current method of reckoning as 

beginning in September or October of 27 AD. When Herod the Great, the king who was reigning at the birth 

of Christ, died in 4 BC, his kingdom was divided into four parts; hence the title tetrarch, which means 

“governor of a fourth.” Three parts of Herod’s empire went to his own sons, Herod Antipas, Philip and 

Archelaus (who inherited the largest part of the kingdom, including all of Judea). Archelaus, however, 

proved incompetent and was deposed and replaced by a series of Roman governors or “procurators.” 

Pontius Pilate was appointed by Rome to that post in 25 AD. The fourth portion of Herod’s kingdom, the 

tetrarch of Abilene (in what is now Syria), was ruled at the time of John the Baptist by Lysanias, a king 

descended from an earlier monarch of the same name. 

 

A specific call from God initiates the ministry of John the Baptist, who, like his cousin Jesus, has known 

almost from birth that God has a special role for him to play. I cannot resist the urge to digress briefly and 

emphasize that every ministry worth having comes with a definite call from God. Some calls are certainly 

much more dramatic than others, but every significant ministry begins with a definite call. Without that call, 

there is a lack of direction and authority that will doom a person to failure. The gospel of John describes this 

same John the Baptist as “a man who was sent from God” (John 1:6). Because he knew that he had been 

sent by God, John could speak with great boldness and authority. He saw himself as a fulfillment of 

prophecy, the herald who would precede the king. In the ancient world, if a king was going to travel to the 

outposts of his empire, he would send a herald in front of him to warn the provincial officials that the king 

was coming and to urge them to repair the roads and make them smooth for the king. John is Jesus’ herald, 

telling people that the king is coming and calling them to repair not the roads, but their own hearts. 

 

John’s message has two prongs: repentance and forgiveness. His voice is stern. He doesn’t mince words! He 

calls the people a brood of vipers. He preaches what we would call today hellfire and brimstone sermons. 

He says, “The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be 

cut down and thrown into the fire” (3:9). Repentance and forgiveness always go together, for without the 

former you can never really have the latter. True repentance, according to John the Baptist, produces real 

results in a person’s life. It makes us willing to share our bounty. It makes us honest in our dealings, even if 

we are in a position to exploit others should we so desire. Repentance that does not issue in changed lives is 

not real repentance and will not produce real forgiveness. That thought deserves careful attention. 

 

John’s preaching caused quite a stir in Israel. After all, more than 400 years had passed since Malachi, the 

last of the prophets, had said, as John was now saying, “Thus saith the Lord.” Moreover, John had 

introduced a revolutionary new wrinkle—he was baptizing Jews who wanted to repent of their sins. In times 

past there had been baptisms in Israel, but only for proselytes, or non-Jews who wished to convert to 

Judaism and worship the one true God. Jews didn’t need to be baptized because they were already children 

of Abraham, children of the covenant. John’s teaching was radical. Just being a Jew and having Abraham 
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for a father, meant nothing. He sounded just like the Old Testament prophet Jeremiah, who had said the very 

same things when he talked about being circumcised in your heart and not just in your body (Jeremiah 4:4). 

 

There is a quaint old saying that “God has no grandchildren.” John hammered home this thought against the 

self-righteous Jews who believed that when the Messiah came, he would bring judgment upon the nations 

(especially Rome), but that the privileged Israelites would not be judged because they were on God’s team. 

John’s declares that judgment is coming and that only those who repent and are forgiven of their sins will 

find themselves on God’s team. John calls this good news, and of course it is; but before the good news can 

even be understood, we, like John, have to be faithful enough to share the bad news. 

 

There is a very difficult saying here. John insists that his ministry is outward and preliminary to the One 

who is coming. “He,” John says, “will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. His winnowing fork is 

in his hand to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but he will burn up the chaff 

with unquenchable fire” (Luke 3:16). 

 

John is certainly looking beyond his baptism, which he saw as a type of the true baptism with the Holy 

Spirit that Jesus would make available to his people. What John meant by “the fire” is less clear. Some 

scholars think he may have been pointing toward Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit did baptize the first 

church with tongues of fire. It also seems to me that John was talking about something farther away—taking 

the long view—and seeing Christ as coming not only to redeem the earth, but also to judge it. We know 

from John’s later question, sent to Jesus while John himself was in prison, that some aspects of Christ’s 

ministry perplexed him. I believe that these words will help us understand John’s later question. 

 

As great as John’s knowledge was, he was still essentially an Old Testament prophet looking forward to the 

time when the Messiah would come. The Old Testament prophesies regarding the Messiah had two major 

emphases: 

 

 He would redeem his people. Isaiah 53:6 said, “The Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” 

 

 He would judge the enemies of God and of his people and would reestablish the righteous reign of 

David. Isaiah, after calling the Messiah “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, 

Prince of Peace,” says: “Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end. He will 

reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and 

righteousness from that time on and forever” (Isaiah 9:6–7). And in chapter 11, Isaiah continues: 

“He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; with the breath of his lips he will slay the 

wicked. … The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and 

the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them” (Isaiah 11:4, 6). 

  

What the Old Testament prophets, including John who was the last of them, did not see was that there 

would be two comings of the Messiah—the first to bring salvation and the second, at the end of the age, to 

bring judgment and establish the righteous reign of Christ. One Bible teacher compares the two comings to 

the experience of standing on the prairie and looking toward the distant mountains. From a great distance, 

all the mountains appear to be together, the higher peaks right behind the lower ones; but as you get closer, 

you begin to realize that there are long distances between the peaks. John’s words about Jesus were true, but 

some of them will not be fulfilled until the second event. That will be the time for separation and judgment. 

That will happen when Christ returns. 
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The baptism of Jesus signals the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry. He was baptized not because he 

needed to repent of anything, but because he was fully identifying with his people and their sins. Notice the 

presence of all three members of the Trinity here: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. While he was praying, the 

voice spoke. Jesus heard it, and perhaps John and everyone else did as well. (In Paul’s conversion 

experience on the road to Damascus, his companions heard the voice that spoke to him from heaven.) “You 

are my son,” the voice says to Jesus (Luke 3:22). That phrase comes from Psalm 2, a messianic psalm about 

the king who will rule the nations. “In whom I am well pleased”—that’s a quotation from Isaiah 42, a 

description of the servant of the Lord who will suffer and bear the sins for God’s people. The king and the 

lamb of sacrifice—Jesus brought these two strands of Old Testament prophecy together in himself. He knew 

exactly what was lying on the road ahead of him. 

 

Right after the spiritual high of the baptism experience (this is a frequent pattern in Scripture, as we have 

observed previously) comes the great trial, the temptation of Christ, who is the second Adam. We need to 

see this experience as parallel to the testing of Adam in Genesis 3. Jesus, the second Adam, is tempted like 

our first “federal head,” but Jesus does not succumb to the devil’s temptations. In discussing Genesis 3, I 

alluded to 1 John 2:16, which talks about “the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life.” 

Satan covers the same ground with Jesus:   

 

 The lust of the flesh: Jesus is hungry. Satan says, “Use your power! Turn a rock into bread.” Christ 

responds by quoting Scripture (Deuteronomy 8:3) and placing his trust in God alone. 

 The lust of the eyes: Satan shows him all the kingdoms of the world and says, “They are mine to 

give if you just worship me!” Jesus quotes Scripture (Deuteronomy 6:13): “It is written: Worship 

the Lord your God and serve him only.”   

 The pride of life: “Throw yourself down from the pinnacle of the Temple. God promises you that he 

will give his angels the command to guard you so carefully that you will not strike your foot against 

a stone. Jump! Prove how important you are to God. That will get everyone’s attention!” Now Satan 

is quoting Scripture to Jesus (Psalm 91:11–12)! Christ’s response is to quote Scripture again 

(Deuteronomy 6:16): “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” (Would you like to guess what 

book of Scripture Jesus had been meditating on in the wilderness?)  

 

Much practical wisdom can be gained from how Jesus handled this temptation experience, but I will settle 

for two observations. First, Jesus doesn’t debate with the devil. There is nothing to discuss. As soon as you 

start to consider any of his suggestions, you’ve been had. That’s the mistake Eve made! Second, Christ 

answers each temptation with Scripture. “I have hidden your Word in my heart that I might not sin against 

you” (Psalm 119:11). Know the Word and use it against temptation. 

 

WEEK 6, DAY 4  LUKE 4:14–5:39 

 

Today you read Luke 4:14 through 5:39. It is important to stress again that, in this Know the Word study, 

we are seeking a broad overview of the Bible’s contents and its teaching. Each paragraph is worthy of far 

more attention than we can give it. This is a bit like a guided tour through a museum. There is a lot more to 

look at than I, the tour guide, can show you, but we’ll at least manage to point out some of the highlights 

along the way and call your attention to a few things you otherwise might have missed. I hope you will plan 

on visiting this passage—and all of Scripture—again on your own for a closer look. 
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Although Luke has promised Theophilus a carefully researched and meticulously accurate account of the 

life and times of Jesus the Messiah, he has not promised a strictly chronological account, and that is 

apparent here in his recording of the events that transpired at the synagogue in Nazareth. (Mark’s account 

appears to be the most nearly chronological of the four gospels.) Before appearing at the synagogue in 

Nazareth, Jesus had already gathered his disciples and done some preaching and miracle working in other 

places. His reference to things already occurring at Capernaum proves this, and Mark actually places this 

incident later in Christ’s ministry. Luke records it first and gives us a fuller account, presumably for 

theological reasons. We have already noted Luke’s interest in the universality of the gospel, in that although 

Christ came first to the Jews, he came also to save Gentiles—men and women from every race and social 

stratum. The response that Christ received in Nazareth and his statements about God’s blessings flowing to 

Gentiles in the days of Elijah and Elisha place a stamp upon Christ’s ministry that Luke wants us to see 

from the beginning. Jesus is not just the Savior of Jews, but of everyone. If his own people will not respond, 

then he will offer God’s grace to others who will. At the outset of Luke’s account of Jesus’ public ministry, 

we see the beginning of the fulfillment of Simeon’s ominous words about the baby. Some will love and 

follow him, others will hate and want to destroy him; but about Jesus of Nazareth there is not much 

ambivalence. He is a cornerstone or a stumbling block. Twenty centuries haven’t changed that at all. 

 

The attitude of the people of Nazareth seems to be pretty much this: if you do enough miracles, then maybe 

we will believe. But Jesus’ constant challenge in all four gospels is “If you will just believe, then I will 

move to provide you with the miracles you need.” They said, “Show us and then we'll believe”; he said, 

“Believe and then I’ll show you!” That clash hasn’t changed either. 

 

I will attempt to summarize the rest of what you read by suggesting a one-word theme that may serve to tie 

together the next seven incidents or paragraphs and highlight a progression that, I believe, shows their 

logical (if not chronological) connection. The word I have in mind is authority. Jesus was attempting to 

show those who observed the first portion of his public ministry that he, and he alone, had divine authority. 

Let’s see how that idea plays out in the seven incidents that follow his rather unceremonious departure from 

Nazareth. 

 

1. We begin with Luke 4:31–37. In Capernaum, while teaching in the synagogue, Jesus is interrupted by a 

demon-possessed man. (We’ll talk later about the phenomena of demon possession; for now, just look at the 

result.) Jesus demonstrates authority over the demon by casting it out. What was the effect of this incident 

upon the people of Capernaum? They are amazed, first because his teaching has authority and power, and 

then even more so because he has authority and power over demons. 

 

2. Now look at Luke 4:38–41. That same day he goes to the house of Simon Peter and heals Simon’s 

mother-in-law of a high fever. The healing is amazing because it is instantaneous and complete. A woman 

sick with a high fever is so completely restored that immediately she can wait on guests. Word spreads, and 

as soon as the sun has set, a deluge of humanity begins to flow toward Christ. He heals all of them, 

including some with physical problems and others with demonic problems. The people could not bring the 

sick to him until after sundown because it was the Sabbath, and to carry the sick would have constituted 

work, something Jews would not do on the Sabbath. The theme here is authority over sickness. 

 

3. In Luke 5:1–11, Jesus comes to Simon Peter and borrows his boat to speak more easily to a crowd of 

people gathered at the beach. Then he persuades Simon, who is pretty reluctant, to try a bit more fishing—

and persuades the fish to jump into Simon’s nets! After that, Simon, James, and John leave their business 

and make an instantaneous career change to become “fishers of men.” That’s persuasion! Jesus has 
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authority over both nature and men. 

 

4. In Luke 5:12–14, Christ heals a leper. Now this is authority over sickness again, but leprosy is a very 

special kind of sickness. For one thing, true leprosy (there were some related skin diseases for which this 

would not be true) was incurable. Once you got it, a slow degeneration would occur, with your limbs being 

eaten up by the disease and literally falling off one at a time until your eventual death. Second, and more 

important to Luke’s intentions here, throughout the Old Testament leprosy was understood as a symbol of 

sin. I think the reason for this symbolism was that, like sin, leprosy was incurable, horrible, and 

progressively degenerative and eventually resulted in death. (Interestingly, God sometimes sent leprosy as a 

punishment against those who dishonored him. Moses’ sister Miriam, Gehazi (Elisha’s servant), and King 

Uzziah all had this experience.) So Jesus cures the leper and sends him back. He has authority over leprosy.  

 

5. The theme of Luke 5:17–26 is that Jesus has authority over sin and the authority to forgive sin. If you say 

you have authority over nature, you can prove it by moving all the fish in a lake into the nets of a frustrated 

fisherman or, even better, by stopping a storm instantly with one single spoken word. If you claim authority 

over sickness, you can prove that you really have it by curing sick people, and lots of them, instantly. But if 

you say you have authority to forgive sin (an authority that, by definition, belongs only to God himself), 

how can you prove that? You might do it by saying to a paralyzed man: “Your sins are forgiven. Get up and 

walk!” 

 

Some of the thunder of this action is lost on us because we do not share the theology of the Pharisees. They 

believed (quite wrongly) that all sickness was the direct result of sin, and that the only way to get better was 

to repent and have your sins forgiven. So Jesus plays on this erroneous belief and paints the Pharisees into 

an awful corner. They said he did not have the authority to forgive sins—that belonged to God alone—but 

they also believed that no one could be healed unless God forgave their sins. When that man got up and 

walked away, what a dilemma the Pharisees had! Jesus claimed to forgive sins, and he demonstrated that he 

had authority over sin! 

 

6. In Luke 5:27–31, Jesus claims authority over sinners, and in fact sinners of the absolute worst kind—tax 

collectors, the thieves and traitors whom everyone loved to hate. Tax collectors were Roman collaborators. 

They were dishonest. They were the absolute scum of the earth. Yet Jesus demonstrates that his authority 

extends even here. He does it in a way that is particularly offensive to the religious folks. It would have been 

okay, I suppose, if he had called down a lightning bolt from heaven to consume Levi, but Jesus exercises his 

authority in an astonishing way, by inviting Levi to become one of his disciples, and Levi accepts! Jesus’ 

commentary on that incident is priceless: “I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance” 

(5:32). 

 

7. Finally, consider Luke 5:33–39. John’s disciples prayed and fasted regularly. Although the Old 

Testament mandated fasting only on the Day of Atonement and provided for private fasting in times of 

special need or mourning, the Pharisees had developed a system that required all truly religious people to 

fast twice a week, with as much outward display as possible, so everyone would know how righteous they 

were. Jesus clearly claimed authority over religious practices and traditions. 

 

The authority of Jesus—that’s the theme that draws everything you read today together. 

 

As usual, there are many more things worth mentioning, but we will end with just two. First, it is as clear as 

could be that Jesus was following a very definite agenda. After that wonderful day in Capernaum, which 
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Mark also records in a somewhat briefer fashion, the people there want to install him as a kind of resident 

miracle worker and guru. But Jesus has other plans. “I'm not here primarily to work miracles,” he explains, 

“but to preach the good news of the kingdom.” Over and over again, after a notable miracle, Jesus 

commands people to silence, a command that is usually disobeyed. But he does so, in part at least, because 

he has a clear sense of what he needs to be doing and is not going to let others set his agenda for him, even 

if the things they want are all good in themselves. Jesus didn’t heal nearly as many people as he could have 

because he had something even more important to do—preach the gospel! He could have stayed in one 

place his entire ministry, preaching to and healing all the people there, but his mission was to keep moving 

on, sharing the good news with others who also needed to hear it. Friends, when you know what God wants 

you to do as Jesus did—and his certainty was at least partly (as today’s reading showed) because he spent so 

much time in prayer—you’ll know what you have to say no to. If you can never say no to anything someone 

asks you to do, then you probably don’t have a clear picture yet of what God does want you to do. 

 

As we close, note Peter’s response (in 5:8) when he finally begins to understand who Jesus is. The reality of 

the holiness of God is so awesome that when we see him for who he really is, we are immediately 

confronted by our own sinfulness and we can hardly stand the encounter.  

 

WEEK 6, DAY 5  LUKE 6 

 

Today you read Luke 6. From the outset of Luke’s account of Jesus’ ministry, it has been apparent that he 

was more popular with the out-and-out sinners than with some of the most religious (and at least apparently 

righteous) people of his day. Time after time, he ran into trouble with the Pharisees. Since we haven’t yet 

spent much time with the Pharisees, it might be well for us to learn a little about this group of people. 

 

The name Pharisee means “the separated one,” and these people had separated themselves from ordinary 

people and ordinary life in order to keep the Jewish law as they interpreted it. They were the theological 

purists of the day, and their roots went back to the second century BC, when a certain pagan ruler named 

Antiochus Epiphanes (who came to power in the portion of the Ptolemaic Empire that contained Israel) tried 

to destroy Judaism. Through the efforts of the Maccabeans and their followers, who later evolved into the 

Pharisees, Israel had wrestled its independence back again, only to fall a little while later under the thumb of 

Rome. With all kinds of pagan pressure being exerted upon them to compromise their faith, the Pharisees 

(the separated ones) developed an almost fanatical identification with the law of God, and they were bound 

and determined to keep it and themselves pure. Where the principles of the law were not clearly 

determinative for specific situations of life, such as with reference to the Sabbath, the Pharisees would seek 

to make and enforce a law to cover the ambiguity. God’s Word stated clearly that work was prohibited on 

the Sabbath, of course, but what constituted work? When the scribes, the students of the law, settled each 

troubling question, the Pharisees then dedicated themselves to keeping it perfectly. The scribes decided, by 

the way, that to rub a kernel of grass between your fingers was threshing; therefore it constituted work and 

was prohibited on the Sabbath. They also determined that walking more than two-thirds of a mile on the 

Sabbath was work, and that tying knots on the Sabbath was work as well. (You had to get them tied in 

advance the day before.) Carrying a bundle with your hands was work too, but if you could carry it with 

your teeth, that was okay. 

 

Inevitably this policy of separation led to disdain for all lesser mortals, and a holier-than-thou attitude was 

the result. Many of the Pharisees would become implacable enemies of Jesus Christ. He loved God and did 
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wonderful things, but he would not keep their separatist rules. Today, the word Phariseeism (more 

commonly spelled Pharisaism) in the English language is a synonym for legalism.  

 

My friends, every single word of Scripture stands inviolable, and wherever the Bible clearly makes a rule, it 

must be binding for us—even if we don’t like it! But sometimes today, just as in the Pharisees’ time, people 

start making new rules in their sincere effort to keep the law. The Bible says, “Keep the Sabbath”; therefore 

children ought never to play games on Sunday! The Bible says, “Do not give any appearance of evil”; 

therefore you must never go to the movies and any Christian who does is sinning. Do you see the danger? 

Jesus never broke God’s law, but he didn’t keep the Pharisees’ rules, and that made them so mad that they 

plotted to kill him! It was so wrong in their eyes for him to heal the man with the withered arm on the 

Sabbath that it was acceptable for them to plot his murder on the same day! What’s wrong with this picture? 

 

After spending a whole night in prayer, Jesus chose his 12 apostles. Again, Luke is the only gospel writer 

who notes the connection between prayer and action. But it’s always there. In chapter 1, Zechariah was at 

prayer when the angel came. In chapter 2, Anna was in prayer when she recognized the Messiah. In chapter 

3, Jesus was praying at his baptism when God spoke and the Holy Spirit descended. In chapter 4, after that 

amazing day in Capernaum, the multitudes and the disciples couldn’t find him, because he was in a lonely 

place praying. (Luke doesn’t specifically tell us he was praying, but Mark 1:35 does.) In chapter 5, his 

popularity was spreading and the pressure to perform ministry was increasing, but Luke says, “But Jesus 

often withdrew to lonely places and prayed” (5:16). Now, in chapter 6, he spends a whole night alone in 

prayer with his Father before he chooses the 12 apostles, one of the most important decisions he will make 

in his whole ministry.  

 

There is a pattern here! Where does Jesus, the man, get his guidance? From prayer. How does he handle 

pressure? By praying. What determines his agenda? Prayer. How does he handle conflict? He prays. If Jesus 

Christ, who is Emmanuel (God incarnate), needs to pray that much, what about you and me?  

 

Now, look at the men he selects—they are not the ones I would choose if I knew I had just two or three 

years to train a group to change the world. I would have looked for people who were a little less common, 

better educated, more sophisticated, well-traveled, and polished. Jesus chose 11 Galilean men, some of 

whom had recognizable potential but who were by any standard very rough indeed. The qualities that Jesus 

was looking for were evidently fairly simple: they had to be faithful, available, and teachable. If these were 

the kind of people Jesus chose, we can presume that he is still looking for the same characteristics in his 

followers today. Those are qualifications that everyone can meet—if they want to. 

 

The list of the 12 apostles also appears in Acts 1, Matthew 10, and Mark 3. In all four lists, Peter’s name 

comes first because he became the recognized leader of the twelve. A couple of items could be confusing. In 

John 1, Peter, Andrew, James, John, and Philip are mentioned along with Nathaniel. The other evangelists 

(i.e., gospel writers) mention Bartholomew but not Nathaniel. Conclusion? Nathaniel and Bartholomew are 

the same person. “This may be explained by the fact that Bartholomew is not a personal name but a 

patronymic—it merely indicates the person as the son of Tholomai (or Ptolemy). His real name was 

therefore Nathaniel. … Matthew is also sometimes called Levi (compare chapter 5:27 and Matthew 9:9), 

and Judas the son of James is the same as Thaddeus (Mark 3:18); he is the Judas not Iscariot of John 14:22.  

Judas Iscariot, the traitor, is always mentioned last in the lists.”
4

   

If you are familiar with the other Gospels, you will have noticed the marked similarity between the 

remainder of Luke 6 and the Sermon on the Mount, found in Matthew 5–7. Either Luke is giving us a 
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somewhat abbreviated account of the same sermon that Matthew records (this seems to be the opinion of the 

majority of commentators) or else Luke is recording a different occasion on which Jesus preached a very 

similar sermon. Either view is possible, though Matthew’s account is fuller. Luke does record one section, 

the woes pronounced upon those whose lives are focused entirely on the here and now, that does not appear 

in Matthew. “But woe to you are rich, for you have already received your comfort,” Luke says. “Woe to you 

who are well fed now, for you will go hungry. Woe to you who laugh now, for you will weep and mourn” 

(Luke 6:25–26). 

 

William Barclay comments on this sermon: “There are differences between the versions of Matthew and 

Luke but this one thing is clear—they are a series of bombshells. It may well be that we have read them so 

often that we have forgotten how revolutionary they are. They are quite unlike the laws which a philosopher 

or a typical wise man might lay down. Each one is a challenge.” Barclay then quotes the German theologian 

Adolf Deissmann: “They are spoken in an electric atmosphere. They are not quiet stars but flashes of 

lightning followed by a thunder of surprise and amazement! They take the accepted standards and turn them 

upside down. The people whom Jesus called happy, the world would call wretched; and the people Jesus 

called wretched, the world would call happy. Just imagine anyone saying, ‘Happy are the poor and woe to 

the rich!’  To talk like that is to put an end to the world’s values altogether.”
5

    

John 7 records an incident that occurred after the high priest and the Pharisees sent officers out to arrest 

Jesus. They came back without him. When pressed for a reason, all they could say was, “No one ever spoke 

the way this man does” (John 7:46). When you read this sermon, you begin to understand their 

astonishment. Unlike the Pharisees, he doesn’t refer to Rabbi Gamaliel or Rabbi Shammai. He doesn’t even 

sound like an Old Testament prophet with the ever-present “thus saith the Lord.” Jesus says, “I tell you … .” 

He doesn’t need anybody else’s authority. He speaks with his own divine authority. He couldn’t do that if he 

weren’t consciously claiming to be divine.   

 

Perhaps the most revolutionary part of this sermon is Jesus’ teaching about loving your enemies. Moses’ 

law forbade the Israelites from taking revenge against their own people. “Love your neighbor as yourself” 

(Leviticus 19:18) applied only to fellow Jews—and not even to all of them! But Jesus extends the Old 

Testament law to include our enemies, and he does it on his own authority. “Love your enemies … bless 

those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you” (Luke 6:27–28).  

 

The verb that Jesus uses for love is not phileo or brotherly love (as in the city of Philadelphia) but agapeo, 

the highest kind of godly love. I once saw the three different New Testament words for love described in 

this way. There is an if kind of love—I will love you if you meet my expectations and if you meet my needs. 

That would roughly correspond to the word eros in Greek, from which we get the English word erotic. Then 

there is a because kind of love—I love you because of who you are and what you have done. That roughly 

corresponds to the word philos, or brotherly love. Finally, there is the regardless of kind of love—I love you 

regardless of what you've done and who you are. That’s agape, the kind of love Christ says we should have 

for our enemies. And that is exactly the kind of love God has for us! “But God demonstrates his own love 

for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). 
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