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It seemed good to me                                             


 Luke 1:1-4

(Scripture quotes from the New King James Version unless otherwise indicated)
The book of the Bible called ‘the Gospel according Luke’ is unique in various ways, one of these being the introduction. In these verses the writer tells us how and why he wrote this book. Only John gives us comparable detail, telling the reader he, ‘wrote these things that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God and that believing you may have life in his name’ (John 20:31). John also reminds us that Jesus did many other things not recorded in his book. Some of these things we find recorded in Luke and the other gospels. 

Luke, along with Matthew and Mark, are called the Synoptic gospels. Not only do they cover the same topic, namely the life and death of Jesus of Nazareth, but many of their records overlap. This is understandable but it is also interesting that some of these records overlap word for word. There is a whole field of study called ‘the Synoptic problem’ and a so called ‘two document theory’ which holds that Mark was the first gospel to be written, and that Matthew and Luke used Mark and another source called Q. 
Without going into this theory we simply note what the writer of Luke tells us. He says that, ’many have undertaken to draw up an account of things fulfilled among us’ (1:1). Luke was aware of, and drew upon, records of the life of Jesus because he was not an eyewitness himself. He had access to eyewitnesses when he was in Jerusalem with Paul, and probably made the most of this opportunity to get information first hand. Luke was most concerned to record the facts because the religion of Theophilus and himself was based on fact not fiction. This is a unique characteristic of the Christian religion. What we believe in based upon facts not fantasy. 

In the Hindu religion there is no such concern for historical truth. People worship many gods or idols. Ganesh the elephant god is one such idol made of stone. One day in the city where we lived a worshipper was offering milk to this idol and in the heat it seemed to him that the idol actual drank milk. The news spread like wildfire and soon thousands were rushing to the temple. This story got into the national newspapers and soon the whole country was in a frenzy. The government set up an inquiry to see if the report was true. The scientists said it was not possible for a stone to drink milk, but that made no difference to the worshippers. Whether it was true or not made no difference to them.
Many contend that what is written in the Bible is not factual. They appeal to science and archaeology to disprove the history here recorded, but their appeals continue to fail. And they will do so because Luke makes it very clear that he was writing historical fact, not creating myths for us to believe in. We know that he was inspired by the Spirit of God, but let the unbeliever and sceptic know what the writer here declares as to his methods and purpose. He wanted Theophilus and all the world to know the truth of all ‘that Jesus began both to do and to teach’ (Acts 1:1). ‘It is historical fact’ writes one commentator, ‘that when Luke wrote his gospel there existed among many educated persons of the time a strong desire for firmly established truth in the field of religion’. O, that this were the case today- a desire for facts rather than fantasy in religion. Let us who believe stick to the facts and not leave ourselves open to attack because of traditions. 
1.Who and when?

Before we look at what is written in this book we will take a brief look at the writer. His name is not mentioned in the book although he does write in the first person in this introduction. He does mention the name of a contemporary, a man called Theophilus. This is a Greek name meaning ‘lover of God’. Some think the name is symbolic, referring to all who love God, but the adjective ‘most excellent’ indicates a specific person. It points to a man of high social rank, possibly a Roman governor (cf. Acts 23:26). Some think Theophilus was Luke’s patron who would meet the cost of publishing his book. Dedicating a book to a well-known person was not uncommon at the time. It interesting that in the 16 century Calvin dedicated his ‘Institutes of the Christian religion’ to the King of France with a lengthy personal appeal. Since Theophilus was a Gentile name, and Luke himself was a Gentile, this gospel seems to be directed at a Gentile rather than Jewish audience.  
The name Theophilus appears again in the introduction to the book of Acts. Acts begins with the words, ‘In my former book Theophilus’ (Acts 1:1). These words make a direct link to the gospel we are now looking at. I was actually thinking to study the book of Acts but since it is the second volume of this man’s writing decided to start at the beginning. Together these two books make the writer the greatest contributor to the NT canon. 
Knowing Acts to be the second volume helps us to ascertain who the writer is, and when he wrote. At a number of places in Acts the writer refers to ‘we’ or ‘us’ (e.g. Acts 16:10, 16), indicating he was a companion and fellow traveller with the apostle Paul. This man was with Paul when he first went into Europe and also when he was taken as prisoner from Caesarea to Rome. We know from Paul’s letter to the Colossians and to Philemon that Luke was with Paul in Rome. Paul refers to Luke as the beloved physician (Col 4:14) and fellow worker (Phm 24). Mark was with them- the same Mark who wrote the gospel. Extra Biblical documents provide further evidence that it was this man Luke who wrote this Gospel and Acts. 
The book of Acts ends with Paul having spent two years under house arrest in Rome. There is no mention of his expectation of release (Phil 2:24), nor of Nero’s burning of Rome in AD64, nor of the destruction of the Jerusalem temple in AD70. Since the gospel was written before Acts, a date of writing around AD63 is most likely.

Luke was an educated man. He is regarded as the most literary of the NT writers. The four verses of this introduction are a single sentence in Greek- and it is very formal language, intended for the noble gentleman Theophilus. The language is much less formal after this. Luke is of course relating events that occurred in a Jewish setting.  

2.How?

Having learned the background of the writer, we will turn to look at the background of this book. How did Luke put it together? We know he wrote under the inspiration of the Spirit of God, but that does not mean God dictated everything to him. Luke tells us, ‘it seemed good’ to him to write this account, acknowledging many others had undertaken the same task. He set about writing an ‘orderly account’. He had the gifts and the Spirit of God moved him and guided him in doing this work.
‘Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been accomplished or fulfilled among us’ (1:1), things relating to all that Jesus did and taught (Acts 1:1). Luke does not tell us the names of any of these people but it is generally considered that Mark was among these writers. J C Ryle disagrees because Mark was inspired, but that does not mean that Luke could not use what he wrote. A great deal of the material in Luke is very similar to that found in Mark’s gospel. 

These were others who had made records of events and sayings. Theophilus had already received instruction, possibly by way of material that had been put together by the apostles. For some reason Luke considered these accounts to be incomplete. He was a forward looking man who saw the day when the apostles and other eyewitness would not be around to verify what Jesus did and said. Luke stresses the fact that he was relying on ‘eyewitnesses and ministers of the word’- probably the apostles. 

Mark probably witnessed some events in Jesus’ life. He was personally known to Luke. ‘Get Mark and bring him with you’ Paul wrote to Timothy (2Tim 4:11). He wanted them to bring ‘the books and especially the parchments’. Luke was with Paul in Rome at this time. Luke also had access to eyewitness when he went up to Jerusalem, and was in Caesarea with Paul. He would have carefully noted things they told him. 

In these words Luke firstly assures Theophilus that he has made a thorough investigation of the works and words of Jesus, going right back to the beginning. Whereas Mark’s gospel begins with Jesus’ ministry, Luke gives the most detailed account of the nativity in the NT. Still the focus is upon the ministry years and especially upon the death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus. Luke is the only one to tell us what happened on the road to Emmaus. 

Secondly, having undertaken this investigation he went on to write an ‘orderly account’ for Theophilus. What does he mean by ‘orderly’? It does not necessarily mean he put everything in strict chronological order, although Luke does make frequent references to the passage of time. His account is orderly in that it forms a logical and connected whole, which is in keeping with his purpose.
3.Why?

What Luke writes is accurate history but not just history. He does not write simply to inform. He writes ‘that you may know the certainty’ of what Jesus did and said. Luke was a believer whose faith depended on the truth about Jesus of Nazareth. He wrote that other believers might know this truth. He wrote foreseeing the days when these facts would be challenged and confounded by heretics. Such days came soon enough, and they continue to the present. 

Luke wanted Theophilus to know the facts, not myths or traditions of human origin. As a companion of the apostle Paul, he would have seen the beginnings of false teaching and traditions coming into the church. Imagine the havoc a false teacher could have wrought had this complete and comprehensive account of the life and death of Jesus not been available. 
Luke wrote of ‘things which have been fulfilled among us’ (1:1). He knew that Jesus fulfilled OT prophesy. But he also knew that Jesus came as the Saviour and Redeemer of the whole world- the word ‘Saviour’ is not found in Matthew or Mark. Jesus came to seek and to save the lost, be they Jew or Gentile. He put the birth of Jesus into a ‘whole world’ context (2:14). At the same time he refers to many individuals, especially the poor and women and children. The account of the widow of Nain is found only in Luke (7:11f).
The opening words to this gospel are tremendously reassuring to us. They give us great confidence in proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ. We believe that Luke wrote under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. But we also know, because he tells us here, that he collected all the information he could, especially from eyewitness, and after making a thorough study of this information wrote this book on the unique birth, life and death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. No other religion makes, or can make, a claim to be based on historical fact.
You shall call him John                                                

Luke 1:5-17

‘There was in the days of Herod, the king of Judea, a certain priest‘ (1:5). Luke begins his gospel with clear references to time and place. The place is Judea, the name of the Roman province that was more or less the old territory of Judah. The location becomes more specific with the mention of a certain priest. The Jews who lived in this province had just one temple at which to worship and that was in Jerusalem. All the priests, and there were thousands of them, were associated with this temple. This chapter will focus upon one priest called Zacharias or Zachariah, and his wife Elizabeth. 

The days of Herod went from 37 BC to 4 BC. This was Herod the Great who was not actually Jewish but professed to be so. He was appointed by Rome- a puppet king, but powerful nevertheless. This Herod was a great builder and a great destroyer. He built many monuments and pagan altars. He also built the temple. He destroyed many human lives. He murdered his wife, three sons, and numerous relatives. In his final days he massacred all the baby boys in Bethlehem (Mat 2:16). Few mourned his passing. The days of Herod were dark and fearful. But into this darkness shone a ray of light. An angel appeared to Zacharias while he was serving in the temple. 

1.Parents

The temple built by Solomon was destroyed by the Babylonians in 586BC and the Jews were taken into exile. After 70 years they returned and started to rebuild the temple and the walls of the city. They sought to re-establish the family lines, and especially the lines of the priests. David had organized the sons of Aaron into 24 divisions and made a roster for them to serve in the temple. Abijah was the eighth of these divisions (1Chron 24:10). Not all divisions returned from exile but a set up with 24 divisions was recreated. Each division had duty for a week, twice a year. That duty included offering incense on the bronze altar. Only one priest could perform this duty. So it was, that a priest did this just once in his life. This was a very big day for Zacharias.

Zacharias had a wife called Elizabeth. A priest had to marry a fellow Jew. To marry the daughter of a priest was something special. Elizabeth was of the daughters of Aaron. They were a pious couple who walked in   obedience to the commands of God. They were ‘righteous before God’, but not sinless of course. It was proper that the last of the prophets should be prepared for service by growing up in such a faithful family. 

Zacharias means ‘the Lord remembers’. Elizabeth means ‘my God is an oath’. These names were pregnant with meaning in the context of what the Lord was going to do through their son. It was some 400 years since the Lord last spoke to his people. Worship of the Lord was at low ebb. It was time for the Lord to remember his people. Some of them clung to the covenant promises. The Lord had promised a Messiah, a great prophet and deliverer like Moses. In the dark days they were praying and waiting on the Lord. A man called Simeon waited all his life for the consolation of Israel (2:25), as did a woman called Anna (2:38). 

Zacharias and Elizabeth were faithful and obedient, but they had one terrible sadness in their life. They had no children because Elizabeth was barren. They would have prayed about this for many years but she remained barren. They were now ‘well advanced in years’ (1:7), which we take to mean they were beyond the age of childbearing. They had given up hope on having a child (1:18). We are reminded of Abraham and Sarah, and of Hannah. Samuel was born to Hannah in days of spiritual darkness in Israel.

2.Proclamation

‘Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him. The angel said to him‘ (1:11, 13). An angel appeared to Zacharias while he was burning incense at the altar. This altar was in the holy place, not the most holy place. Other priests had gone in with him at the morning or evening sacrifice, but they left him alone to undertake the solemn duty of burning incense. The people outside were praying at this hour of incense (1:10). They may well have been waiting for the smoke to rise up from the offering as a picture of prayers going up before the Lord.  

A righteous priest in Israel offering up incense on the altar. God chose this solemn moment to speak to his people after 400 years. He sent an angel, who later identified himself as Gabriel, to Zacharias. The angel appeared on the right hand side of the altar. We are not told what he looked like but Zacharias certainly saw something because he stood there trembling. People in the Bible usually respond to angelic visions in this way. In fact most of these appearances are here in the nativity stories. An angel appeared to Mary, to Joseph and to the shepherds. In each case the angel said ‘do not be afraid’ because the humans trembled in their presence. Just as the first coming of Jesus was accompanied by angelic witnesses, so will be his second coming (Mat 24:31). And many human hearts will be trembling on that day.   

The angel of the Lord spoke to Zacharias by way of proclamation. He did not engage in trivial conversation. He did not come to discuss or argue with the priest. He came to deliver a message from the throne room of heaven. He came from ‘standing in the presence of God’ (1:19). ‘Your prayer has been heard and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John’ (1:13). It is a marvel of modern medicine that we can find out the gender of a baby very early on in a pregnancy. Zacharias was not only told his wife would have a son but was told to name him John - and that before the baby was even conceived. Such is the sovereign power of God. Such is divine providence. John was to be a special child with a special work to do for the Lord.  

In a sense all children are special to the Lord. Children are a heritage from the Lord (Ps 127). Each one has a special task prepared for them by the Lord. Let us recognize this as we bring up our children as the special gifts from the Lord that they are.

3.Purpose 

What was the special task that John would do for the Lord? We have seen that Zacharias and Elizabeth were living in dark days. Although faithful to the Lord, there was little joy in their lives as they lived in the midst of spiritual and moral decay. They, like a few others, were clinging to some of the last words the Lord spoke to his people. These were spoken by the prophet Malachi, and they are found on the closing page of the OT. ‘Behold the day is coming. Behold I will send you my prophet Elijah before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the Lord, and he will turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers’ (Mal 4:1, 5,6). Elijah was one of the greatest prophets in Israel. In days of great darkness in Israel he bravely declared the word of the Lord. He did so before wicked kings and queens. Zacharias heard the angel say that John would go before him (the Lord) in the spirit and power of Elijah. This is just what Malachi had said. 
‘You will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice in his birth’ (1:14). If this child was to be a prophet like Elijah, turning the children of Israel back to the Lord, it was indeed cause for great rejoicing. And what was even more exciting and wonderful was that he was going to go before the Lord ‘to make ready a people prepared for the Lord’ (1:17). Great changes were coming to Israel. This son who was to born to Zacharias and Elizabeth was going to turn many of the Jews back to the Lord their God. This pious couple must have prayed for revival for many years. They longed for the people to return to the Lord and walk in his ways. They longed for Messiah to come. What would they be praying for if they were with us today? Would they not be praying for revival, and for Jesus to return in all his glory? 

‘Your prayer is heard’ the angel said (1:13). He went on to say that Elizabeth would have a son, but that does not mean Zacharias was praying for a son- not at that moment anyway. He was standing before the altar as the people’s representative. He was probably praying for Messiah to come and deliver the people of God. The multitude was outside praying and waiting. The angel not only told Zacharias he would have a son and what his ministry would be. He also told him how this child was to be raised. He was not to drink wine or strong drink (1:15). This was like a Nazarite vow but there is no mention of not cutting his hair. The angel said John would be ‘filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb’ (1:15). Under the Old Covenant it was usual for the Holy Spirit to come and go from God’s servants. But this man John would be filled with the Holy Spirit from before his birth, as seen in his ‘in utero’ response to being in the presence of the pregnant Mary (1:41). 

John means ‘the Lord is gracious’.  God’s grace was about to be revealed to Israel and to the world. This grace would bring about reconciliation between fathers and their children. Such reconciliation was sorely needed in a family like that of Herod’s, and many other families. Such reconciliation comes only through reconciliation with God. It is thought that this prophecy meant that the present rebellious generation would be brought into religious harmony with the upright ones of former times. 

The birth of John heralded a great turning point for the people of God. Days of spiritual darkness were coming to an end. The Lord was speaking to his people again. John would preach repentance for the forgiveness of sins. He would prepare the way of the Lord.   

Unbelief                                                                  


Luke 1:18-25

The little girl wanted a straw to drink her milk. As I took one out of the drawer I pretended it was a worm wriggling in my hand. The child got scared and pulled back her hand. She believed what I said. Grandfathers should not tease little ones! But the lesson for us today is that little ones believe what they are told. The little girl did not reason to herself that the straw could not be a worm. She believed what she heard. This is what Jesus meant when he said, ‘whoever does not receive the Kingdom of God as a little child will by no means enter it’ (Mark 10:15). Little children believe what they hear, and as disciples of Jesus we must believe what he tells us in the Bible.  

‘How long will these people not believe me with all the signs that I have performed among them’ (Num 14:11). Moses sent twelve men to spy out Canaan. They were not sent to decide whether or not to go up. They were sent to find out the best way up. God had promised this land to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob. He brought the people out of Egypt with many signs and wonders. He said he would bring them into Canaan. But ten spies brought back a bad report. They led the people in rebellion. They led the people into the terrible sin of unbelief.   

1.Unbelief

After some 400 years of silence, the Lord spoke to his people. He sent an angel to speak to Zacharias. Zacharias and his wife Elizabeth were righteous before God. They walked according to the commandments (1:6). Zacharias was serving in the house of God when the angel appeared to him. The angel told him his wife would have a son and they were to name him John. Zachariah was a pious man, but was he a man of faith? Piety is not the same as faith. 

Zacharias said to the angel, 'How shall I know this? I am an old man and my wife is well advanced in years’ (1:18). Elizabeth was past the age of childbearing. They had no doubt prayed year after year for a baby. The biological clock kept on ticking but now it had stopped. Zacharias knew it was no longer possible for his wife to have a baby. He could not believe what the angel told him. He would not believe the angel’s words without some sign. How can I know this? he asked (1:18). We might think that the supernatural appearance which caused Zacharias to tremble in fear would be sign enough. We might think he would have believed the words of an angel. The words of a man he might doubt, but not the words of an angel of God. We are reminded of the words of father Abraham to the rich man in the parable- ‘if they do not hear Moses and the prophets neither will they be persuaded though one rise from the dead’ (16:31).

Unbelief was the essence of the Fall. Eve was led by Satan to doubt the word of the Lord God. She began to think that God was not good. She began to doubt the word of the God who made Adam and Eve, and put them in a beautiful garden. How sinister is our great enemy Satan! He is behind all unbelief. Unbelief can be so powerful that even though God raises a man from the dead, still people will not believe him. 

Unbelief keeps millions from entering into the Kingdom of God. Unbelief has never been more widespread than it is today. Appealing to human reason, many deny the truth of what God tells us in the Bible. They deny the miracles. They even deny the truth of history. God made us to be reasoning beings. The ability to reason is the gift of God. But he never intended for reason to over-rule belief in God’s word. It is the sinful nature that exalts reason and doubt. Many pride themselves in their doubt.  

In contrast to the little child, I once heard a man, a preacher no less, say how life was like putting the pieces of a puzzle together. He proudly declared he had only a few pieces left to find and put into place. That was many years ago. I often wonder if he ever found the lost pieces or if he died still searching. Alas, many never get the puzzle together! They cannot believe the simple truth declared in the Bible that salvation is by grace alone through faith alone. 

Zacharias was inclined to believe in biology more than the word of the angel of God. He believed his wife’s body was too old to bear a child. He did not believe that with God all things are possible. You will recall that others in the Bible asked God for a sign when God asked to believe the impossible. God gave signs to Abraham, Gideon, and King Hezekiah. Abraham was told by the Lord that his wife Sarah would have a son even though she was past the age of child bearing. Sarah laughed in unbelief. The Lord was not pleased. ‘Is anything too hard for the Lord’ he said (Gen 18: 14). The word of the Lord was fulfilled and Isaac was born to them in their old age. Zacharias would have known this story. It was in the history of his own people. To ask for a sign, when God had already done the very same thing, was to invite divine rebuke. 

‘Jews request a sign and Greeks seek after wisdom’ – or we might say reason (1Cor 1:22). The apostle Paul found rampant unbelief during his ministry. Like Jesus, he was asked for signs. His gospel was rejected by the wise men of this world. But he kept on preaching Jesus Christ and him crucified. The cross and the empty tomb are signs for all to see. No other sign will be given. What greater sign can God give than the resurrection? Yet men and women still demand a sign before they will repent and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ.

2.Unable to speak

Did Zacharias get a sign from the angel? Let us see the response of the angel to Zacharias’s request. The angel first identified himself as ‘Gabriel, who stands in the presence of God’ (1:19). Only two angels are named in the Bible: Gabriel and Michael. Gabriel means ‘man of God’. He brings good news. He appeared to Daniel explaining the vision that he had. Daniel did not question what Gabriel said to him. Zacharias should have known how Gabriel appeared to Daniel and accurately predicted future events. Gabriel stood in the presence of God. He was sent by God with the special message for Zacharias. Angels are God’s messengers. They faithfully convey messages from the Almighty. Zacharias was receiving a message direct from the throne room of heaven, a message from the King of kings and Lord of lords, but still he did not believe what he was told.

Zacharias wanted a sign and he got one- though not one of his choosing. The angel told him he would be dumb- and seemingly deaf also- until his son was born (1:20, 62). It was appropriate that a man who would not give unquestioning thanks and praise to God be made dumb; just as it was appropriate for God to confuse the language of those who exalted themselves against him at the tower of Babel. God has given us mouths to praise and exalt his holy name. Beware of failing to do so.

At the word of the angel, Zacharias was made dumb because he ‘did not believe the words of the angel which would be fulfilled in their own time’ (1:20). The words were the words of Almighty God. Whatever God says he will do. ‘Faith is just believing what God says he will do’ are the words of a children’s chorus. God does not trick us. God does not make things complicated. We must not sit in judgment over the word of God, deciding what we will believe and what we will not believe. We must listen and obey every word that God had spoken. Every word will be fulfilled in due time. 

Later in this chapter we find Gabriel speaking to the virgin Mary. Mary was told she would have a baby son called Jesus (1:31). What was her response to the angel’s message? Was it different to that of Zacharias? Mary said, ‘How this can be, since I do not know a man’ (1:34). Mary was not doubting Gabriel’s word or asking for a sign. She was asking about the process. She was a virgin. There was no precedent for a virgin birth. Mary was told that ‘with God nothing will be impossible’, and she believed (1:37). 

3.Delivered

The angel left, and Zacharias emerged from the holy place to stand before the waiting worshippers. They were waiting for him to dismiss them with the Aaronic blessing. But they soon realized he was unable to do so. When he could not speak they reckoned that he had seen a vision in the temple (1:22). Zacharias completed the week of his duty in the temple and then went home with his wife. He probably lived in the hills to the south of Jerusalem (1:39). Elizabeth was soon pregnant and she hid herself for five months. Why did she hide herself at this time? We are not told, but do note the unusual circumstances surrounding her pregnancy. Besides, her husband was deaf and dumb which made socializing difficult. 

Elizabeth was filled with thankfulness and praise that the Lord had removed her reproach among people (1: 25). In that society a childless woman felt great shame. Hannah wept often and felt bitterness in her heart because she had no children till Samuel was born. Elizabeth felt the same sadness and shame. But now the Lord was taking away her shame. The word from God delivered by Gabriel was good news for Elizabeth. At last she was going to have the baby she had prayed for all her married life. It was good news for the people because this baby, to be called John, would prepare the way for the coming of Messiah. Was it good news for Zacharias? Unbelief threatened to keep this good news from him. The rebuke of Gabriel was heeded. He rejoiced in the birth of John (1:64). 

The Israelites could not enter the promise land because of unbelief (Heb 3:19). ‘Beware brethren lest there be in you an evil heart of unbelief in departing from the living God’ (Heb 3:12). Do you find yourself sometimes doubting what God has said? Do you sometimes question the goodness of God? Are you mindful of the dangers of unbelief? We must urge one another to walk by faith, believing in God and all his promises. Let us pray, ‘Lord I believe; help my unbelief’ (Mark 9:24) 

All things are possible to him who believes. This is the promise of Jesus. Do you believe what Jesus said? Do you believe like a little child? That is how we are to believe every word that God has spoken to us in the Bible.  

 You shall call him Jesus                                               

Luke 1:26-33

How shall I know this? If Zacharias the priest could not believe that his wife would have a baby in her old age what would he think about a virgin having a baby! After being sent from the presence of God to tell Zacharias about the birth of John the Baptist, the angel Gabriel was sent to a virgin called Mary to tell her that she would have a son called Jesus. How will Mary respond? Who was Mary and what does the angel tell her about the son she will give birth to? ‘In these verses we have an amazing story – mysterious and glorious! For here is described how God sent a celestial being to the earth with tidings of the impending incarnation of his Son, Jesus, the Saviour of the world.’

1.The mother

Gabriel, the bearer of good news, was sent with another message from Almighty God, this time to a girl called Mary. It was some six months after his appearance to Zacharias- in the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy to be exact (1:26). Mary was living in the town of Nazareth- called a city because in Greek there is no word for town. Nazareth was in the hill country, quite a distance north of Jerusalem in the province of Galilee. It was in the northern side of the plain of Jezreel. 

Who was Mary and why was she chosen for this heavenly visitation? She was a relative of Elizabeth but this does not mean she belonged to the priestly tribe of Levi. Luke tells us that Joseph, to whom Mary was engaged to be married, was of the house of David (1:27). He also says that the child to be born to her will be given the throne of his father David (1:32). From this we conclude that Mary was in the line of Judah and the house of David. Joseph was not the biological father of Jesus, but he did take Mary to be his wife and so was the legal father of Jesus. It is the genealogy of Joseph that is given in Mathew’s gospel, with the clear statement that he was husband of Mary, but not the father of Jesus. Mathew also records that Mary was engaged to Joseph when she was found to be with child by the Holy Spirit. She must have told Joseph and he thought to divorce her. But an unnamed angel appeared to him in a dream telling him not to do this (Mat 1:20). The angel told him the same thing that Gabriel said to Mary- that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit (Mat 1:20). He had no sexual relations with Mary before Jesus was born to her (Mat 1:25). 

Gabriel told Mary she was highly favoured and to rejoice because the Lord was with her (1: 28). Did Mary rejoice after hearing the angel’s message? She was troubled and confused. Elizabeth rejoiced when she found out she was pregnant, but she was married. Mary was engaged but not married. Engagement was more binding in that society than it is today. We mentioned that Joseph thought of divorcing Mary; that was how breaking an engagement was regarded. In that society a girl found not to be a virgin at the time of her marriage was severely punished. According to the law she could be stoned to death (Deut 22:21). Mary would be in great danger if Joseph had put her away, even if he did so secretly. Joseph was a fair minded fellow, and, in the providence of God, he took Mary to be his wife (Mat 1:24). 

Mary found favour with God (1:30). She was highly favoured. The Lord was with her (1:28). These angelic words of greeting do not mean that Mary was without sin or somehow more deserving of this heavenly visitation than another girl. It simply means that she was chosen by God in his sovereign plans and purposes. Mary was probably from a relatively poor family. She was not the daughter of a king. Jesus was born in a stable, not a palace. The town of Nazareth did not have a good reputation- ‘can anything good come out of Nazareth’ said Andrew (John 1:46). 

The doctrine of the immaculate conception, as issued by pope Pius IX in 1854, holds that Mary was without sin. This doctrine is to be rejected. Christ was born without sin because he is the Son of God, but that does not necessitate Mary being without sin. The doctrine of perpetual virginity is also to be rejected. Jesus had biological brothers and sisters according to the Bible. 

Mary is not a dispenser of grace as the Church of Rome teaches. She was highly favoured, or full of favour, not in the sense of conferring favour but as the recipient of divine favour. ‘She is not the mother of grace but the daughter of grace’ as someone has remarked. Mary understood her own need of a Saviour (1:47). Praying to Mary as if she were somehow a co- mediator with Christ cannot be taught from these verses. 

‘Rejoice highly favoured one’ is translated ‘Hail thou that art highly favoured’ in the AV. The root of the word 'favoured' is ‘grace’- 'grace' in the passive sense. From this Roman Catholics derive the refrain, ‘Hail Mary full of grace’ and the other ‘Hail Marys’. In Latin the translation is ‘Ave Maria’, words that are found in a popular hymn. 

2.The child

Gabriel visited Zacharias with an announcement, not a suggestion. It was the same with his visit to Mary. He was sent by God with a message for a virgin called Mary. After his appearance and greeting Mary was troubled. She wondered what was going on. Why was the angel calling her highly favoured? ‘Do not be afraid’ he said, before dropping the bombshell, as it were. He told her she would have a baby son and would call him Jesus (1:31).   

We are somewhat prepared for this announcement to Mary by the announcement Gabriel made to Zacharias. While both Elizabeth and Mary were blessed to be having sons from impossible situations, the focus of both was upon the child to be born. Gabriel told how John would be great in God’s sight, that he would filled with the Holy Spirit and would have a ministry like that of Elijah. He told Mary that her son also would be great, but that he would be the Son of the Most High and that he would reign like King David, only his reign would never end (1:32). 

The name ‘Jesus’ was given by the angel. There was no argument or confusion when the child was named eight days after birth (2:21). The name ‘Jesus’ is Greek, the same as ‘Joshua’ in Hebrew. It means ‘the Lord saves’. Matthew tells us he was given ‘the name Jesus because he will save his people from their sins’ (Mat 1:21). Jesus was not a unique or unusual name, although this would be a unique child as the following titles indicate. 

Reflecting for a moment on the verse we just referred to in chapter two (2:21), we note the consistency and internal agreement within Luke's record of events. In his prologue he made it clear that he had made a careful examination of eyewitness accounts and other records. In seeking to deny the virgin birth some scholars have sought to discredit this gospel record. They claim that Luke records fables, either deliberately or without knowing. You must choose whose record you will believe- a physician who carefully recorded eyewitness accounts, even if they were supernatural, or scholars who reject the supernatural out of hand.

John would be great but Jesus would be greater. John would be great as the one to prepare the way of the Lord Jesus Christ. Moses was faithful as a servant in God’s house but Jesus was greater as the Son over his own house (Heb 3:5,6). Jesus would be greater even than the angels (Heb 1:6). The Son of Mary would be the greatest ever to walk on this earth. 

‘He will be called the Son of the Most High’ (1:32). The Most High is the God revealed in the Bible- the God of creation and redemption. Jesus will be called the Son of God. God will give him the throne of his father David (1:32). David was without doubt the greatest king of Israel. God promised David that one of his descendants would rule on a throne that would be established forever (2Sam 7:12,13). This promise of Messiah or Anointed One was further developed in the Psalms. The Lord’s anointed would rule over all the nations- ‘you are my Son, today I have begotten you’ (Ps 2:7). ‘I will make him my firstborn, the highest of the kings of the earth’ (Ps 89:27). 

The Jews looked for this promised Messiah, no more so than in the day of Zacharias and Mary. Many looked for Messiah to deliver them from Roman oppression and return to the days of Davidic glory. Others understood that Messiah would be more than an earthly king- his kingdom would never end. There was confusion about Messiah, a confusion that exists still today. Messiah would be of the line of David- this much was clear. Mary and Joseph were descendants of David. Jesus would be given ‘the throne of David…and rule over the house of Jacob forever’. The angel was reminding Mary of the promise of Messiah. She would give birth to the Messiah, the Anointed of God. 

But what of Messiah’s rule. Would he simply re-establish a kingdom like that of David’s? Many Jews thought this way. They thought Messiah would rule over an earthly kingdom. This did not happen. He did not deliver them from the Romans. Some think that this promise is yet to be fulfilled. Indeed, many Christians think that the Jews will yet be gathered into an earthly kingdom centred upon Jerusalem. Bishop Ryle it seems was among such people. He wrote on verses 32 and 33, ‘the literal fulfilment of this part of the promise is yet to come. Israel is yet to be gathered. The Jews are yet to be restored to their own land’. 

Ryle warned against ‘spiritualizing away the full meaning of these words’. But that is just what we must do. We must understand them spiritually. ‘Of his kingdom there will be no end’ (1:33). Will a literal, earthly Israel be a kingdom without end?  Will there be two kingdoms, one for the Jews and one for the rest? Such notions are foreign to the NT. Jesus said, ‘My kingdom is not of this world’ (John 18:36). The apostle Paul declared, ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek … you are all one in Christ, and if you are Christ’s you are Abraham’s seed and heirs according to the promise’ (Gal 3:29). Messiah’s sovereignty will not be earthly and passing but spiritual and eternal, as one who rules over spiritual Israel. 

Gabriel told Mary great and wonderful things concerning her firstborn son. As her son he would be the Son of man, but he would also be the Son of God. He would be great. He would be the King, the King of kings, ruling over a kingdom that would never end. His ministry would be to save the people of God from their sins and so establish this holy and everlasting kingdom.        

Called the Son of God                                         


 Luke 1:34-38
The Apostles Creed begins, ‘I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth; and in Jesus Christ his only Son our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary....’ This creed is thought to have been used as a confessional statement in the early church. 

The Nicene Creed with comes from the fourth century is more detailed with regard to the incarnation and the Trinity. This creed states in part:     

‘We believe in one God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, Very God of Very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father by whom all things were made; who for us men, and for our salvation, came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin Mary, and was made man, and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate’. The words ‘begotten not made’ were inserted to counter the heretical teaching of Arian. He denied that Jesus existed eternally. He claimed Jesus was created by God so was not ‘without beginning’; Jesus was special but not fully divine. 

The Athanasian Creed, drawn up in the fifth century, was to counter the teaching of Nestorius and others, that Jesus was not fully human. But Jesus was not superman or a phantom or even deified man. He was really man with a true body and reasonable soul. Jesus was eternally the Son of God but became man- and continues to be God and man in two distinct natures, and one person for ever (Shorter Catechism 21)

The teaching of the Athanasian Creed is included in the Westminster Confession of Faith (VIII: 11) in the words:

‘The Son of God, the second Person in the Trinity, being very and eternal God, of one substance, and equal with the Father, did, when the fullness of time was come, take upon him man's nature, with all the essential properties and common infirmities thereof; yet without sin: being conceived by the power of the Holy Ghost, in the womb of the Virgin Mary, of her substance. So that two whole, perfect, and distinct natures, the Godhead and the manhood, were inseparably joined together in one person, without conversion, composition, or confusion. Which person is very God and very man, yet one Christ, the only Mediator between God and man.’ The Confession, as you know, supports all statements with Scripture references. This passage from Luke chapter one is referred to in this section of the Confession.

The church has struggled through centuries of conflict and controversy to preserve the precious truth of the virgin birth. From the beginning, Satan was out to destroy this great truth, and he is no less active today.

1.Not possible

We acknowledge that the doctrine of the virgin birth is not easily comprehended. It was a mystery to Mary and it remains a mystery to us today. ‘How can this be since I do not know a man?’ the poor girl asked the angel. She was engaged but not yet married. She had no sexual relations with her husband to be. Mary was not expressing doubt or asking for a sign like Zacharias. She simply wanted to know how it could happen that a virgin could conceive and have a baby. Gabriel graciously answered her question to the extent that she could understand - and that we as human beings can understand. Let us not be pressured by the world into denying the power of God.

We have in verse 35 the angelic explanation of the greatest mystery of human history, the mystery of the incarnation. Gabriel, who was sent by God, told Mary, ‘the Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Highest will overshadow you’ (1:35). All three persons of the Holy Trinity were involved in this great wonder. 

‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you’. While the role of the Holy Spirit in this mystery might be accepted by many, note what else the angel says. ‘The power of the Highest (or the Most High) will overshadow you’. The ‘Most High’ is none other than God. What beautiful and reverent language is used in describing the incarnation! ‘The delicate expression rules out crude ideas of a ‘mating’ of the Holy Spirit with Mary’. 

‘The Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters, and God said let there be light, and there was light’ (Gen 1:2). God brought forth physical light into the darkness of the creation. We cannot understand this hovering of the Spirit of God over the waters but we rejoice in the light that he made- the light in which we walk each and every day. We cannot understand how the Holy Spirit came upon Mary and how the power of God overshadowed her, but we rejoice in the great light that shone into the world that day. We rejoice that that which was conceived in the womb of Mary was of the Holy Spirit of God (Mat 1:20). Any attempt to further explain this mystery is futile. 

Biologists say the virgin birth is impossible- as if we do not know this and as if Mary did not know this. Mary humbly asked how this can be. The angel told her as best she could understand. He went on to say, ‘for with God nothing will be impossible’ (1:37). This is what Mary believed, and this is what we believe. 

We believe that God created this universe. He made us in his own image. God is omnipotent and can do whatever he chooses. He chose to come into this world in this marvellous way. He did so for us and for our salvation. ‘The Word became flesh and dwelt among us’ (John 1:14). Christ Jesus humbled himself in becoming man. ‘He made himself of no reputation … coming in the likeness of men’ (Phil 2:7). 

Gabriel left Mary in no doubt as to the nature and status of the child she would give birth to while a virgin. Firstly, she was told to call him Jesus, a name full of meaning, though not unique. Now she is told that ‘the Holy One to be born will be called the Son of God’ (1:35). This title certainly indicates he will be unique. He will be the Son of God. He is the ‘only begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father’ (John 1:18). Jesus would be the Son of Mary because she would give birth to him. He would also be the Son of God according to the word of the angel of God.

The one to be called Jesus is called the Holy One (1:35). Holy means separated; separated unto God. This title points to Jesus being without sin. He is the Holy One from conception because he was conceived of the Holy Spirit and therefore not tainted by original sin. It was essential that the Lamb of God be without blemish, for he was to take away the sin of the world by the perfect sacrifice of himself.

2.Not important

Attacks upon the truth of the Incarnation and the Virgin Birth began in the early church and they continue today. These attacks come from without and from within. Too often the church capitulates to external attacks. The theory of evolution deliberately and conveniently removes God from the picture of human thought. Science and technology have become de facto gods. Everything must be explained scientifically (even though the basis of evolution is not truly scientific). Some Christians succumb to the argument of evolutionists in rejecting what the Bible says about creation. They also find themselves rejecting the miracle of the Virgin Birth. They are told that scientists say miracles do not happen and therefore miracles do not happen. 

In order to remain relevant in this modern world these Christians either deny the Virgin Birth, or say it is not important. To say it is not important is most sinister and destructive. Bevan Jones in his polemic against Islam writes, ‘Neither the question of ‘Sonship’, nor what is meant by ‘sinlessness’, nor yet his ‘divinity’, is bound up with the question of his birth’. He thinks the divinity of Christ has nothing to do with his supernatural birth. William Barclay similarly writes, ‘we are not tied to any one interpretation of this story (the virgin birth). If we choose to take it literally and physically … we may certainly do so’. ‘This may seem generous but it is deceptive generosity’ answers John Murray. He said that any toning down of this point undermines what is central to the Christian faith. Barclay earlier wrote, ‘the supreme problem of the doctrine of the virgin birth is that … it leaves us with a Jesus who is half and between, neither fully divine nor yet fully human’. 

How scholars can believe that Jesus was sinless, and that on the cross he died to take away our sins, yet deny the Virgin Birth, is beyond understanding. If Jesus was not fully God from birth then he would have been born in sin.  If he was not fully God he could not be holy and without sin. If Jesus was not fully human he could not be our representative. He could not have been the second Adam, whose grace abounded to many. Do not be deceived by clever arguments. Believe what you read here in the Bible. Great mystery it is, but it makes more sense than human attempts to reason it away. 

Apart from evolutionists, other religions reject or ridicule the truth of the Virgin Birth. Mohammed could not understand this mystery. He believed the Christian Trinity to consist of the Father, the virgin and their child. Because he thought of God having physical union with Mary, resulting in them having a son, he strongly rejected the truth of the Virgin Birth. Islam teaches that the followers of Jesus deified him and his mother against his will. It holds that Jesus is a prophet but not the Son of God. 

Again we must stand firm on the truth of these verses from the word of God. We do not countenance any crude portrayals of this great event. We do not back away from the truth revealed in the Bible. The angel answered the question ‘how can this be?’ in a complete and beautiful way. We will answer questions about the Virgin Birth of our Saviour with the very same words.

3.Not comprehend

The angel told Mary that her relative Elizabeth had also conceived in her old age. Such news would have encouraged Mary to believe what she was told. She probably knew Elizabeth could not have children, especially now that she was old. There may also be a hint in these words for Mary to visit Elizabeth.

Mary would also have been aware of the prophecies in Scripture regarding the coming of Messiah. God promised the seed of the woman would bruise the head of the serpent (Gen 3:15). Mary never thought she would be that woman but humbly accepted the will of God. When told that, with God nothing will be impossible, Mary believed what she was told. She did not completely understand how it could be, but the angel told her as best she could understand. 

By faith Mary said, ‘Let it be to me according to your word’ (1:38). She confessed that she was the servant of the Lord and that her body, including her womb, belonged to the Lord. With all her being and all she had, Mary trusted in the Lord. We thank God for her submission to God’s will, but we do not worship her, nor the angel who spoke to her. Worship only God, God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.   

A blessed visit                                                   



   Luke 1:39-45

Mary was shocked by the appearance of the angel Gabriel and was troubled by his words. He told her she was very special in God’s sight. She was special because she would give birth to the Son of God. Mary accepted these words. She accepted the will of God. While Mary was the quiet type who tended to keep things in her heart (2:51), she must have longed for human companionship and fellowship at this time. We are not told anything about the home in which she lived, but we are told about a relative called Elizabeth. In fact the angel told Mary that Elizabeth had become pregnant in her old age. Maybe she could share with Elizabeth the amazing things that had happened to her.  

The Lord knew Mary’s need. In his providence God prepared a place where Mary could go at this difficult time. He prepared a person for her to talk to. He would not leave her alone in this time of need. In due time Joseph would take her as his wife and comfort her, but her immediate need was for fellowship with another believer who might understand her situation. Elizabeth was not only a relative but a woman who had also become pregnant through divine intervention.

God knows our needs, just as he did Mary’s. We can call upon him at any time and in any place, and he will hear us and help us. Come boldly before the throne of grace that you may obtain mercy and find help in time of need (Heb 4:16). In the book of Hebrews we are also told not to stop meeting together but to encourage one another (Heb 10:25). In our society hundreds of people go for days without meeting another person. Some of these are Christians. Some Christians cut themselves off from the fellowship with God’s people. Fellowship with believers is essential to our spiritual well-being. You may be a person who God has used to comfort or encourage another person. At another time you, like Mary, might need the comfort and encouragement of another believer.  

The angel told Mary that Elizabeth was six months pregnant despite her old age. Mary took the hint and, as soon as the angel left, packed her bags and set off to visit Elizabeth. She went with haste Luke tells us. She would see for herself the wonder of this old lady being with child. Elizabeth was living with her deaf and dumb husband in a town in the hills of Judea. Some think this town was Hebron but no name is given in the passage. From Nazareth Mary would have travelled 4-5 days to reach this place to the south of Jerusalem. In the providence of God this visit turned out to be a blessing to all involved. 

1.Leaping baby

An amazing thing happened when Mary entered the house of Zacharias and greeted Elizabeth- two amazing things actually! The first was that the baby ‘leaped in her womb’ (1:41). The baby, who was to be called John, was a six month old foetus at this time. It is not unusual for a foetus of this age to move about in the womb and kick from time to time. But this was not normal foetal movement- as a pregnant mother would know. 

‘The baby leaped in her womb’ (1:41). These words are part of the narrative of Luke but are also spoken by Elizabeth herself (1:44). The foetal movement she felt was not natural. It was supernatural, not just by virtue of being a leap but because for the timing of this leap. It happened precisely when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary (1:41) - or as Elizabeth said, ‘as soon as the voice of your greeting sounded in my ears’ (1:44). Elizabeth was in no doubt as to the significance of the baby leaping in her womb, and neither should we. The reason for this leap was revealed to her by the Holy Spirit.

The baby ‘leaped in my womb for joy’ said Elizabeth (1:44). Elizabeth was thankful that the Lord was blessing her with a baby in her old age. She had suffered reproach for her barrenness all he married life. Yet she stayed at home during her pregnancy wondering about her miracle baby. Not only was she past the age of child bearing but her husband had not spoken since he emerged from the temple. Strange things were happening- and this during dark days in Israel. The people of God were suffering violence, oppression and spiritual darkness.

These days were coming to an end. Her unborn child ‘leaped in my womb for joy’ she said. Somehow this unborn recognized the presence of Mary as a reason to leap for joy. The reason of course was not Mary herself but what was conceived in her womb. The unborn John recognized the presence of the unborn Jesus, Jesus who is the Christ of God, Jesus who is the Son of God. 

While these events are unique in that the mother of the Lord Jesus had come to visit Elizabeth, John was only a human child. Yet by the power of God this unborn child recognized the presence of God the Son, conceived in the womb of the Virgin Mary. This reminds us of what the Bible teaches about the unborn child- it is fearfully and wonderfully knit together by the Lord in the mother’s womb (Ps 139). Biological growth is a great wonder but an even greater wonder is the fact that there in the womb this bundle of cells and tissues becomes a living soul. By his Spirit, God can touch the unborn child, as well as the child that lives outside the womb.  

2.Lots of blessings

‘Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit’ (1:41). For four hundred years the Lord had not spoken to the people of Israel- his chosen people. Suddenly an angel appears and speaks to Zacharias- and then to Mary. Now Elizabeth is filled with the Holy Spirit and utters these beatitudes. She does so with a loud voice (1:42). Her shout must have filled the whole house. It was a shout of excitement and joy in an otherwise gloomy environment. Elizabeth’s inspired utterance will immediately be followed by another from the lips of Mary, and then another from her husband, Zacharias. These were exciting days in the hill country of Judah. 

What did Elizabeth say in this inspired utterance? First, there was a blessing upon Mary. ‘Blessed are you among women’ (1:42). Mary was divinely chosen to be the mother of God’s only begotten Son. What greater blessing could any woman have? God chose Mary for this vital part in the fulfilment of his plan for the redemption of Israel. She would give birth to the promised Messiah, the hope of Israel. 

Elizabeth felt blessed herself to be having a child in her old age. Maybe she did not yet know the promise given regarding her son, but he would be the one to prepare the way of the Lord. Scholars comment on the fact that Elizabeth expressed no jealousy towards Mary as she declares the greatness of what is conceived in her womb. These are inspired words of course, but it is also true that Elizabeth understood the significance of this visit of the ‘mother of my Lord’. She had often sung the words of David that we have in Psalm 110- ‘the LORD said to my Lord, sit at my right hand till I make your enemies your footstool’.     

Elizabeth refers to Mary as ‘the mother of my Lord’ (1:43) - ‘Lord’ here is ‘Yahweh’, the covenant name of God. She knew the one to be born to the Virgin Mary was the long promised Messiah, the Christ of God.  J C Ryle writes, “this is a confession worthy to be placed by the side of that of Peter when he said to Jesus, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God’” (John 6:69). 

‘Blessed is the child you will bear’ (1:42). Mary was blessed because she was chosen by the Lord. She was chosen to bear God’s Son. Every child is precious to the Lord, but this was the only begotten Son, the King of kings and Lord of lords. He will reign over the kingdom of God forever (1:33). The blessing bestowed on Mary was vitally linked to the child that she would bear. 

‘Blessed is she who believed’ (1:45). Who is this blessing bestowed upon? One reading of this verse has ‘blessed is she who believed that there will be fulfilled …’.  Such a reading clearly makes the reference to Mary. Reading ‘for’ instead of ‘that’ does not necessarily limit the blessing to Mary. The blessing is upon ‘she who believed’. ‘Blessed is she who believed’ for the things spoken to Mary through the angel were from the Lord and will be fulfilled. The faith of Mary is exemplary. Elizabeth also expresses faith in the Lord. She also believed that the child to be born to Mary would be Christ the Lord.

As God poured out his Spirit upon Mary, and the Most High overshadowed her, he was fulfilling the promise originally made to Adam in Genesis 3:15. God’s word is always fulfilled. His words never fail. But in fulfilling his plan he had need of a woman to bear the God-man through whom he would bring salvation to fallen human beings. ‘For there is one God and one mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus’ (1Tim 2:5). In his sovereign purposes God chose Mary. In his grace, Mary believed the words of the angel he sent and submitted herself to the will of God. There is great blessing in submitting to the will of God. 

Elizabeth also believed. She felt greatly blessed being in the presence of ‘the mother of my Lord’. She felt the baby in her womb leap for joy, and she was filled with the Holy Spirit. The blessing of the Lord comes to those who humble themselves before him. The blessing of the Lord comes to those who submit themselves to his will and obey his words. 

The Lord Jesus Christ began his earthly ministry with words of blessing like these of Elizabeth. Blessed are the poor in spirit, blessed are those who mourn, blessed are the meek, blessed are the merciful. Mary and Elizabeth came under the umbrella of divine blessings. Do you?     

Mary’s song of praise                                



   Luke 1:46-56

‘My soul doth magnify the Lord

And my spirit hath rejoiced in God my Saviour’.

In many churches you will hear worshippers chanting what is called the Magnificat. The Magnificat is the song of Mary; ‘Magnificat’ being the first word in the Latin translation. This beautiful song of praise came from the mouth of the Virgin Mary after she heard the inspired outburst from Elizabeth. Elizabeth pronounced blessings upon Mary and the child that was conceived in her womb. The text does not state that Mary was filled with the Holy Spirit as it does with Elizabeth, and later with Zacharias. The song is not a prophecy about the child to be born but a song of praise to God for who he is and what he has done for his covenant people. Mary demonstrates a deep knowledge of Scripture and a firm belief that God will act according to his character and his word. 

The song of Mary is similar in many ways to the Song of Hannah that we read in 1 Samuel 2. Hannah was barren like Elizabeth. In tears, she prayed to the Lord, and in the fullness of time the Lord answered her prayer. When she weaned Samuel she took him up to the temple to serve the Lord. At that time she prayed 

‘My heart rejoices in the Lord;

My horn is exalted in the Lord.

I smile at my enemies,

Because I rejoice in your salvation’ (1Sam 2:1)

Mary’s song echoes Hannah’s prayer but without such strong words of judgment upon her enemies and the enemies of the Lord.

1.Rejoice in God

Mary’s visit to Elizabeth certainly lifted her spirits. Her situation had not changed but, as God intended, this meeting with Elizabeth was a blessing to Mary as well as to Elizabeth. Mary submitted herself to the will of God when told she would conceive and give birth to a son to be called Jesus, the Son of God. However, being a virgin made it dangerous for her to be pregnant. Maybe no one knew about her pregnancy until Elizabeth spoke in the power of the Holy Spirit. That Elizabeth did not judge her was probably a relief to Mary. Here was someone who understood her situation, someone who believed the word of the Lord as she did. What blessed fellowship these two believing women enjoyed! In both soul and spirit, or in her whole being, Mary rejoiced in the Lord. My soul magnifies or glorifies the Lord she said. Like Hannah, she exalted the Lord and gave him all the glory. True worship means giving all glory and honour and praise to the Lord and to him alone. 

Mary referred to God as ‘the Lord’ or ‘Yahweh’, the covenant making and covenant keeping God. She referred to God as ‘my Saviour’. She recognized her need of a saviour. These words rule out any notion or teaching that Mary was sinless. She needed a saviour and she rejoiced in God her Saviour. Jesus Christ was her Saviour, just as he is ours. He is the Saviour of the world. Mary rejoiced in being chosen by the Lord to serve him in this unique way. Why he chose a humble girl, living in the backwaters of Nazareth in Galilee, she did not know, but she accepted God’s will. Pondering the visit of the angel, and his words to her, Mary realized how special she was. Then she heard Elizabeth say, ‘blessed are you among women’. Even so, her words ‘henceforth all generations will call me blessed’ (1:48) appear divinely inspired.  

2.Reverence for God

In many Psalms the initial words of praise are followed by a reflection upon who God is and what he has done. Mary would have known and sung these Psalms, just as she knew the song of Hannah. Her thinking and her speaking were profoundly influenced by her knowledge of Scripture. The Psalms in particular help us express ourselves in worship, in prayer and in all our conversation. Is this what you find?

‘He who is mighty’ (1:49). Mary knew that God is all powerful. She knew he created the world in six days. She knew he delivered his people from the clutches of Pharaoh in Egypt. The most powerful king in the world was destroyed by God in the Red sea. History showed Mary how God destroyed the enemies of his people time and again. God performed great wonders in doing so. Remember all the plagues of Egypt. Knowing God is this way enabled Mary to say, ‘God who is mighty has done great things for me’. ‘Holy is his name’ (1:49). At the burning bush Moses asked God about his name. God said, ‘I am who I am’. He is the Lord. His name is exalted in all the earth. At the name of Jesus every knee shall bow. The name of God must be used with reverence and awe because his name is holy. 

‘His mercy is on those who fear him’ (1:50). On the mountain, God revealed himself to Moses as merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in goodness and truth (Exod 34:6). God is all powerful but he is not vindictive. He is merciful to those who come before him with reverence and humility. Mary is a great example of such a person. She submitted her life and all she had to the will of God. ‘Let it be to me according to your word’ she said (1: 38). ‘Present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God which is your reasonable service’ (Rom 12:1).   

Many people have their own ideas about God. Many have their own gods of course, but among those who call themselves Christians you will find some strange ideas about the nature of God. Mary had no individual or strange ideas because what she knew about God came from the Scriptures. She knew that God is almighty, that he is holy, and that he is merciful, because she knew the Scriptures. Where do you get your knowledge of God from?

‘From generation to generation’ (1:50). Mary understood that God is unchanging and that he is faithful to his covenant promises. The promise God made to Moses was renewed with Joshua after Moses died. ‘I will be with you. I will not leave you or forsake you’ the Lord said to Joshua (Josh 1:5). Did you know that that same promise is given in the NT and applies to God’s people today? You will find it in the book Hebrews, where we also read that ‘Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever’ (Heb 13:5, 8). 

3.Reversal of order 

Mary, like Hannah, refers to the proud being brought down or scattered, and the lowly being lifted up or exalted. Mary lived in a day when the rich and powerful oppressed the poor and needy. Pride made the king jealous and cruel. Armed men oppressed and exploited the poor. Is there a place in the world, or a time in history, when this was not the case? Sinful hearts are proud hearts, and proud hearts are selfish hearts. Men and women with such hearts want power and prestige. They live by the imagination of their proud hearts. Many today are dreaming of being rich or famous or powerful.

In the kingdom of God everything is reversed. The proud are brought down and the humble lifted up. This is what Mary saw in the Scriptures, with people like Joseph, Moses, Samuel, David, Esther and Daniel. She saw in God’s holy law a concern for the poor and needy, for widows and orphans. The Messiah was the one who would usher in this new era of peace and prosperity for all.

‘He has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty’ (1:53). Is this reference to physical or spiritual hunger? Maybe it is to both. The poor frequently go hungry, even in the world today. It is not that there is insufficient food in the world. It is because some have more than they need and fail to share with the hungry. Mary saw that in the Messianic age the rich would be sent away empty. Those who are self-satisfied and self-secure in this world are in for a shock when this new era comes. Mary’s words are amazing in that they summarize what Jesus said in the story of the rich man and Lazarus. When God judges the world there will be a complete reversal of fortunes. The man who was rich and lived in luxury found himself in torment, while the poor man who begged at his gate was lifted up. 

It is interesting that Mary spoke in the past tense, as if this reversal was already in place. It is not uncommon for prophecy to be spoken in such a way. This indicates that the fulfilment of God’s word is absolutely certain. Do you speak with such certainty when sharing what God has said in his word? People do not like such certainty in spiritual matters. How can you be so sure they will say? You can be sure because God’s word never fails.        

It is also interesting that Mary does not refer directly to the child she will bear; but from the words of the angel, and from Elizabeth’s words, she understood that a change in world order was about to take place. The kingdom of God was at hand. Such a reversal was seen in the life of Jesus, especially in his relationship with his disciples. Their teacher and Lord stooped down to wash his disciples’ feet. He demonstrated how they should live in the kingdom of God. We look forward to the coming of Christ and the Consummation when the kingdom of God will be fully revealed in all its glory.

Paul was accused of turning the world upside down when he preached the gospel of Jesus Christ. Delivering a slave girl from exploitation landed him in prison. Should it be any different for those preaching the gospel today? Should we expect any less than what Mary spoke of in this song in terms of a reversal of world order? Let us be clear as to the gospel that we preach. It is a gospel for the poor and the outcaste, not just for those who are socially acceptable. Remember what James says about partiality in the church (James 2).

4.Remembrance of Israel

Mary’s song ends with an assurance that God will be faithful to the promises he gave his people. The angel spoke of her Son being given the throne of his father David (1:32). Mary saw that God was coming to help his people. God was being merciful to his people. Messiah would deliver God’s people from bondage. What was happening to Mary was wonderful and new and unique, but it was something promised by God long before. She understood it as a continuation, and indeed fulfilment, of the promise he gave to Abraham (1:55). What did God promise Abraham?  He said, ‘in you all the nations of the earth will be blessed’ (Gen 12:3). To Isaac he said, ‘in your seed all the nations of the earth will be blessed’ (Gen 26:4). This promise was handed down from generation to generation. 

Mary knew this promise. She knew how God had been merciful in helping and delivering his people down through the generations. Her people inherited this promise.  In an amazing way she saw that she had a unique role to play in the fulfilment of this promise. She would be the mother of Messiah, the Son of God. 

Mary stayed with Elizabeth for about three months. What a blessed time she had. Just before Elizabeth gave birth to John, Mary returned to her home in Nazareth to await the arrival of her son, the Son of God.   

His name is John                                    




  Luke 1:57-66

The birth of a child is a happy occasion. The parents are delighted with the little baby that is theirs. Relatives and friends come with cards and gifts to rejoice with the parents in the birth of their child. This has been the way down though history and in every culture. Sadly, in come cultures the birth of baby girl is not always welcome. We pray that as the gospel is preached such attitudes will change and baby girls will be just as welcomed as baby boys. We pray that as the gospel is preached the murder of unborn baby girls and boys will cease.

For some, rejoicing in the birth of a child is especially great because of the difficulties, and even dangers, of pregnancy. Some have great difficulty in conceiving, others are plagued by miscarriages, and others suffer ill health during pregnancy. And there are the difficulties and dangers of actually giving birth. No wonder the birth of a healthy baby is a time for rejoicing. 

1.Rejoicing

When Elizabeth gave birth to a son at her home in the hill country of Judah her neighbours and friends came to celebrate and rejoice with her. They would have done this for any relative or friend in the village, but there was something special about their rejoicing on this occasion. Elizabeth was a good woman who loved her husband, a priest called Zacharias. But there was sadness in her life, especially in her advancing years, the sadness of being childless.  

After returning from Jerusalem she became pregnant. This made her very happy, yet she did not go out for five months. In the six month her relative Mary came to visit. Her unborn baby leaped for joy when Mary greeted her. Her baby was well and truly alive – and now this baby was born. 

Elizabeth was filled with joy and gave thanks to the Lord. The Lord had shown her great mercy. Her friends also rejoiced when they ‘heard how the Lord had shown great mercy to her’ (1:58). Elizabeth no longer suffered the reproach of her neighbours. She and her friends realized that this was a miracle baby because of Elizabeth’s advanced age.

2.Marvel

According to the Law of Moses a male child had to be circumcised eight days after birth (Lev 12:3). It was customary to name the child at this time. So Elizabeth and Zacharias brought their son to be circumcised and they, that is the priests, would ‘have called him by the name of his father, Zacharias’ (1:59). According to the Jewish historian Josephus, this was the practice in naming children on those days. Elizabeth said, ‘No; he shall be called John’ (1:60). They were surprised at Elizabeth’s objection and at the name John- even though ‘John’ means ‘the Lord is gracious’. 

Where did Elizabeth get this name from? Clearly her husband had communicated to her what the angel, who appeared to him in the temple, had told him. Elizabeth spoke up at this time because Zacharias could not speak. But the people thought she was mistaken. They wanted to know the opinion of the boy’s father. They made signs to Zacharias, who must have been deaf as well as dumb, and he responded by writing on a tablet. This was probably a wooden board covered in wax. He did not write, ‘we have decided to call him John’, but simply, ‘his name is John’. 

The angel Gabriel had said to Zacharias in the temple, ‘you shall call his name John’ (1:13). He questioned the words of the angel. He was struck with dumbness because of this unbelief, ‘until the day these things take place’ (1:20). This affliction had the desired effect. ‘He now believes every word that Gabriel had spoken to him, and every word of his message will be obeyed’. Zacharias might have meditated on the book of Job. He seems to have understood Job’s words, ‘I have heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eyes see you’ (Job 42:5). 

When Zacharias wrote ‘his name is John’, all the people marvelled (1:63). He was breaking with tradition but he was the father of the child. He must have had some reason for doing this. The people had previously marvelled that he lingered so long in the temple (1:21). When he came out and could not talk they thought he had seen a vision. They probably asked, ‘Did this name have something to do with that vision in the temple?’

It was a day like any other when they went to worship in the temple. They were people just like us going to church each week. Then the priest came out and could not talk. He indicated that he had seen a vision. Nine months later the priest’s wife, an old woman, had a baby. When they came to name the baby the parents insisted on the name ‘John’, a name completely unknown to the family. Strange things were going on in the hill country of Judah and the people all marvelled. 

Are you ready for strange things to happen in this town? How often do you think about the return of the Lord Jesus Christ? He may come at any moment according to the Bible. Marvellous things will happen when he comes, things more marvellous than those witnessed by the friends and relatives of Zacharias and Elizabeth. Jesus will come on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory.

3.Fear

‘Fear came on all who dwelt around them’ (1:65). Strange and marvellous things kept on happening. The moment Zacharias wrote on the tablet, ‘his name is John’, he was able to speak again- another miracle! ‘His mouth was opened and his tongue was loosed and he spoke, praising God’ (1:64). The people were not only surprised that he could speak again; they also heard many wonderful things uttered by Zacharias. ‘He spoke, praising God’. We are not told what he said but presumably he spoke about the vision in the temple and what the angel told him. He now believed everything the angel said about his son John. Remember what the angel said? John was to prepare the way of the Lord (1:17). The Lord, the Messiah was coming.  

Their rejoicing and marvelling became fearing. ‘Then fear came on all who dwelt around them’.  The NIV has, ‘filled with awe’. This was a holy fear, an awesome fear, a reverent fear, not a fear of something malevolent or bad. Something good, something marvellous, was happening, as the song of Mary tells us. The Lord, the mighty God whom they worshipped, was coming to redeem his people. 

It is interesting that people who have nothing to fear are those who fear God, while those who have every need to fear the judgment of God say they do not fear. These God-fearing people in the hills of Judah looked forward to Messiah coming. They prayed for the coming of the son of David, the King of kings. Herod on the other hand, the wicked king who sought to destroy the baby Jesus, had everything to fear from Almighty God. 

The people who heard the story, and heard Zacharias praising God, kept these things in their hearts. They pondered over the things they heard saying, ‘‘what kind of child will this be?’ (1:66). What they heard did not go in one ear and out the other. They did not say, ‘that was all very interesting and wonderful but let us get back to more important things, let us get back to our work, back to our sport, or back to our friends’. 
Those who truly fear the Lord keep his words in their heart. They ponder his promises; they prepare for his coming. They share with their children and their friends the things of the Lord that they have seen and heard.

4.The hand of the Lord

What kind of child will this be? His God-fearing parents brought him up in the fear and nurture of the Lord. He was brought up hearing the Scriptures. He was brought up in a community that feared the Lord. He was brought up going with his parents to the house of God. This child was precious to his parents, not only because of his miraculous conception, but because of the work the Lord had for him to do. All children are a gift from the Lord. All children are precious to the Lord. All children must be taught the word of the Lord. All children must be brought to the house of God and taught to fear the Lord. 

The hand of the Lord was with the son of Zacharias and Elizabeth. What a beautiful truth these simple words convey. The parents were given a responsibility to teach and train their son in the ways of the Lord.  But they would not do this in their own strength. The hand of the Lord was on their child. John, like all children, was born in sin- all children except Jesus, the Son of God. John was not a perfect child. His parents had to teach him everything. But the hand of the Lord was upon him. He was a child of the covenant. He was taken for circumcision, which was a sign of the old covenant.

In the NT the sign of the covenant is baptism. In the Westminster Confession of Faith we read that baptism is ‘a sign and seal of the covenant of grace’. The children of believing parents are holy, according to the Bible (1Cor 7:14). The hand of the Lord is upon such children. This is a comfort, not a cop out, for parents. We must pray for our children and teach them the fear of the Lord, just as John was taught in the house of his believing parents. We conclude with a comment from J C Ryle who wrote, ‘if we would have the hand of the Lord with our children we must diligently seek it’. 

God delivers his people                                


         Luke: 1:67-75

After four hundred years the Lord broke his silence in sending his angel to speak to a priest serving in the temple in Jerusalem. That priest was an old man called Zacharias. The angel told him he would have a son despite his age and the age of his wife. The angel said their son would be great in the sight of the Lord, turning many in Israel to the Lord their God and preparing them for the coming of the Lord. Zacharias was an upright man who kept the commandments, but he did not believe that what the angel said was possible. Nine months of affliction gave him time to study the Scriptures more deeply and reflect on what the angel told him. He probably reflected on Mary’s visit and what his wife Elizabeth and Mary said at that time. 
What the angel told Zacharias came true. The impossible happened and his wife gave birth to a boy. Zacharias was no longer bound by unbelief. His tongue was loosed and he started praising God. He was filled with the Holy Spirit as he praised God in these words of prophecy. This song is called a prophecy (1:67) for two reasons. Firstly, it is the word of God uttered by a man filled with the Holy Spirit. Prophecy is forth-telling. It is declaring what God has spoken. All prophecy is consistent with all that God has spoken. Zacharias' prophecy was directly related to the promises of God spoken thought the holy prophets long ago (1:70). Secondly, it is fore-telling. Zacharias spoke of how his son John would prepare the way of the Lord or the Messiah. 

The visit of the angel Gabriel was awesome, but Zacharias spoke of a much more important visit. The Lord God of Israel would visit and redeem his people (1:68). He did not say, ‘will visit’ but, ‘has visited’ because it was absolutely certain as the word of God. OT prophets often spoke in this way. Although we are now in the NT, Zacharias was still under the old covenant. He was speaking as an OT prophet. Zacharias probably lived to see Messiah come into the world, but not to see Jesus, or John begin their ministry. Yet he saw very clearly the light that would shine into the darkness under which the people of God lived, and indeed the whole world was living. That darkness was sin and the shadow of death (1:79). 

1.Deliver on his promises

John the Baptist would prepare the way of the Lord. But he was not the first of the prophets; he was the last. Down through the ages God was preparing his people for the coming of Messiah, the ‘anointed one’ who would deliver or redeem his people. God has spoken by the mouth of his holy prophets since the world began (1:70). It was the Lord God himself who said to the serpent that the seed of the woman would bruise the head of the serpent (Gen 3:15). God judged the earth with a flood but kept a remnant in Noah and his family. After the flood God made a covenant with Noah. The Lord spoke to Abraham to bless him and through him all the nations of the earth. He made a covenant with Abraham and the sign of that covenant was circumcision. Zacharias had just been reminded of this covenant when he took his son John to be circumcised. The Lord promised to be Abraham’s God and the God of his descendants for ever, to keep them and guide them to the land where they would have rest from their enemies. 

In this prophecy Zacharias saw the Lord delivering on his promise to Abraham. He has ‘remembered his holy covenant, the oath which he swore to our father Abraham’ (1:72, 73). God made a covenant with Moses and the children of Israel when he brought them out of bondage in Egypt. ‘I will be your God and you shall be my people’. This was a development upon the covenant he made with Abraham. It was Abraham who ‘believed in God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness’. Abraham is the father of the all the faithful. Zacharias does not mention Moses but spoke of our father Abraham (1:73). Zacharias also referred to the ‘house of his servant David’ (1:69). The Lord made a covenant with David, the great king of Israel. He promised David that his throne would be established forever (2Sam 7:16). This was a Messianic promise. David died and his descendants ruled over Israel, and then Judah in the divided kingdom. At the time of Zacharias it was the Romans who were ruling in Israel. But the promise remained. He believed a ruler would come from the house of David to occupy the throne of Israel. Some saw this as an earth bound promise while others, like Zacharias, saw it more as a promise focused on heaven. Messiah would be a heavenly ruler in a heavenly kingdom.

2.Deliver from our enemies

‘That we should be saved from our enemies. Being delivered from the hand of our enemies’ (1:71,74). It is true that the people of God were being oppressed by the Romans at that time, and many saw the promised Messiah as one who would deliver them from the Romans. But spiritual people like Zacharias understood that the Romans were not the greatest enemy they had. The Messiah would bring light to those who sit in the shadow of death (1:79). It was death, not the Romans that was the greatest enemy of the Jews and of people the world over. Zacharias knew that death came into the world because of sin. He knew that Satan tempted Adam and Eve to disobey God, and that through this sin death came to all. Satan is the adversary of God’s people. They might throw off the yoke of the Romans, but history showed it would be replaced by another yoke. In this inspired song Zacharias saw the yoke of sin being broken. He saw the defeat of Satan and his cohorts, like the Romans, in the coming of Messiah.   

God has visited his people; he has sought out his people to redeem them. Redeem means to buy back. Zacharias knew of the great redemption the Lord accomplished when he brought his people out of Egypt. What was the price of that redemption? The price was the blood of the Passover lamb. It was the blood on the doorposts that saved the eldest son when God sent the angel of death though the land.

There are two aspects to deliverance- a price to be paid and a power exercised. Redemption comes at a price. The wrath of God upon sin must be satisfied. The blood of the Passover lamb kept the judgment of God from that house. God is holy and cannot look upon sin. His wrath is revealed from heaven against all unrighteousness of men (Rom 1:18). Death came to Adam because of sin and it comes to all his descendants because of sin. 

‘Behold! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!’ (John 1:29). This is how John the Baptist introduced Jesus. The blood of Jesus Christ is the cost of our redemption, our deliverance from the wrath of the holy God. Without the covering of Christ’s precious blood we have no escape from the wrath of God. The wrath of God remains on those who do not believe in the Son of God, the Lord Jesus Christ (John 3:36). 

The second aspect is a power exercised. The Lord God has ‘raised up a horn of salvation for us… that we should be saved from our enemies’ (1:69,71). A horn is a symbol of strength, as in the horn of a bull. With great power the Lord destroyed the enemies of his people in the Red Sea. Their deliverance involved redemption, the price of blood to satisfy the wrath of God, and salvation from their enemies by the power of God. 

So it is with us. We are redeemed by the blood of the Lamb of God. The blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us from all sin. Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness. The blood symbolizes life. Redemption comes at the highest price. Nothing but blood- but not any blood! The blood of bulls and goats will not suffice. Such blood is not able to cleanse our conscience of sin. The blood of another person will not suffice (Ps 49:7). Only the blood of the Lamb of God, the Lamb without blemish; only the blood of the sinless Son of God can save us from the wrath of God that is upon us because of our sin.  

What about being saved from our enemies? Again, Jesus has done this for us. He did this in the resurrection. With great power God raised him from the dead. Death could not hold the Son of God. He rose from the dead, victorious over death and the grave. Satan’s rule is by destruction and death. He is the murderer par excellence. What do we see evil people doing? They are violent. They maim and they murder. The resurrection destroyed the power of Satan, the arch enemy of God and his people. 

This great deliverance is all by the mercy and grace of God. God provided the blood of the Passover. God parted the sea and destroyed the enemies of his people in the sea. God provided the blood by which we are redeemed. God raised Jesus from the dead, destroying the power of Satan. There is nothing that we have done, or can do, to save ourselves. It is all of grace, the grace of God in the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

3.Delivered to serve God                  

‘Delivered from the hand of our enemies [that we] might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness before him all the days of our life’ (1:74,75). ‘Although there may be a reference here to political liberation as well, something far more glorious is meant: whole-hearted service of the Lord in complete freedom from all bonds of sin, guilt, punishment, curse, Satan and destruction’.

When the Lord brought his people into Canaan he did so that they might serve him, not that they might go off and do whatever they liked. They were a holy people separated unto God. They were a people blessed by God and a people through whom God would bless other nations, and the whole world. They were not to start living like other nations and start worshipping other gods. ‘You shall have no other gods before me’ was the first commandment God gave them. ‘Walk before me and be holy’ said the Lord. 

For some time they had no king but God. They worshipped God in the place and in the manner he prescribed. They obeyed the laws God gave them under the terms of the covenant. This was what God required of them as the people he had redeemed and saved from bondage in Egypt. Did they serve the Lord all their days? No! They wanted to be like other nations. They lusted after the pleasures and treasures of this world. 

What does it mean to serve the Lord without fear (1:74)? This means without fear of our enemies. The word ‘serve’ is sometimes translated as ‘worship’. The Lord calls us to worship him, to sing songs of praise, to pray and glorify his holy name. It is tragic that some Christians do not see the importance of worshipping God. If they are too tired, or too busy, or have some other engagement, they are not found in the Lord’s house on Sunday. Serving God for them is optional.  They choose to please their friends rather that give thanks to Jesus who died for them. Those who cannot be bothered with worshipping God will not be equipped and ready to serve him in holiness and righteousness. They will have a poor testimony with outsiders. Pagans notice how much we are committed to worshipping God. Some deliberately put games and parties on at worship times. 

‘You were bought at a price, therefore glorify God in your body and spirit which are God’s’ (1Cor 6:20). ‘In view of God’s mercies, offer yourselves to God as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service’ (Rom 12:1). This is exactly what the apostles did. They left everything to follow Jesus. How closely are you following Jesus? Are you serving the Lord, using the gifts that he has given you? 

Dawn of a new age                                         



Luke 1:76-79

There is a Christian hospital in a town on the side of a mountain in the Himalayan range. People live in cottages around the side of the mountain. Narrow paths connect these cottages to the hospital and then to the bazaar. A nurse who lived in one of these cottages was coming home for duty late one night. It was a dark stormy night. She usually carried a torch but had forgotten to buy new batteries. The path was steep and narrow but she knew it well- where the steps were and where it was very narrow with a sheer drop over the side. What she did not know was that with the recent heavy rain there had been a landslide at this narrow section of the path. As she neared this place on the path there was a flash of lightning and she saw the landslide had washed the path away. She stopped, trembling as she thought what might have happened to her. Do you ever stop to think of what might have happened to you without the light of the gospel? Do you know Jesus Christ as the light of your life?

Zacharias prophesied after the birth of his son, John the Baptist. Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit he spoke of the Lord God visiting and redeeming his people. He spoke of the mercy of God in fulfilling the promises he made through the holy prophets long ago. In the second part of his prophecy he spoke more directly to his infant son. He spoke of God’s plan for him. His son was not the Messiah; he would prepare the way for Messiah. Zacharias spoke of the wonderful new age that Messiah would usher in for those who sit in darkness waiting to die, having no hope and without God in this world (Eph 2:12).

1.Knowledge

The angel told Zacharias his son would be great in the sight of the Lord and that he would be filled with the Holy Spirit (1:15). Zacharias said he would be a prophet of the Lord Most High (1:76). Zacharias was himself prophesying regarding his son and regarding the Messiah, but his son had the specific task of preparing the way of the Lord. The angel said John would go ‘before him in the spirit and power of Elijah’. Elijah was one of the great OT prophets. He spoke the words of God boldly during dark days in Israel. Israel was again experiencing days of spiritual and moral darkness. John would speak into this darkness, calling people to get ready for the coming of the Lord. 
John would give the people knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of sins (1:77). What is the opposite of knowledge? Ignorance! The people were ignorant of the truth about their souls. They had knowledge of many things; worldly things like how to get rich and become famous. Men like Matthew and Zacchaeus sided with the Romans and became tax collectors. They knew how to get along in a corrupt society. John the Baptist had something to say to the tax collectors- maybe these two men were among them. Jesus had a word for these two men. When he called them they left their corrupt business and followed him. 

People today take pride in their extensive knowledge. We like to be well informed about medicine, the stock market, politics, sport, music, and so many things. Many love the game Trivial Pursuit. People’s knowledge is increasing at a rapid rate, in everything except the Bible. Biblical illiteracy is on the increase. Even of those who know the Bible, knowledge of salvation is not always there. The most important knowledge for any person to have is knowledge of salvation. ‘What will it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul’ (Mat 16:26). What is the point of having extensive knowledge about politics, or science or the football, without knowledge of the destiny of your own soul? John would bring knowledge of salvation to people who were ignorant of the truth. Is this not the knowledge that needs to be imparted to people today? People are filling their minds with all sorts of trivia from the media, from magazines, radio, TV and the internet, but still they ask ‘what is truth?’ Where will they get knowledge of the truth? Jesus is the way, the truth, and life. 

‘Knowledge of salvation …by the forgiveness of their sins’ (1:77). There is nothing complicated about the truth. This is knowledge that children can take in. Jesus welcomed little children saying, ‘of such is the kingdom of God’ (Luke 18:16). Children understand when they do things that are wrong. They understand when you teach them about sin. Only the ignorant deny they have sinned. Knowledge of salvation means knowledge of sin; the knowledge that sin separates us from God. Death is the result of sin. Every human being comes face to face with death but for many it is the great unknown. Death is surrounded by fear and all sorts of myths, even in our society with all its knowledge. Why do we die? Science has no answer. Philosophy has no answer. 

The Bible does have an answer. God said to Adam ‘if you eat the forbidden fruit you will surely die’. ‘Sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and thus death spread to all men because all sinned’ (Rom 5:12). What could be clearer? ‘The wages of sin is death’ (Rom 6:23). Yet somehow Satan manages to confound this truth and blind the hearts and minds of millions.

This truth about sin and death is not a pleasant one of course. Maybe that is why people try to confound and deny it. But this was not the end of the knowledge that John would bring. He would preach forgiveness for sin (1:77). He preached the wrath of God upon sin, but he also warned people to flee from this wrath. He would declare that Jesus is the Saviour, the Lamb of God who takes away sin. ‘Forgiveness of sins, through the tender mercy of our God’ (1:78). What beautiful and comforting words these are. ‘The tender mercy of God’. Actually the word ‘tender’ means ‘bowels’ or ‘intestines’. This is mercy from deep within God’s being. Sin makes us enemies of God because he hates sin. But his grace is greater. In his mercy he sent his only begotten Son from heaven to be the propitiation for our sin. Sin brought death but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is the only God who forgives sin. Man-made gods do not forgive because it is not in the nature of man to forgive. Man-made gods are capricious; they seek revenge. To appease them you must pay- literally or with good works. And still worshippers do not know if they are forgiven because these gods are dumb, as Elijah showed. Our God is merciful and he forgives our sins. This is what his Spirit said through Zacharias. 

2.Light

By which the Dayspring/Sunrise will come to us from on high (1:78). The word ‘Dayspring’ means ‘dawn’ or ‘sunrise’, but in the context it refers to a person. In Malachi we read, ‘the Sun of Righteousness shall arise with healing in his wings’ (Mal 4:2). The Messiah was referred to by this title – the Dawn or Sunrise or Dayspring. 

Do you look forward to the dawn of a new day? We do not appreciate the light of dawn because we can flick the switch and get light at any time. But if you are out in the forest at night and hear noises you might be afraid. You might lie there anxious for first light of day. You might sit in the darkness in fear if there is a robber or a killer on the loose. 

The people of Israel were ‘sitting in darkness and in the shadow of death’ (1:79). They lived in a society darkened by oppression, corruption and violence. They saw the disappearance of truth, justice and mercy. They lived under the tyranny of sin and death. They longed for the dawning of a new day. They longed for Messiah, the Sunrise to come and save them from this tyranny. John would give notice of this new day by announcing the arrival of Messiah, the Son of God incarnate. 

Most people thought Messiah would bring a new day politically. He would throw off the Roman yoke and re-establish the nation of Israel. There are still people who believe such things- and not just the Jews. They took an earthly and material view of the Messianic redemption and had no conception of their own spiritual need. 

John would have to change this distorted view of Messiah. He would call the people to repent for the forgiveness of their own sins, not the sins of others. The Sunrise, the Dawn, must come to individual hearts, hearts that recognize sin and repent of that sin. This Sunrise was not just for the nation of Israel- it was for all nations, just as God promised to Abraham. 

Jesus said, ‘I am the light of the world. He who follows me shall not walk in darkness but have the light of life’ (John 8:12). Has the light come, dispelling the darkness in your heart? Do you have the light of the Lord Jesus Christ shining brightly in your heart? In that light do you clearly see life everlasting or does death still cast its shadow across your path?

3.Peace

The final word in Zacharias’ prophecy is the word ‘peace’ (1:79). People speak of death as being ‘at peace’; ‘he or she is finally at peace’. Nothing could be further from the truth if that person did not know Jesus as their Saviour and Lord. There is no peace for the wicked, in this life or the next (Isa 57:21). There will be no peace in the lake of fire. The only place of peace is in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

The Sunrise brings light and peace. Messiah guides our feet into the way of peace and safety. The way is narrow and few find it, but it is the way of life. In the light of Christ, the light of his great works, sinless life and immeasurable love, we see our own sin and repent. ‘Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!’ said Peter (Luke 5: 8). In his mercy, God forgives us and calls us his children. In Jesus Christ we are reconciled to God. We are no longer his enemies. His wrath is turned away and we are at peace with him. 

John had a wonderful message to proclaim as he prepared the way of the Lord. We have the same message to proclaim, the message of repentance for the forgiveness of sin, and of new life in Jesus Christ. The Holy Spirit was upon John as he grew up. Maybe his elderly parents died or maybe he just left home but he went to live in the desert for some years. There the Lord prepared him for the day he would make himself known to Israel, warning the people to flee from the coming wrath- flee to the Lord seeking forgiveness of your sin.     
Christ the Lord is born                                    



    Luke 2:1-7

What is today’s date? We are in the year 2010. To be correct, we are in the year 2010AD. AD is short for Anno Domini which is Latin for ‘year of our Lord’. There is another year 2010- the year 2010BC. BC is short for ‘before Christ’. History is divided into ‘before Christ’ and ‘after Christ’ in most of the world. 

Some years ago a friend began writing AD whenever he wrote the date. He was responding to the move to change BC to BCE and AD to CE. I thought CE meant 'Christian Era' and BCE 'Before the Christian Era', but apparently it is supposed to mean 'Common Era'. In a letter to the editor of a magazine someone asked ‘common to who?’ It is a meaningless designation. It is simply a push by atheists and pagans to demote Jesus Christ from his position as Lord of the universe and of history.

Jesus Christ stands at the climax of history for the people of God, and for the whole world. He divides time and he divides the world. Just as there is before Christ and after Christ in history, there are people who are for Christ and people who are against Christ today. When the clocks stop ticking and calendar comes to an end this great division of the human race will be revealed. 

1.Period

The writer of the gospel according to Luke made a careful search of the records and talked to many eyewitnesses of the events surrounding the life of Jesus Christ of Nazareth. Luke is the only gospel writer to give details about Roman rulers at the time of Jesus’ birth. He was a Gentile and a physician. Luke writes that Caesar Augustus made a decree that all the world should be registered (2:1). Caesar ruled the civilized world from his throne in Rome. Julius Caesar Augustus is generally regarded as the greatest Roman Emperor. He was the Octavius who took power after defeating Antony and Cleopatra at Actium. He was Emperor from 31BC to 14AD. He established ‘Pax Romana’, a period of stable rule in which roads and other infrastructure was built and a taxation system implemented. In the providence of God, ‘Pax Romana’ facilitated the spread of the gospel in later years, despite the brutality of Emperor Nero. 

Luke narrows down the time period to the governorship of Quirinius in Syria; Judea was part of this province. It is here that a difficulty arises. The Jewish historian Josephus writes of Quirinius conducting a census or ‘taxings’ in AD 6 (‘the 37th year of Caesar’s victory over Antony at Actium’). But in the Bible, Luke and Matthew write of these events being in the days of Herod who died in 4BC (1:5). Some quickly conclude that Luke got it wrong and cannot be trusted which it comes to historical accuracy. They even want to dismiss the virgin birth on this basis. 

In Acts 5:37 Luke refers to a census in the context of a revolt by Judas of Galilee. This was probably the census recorded by Josephus. Luke carefully adds the word ‘first’ census here in 1:2. Although Quirinius was governor of Syria from AD 6-9 this does not mean he was not around prior to this time. Certain inscriptions indicate that between 10 and 7BC Quirinius performed certain military functions in the province of Syria. ‘While there is no record outside of Luke for a census at this time, there is nothing impossible about it’ writes Leon Morris. We conclude that the first census took place between 6 and 4BC, meaning that Jesus was born within this time period.  

The year 2010AD is not precisely 2010 years since the birth of Christ because we do not know the exact year of his birth. But Luke gives a narrow historical period. He leaves us, and the whole world, in no doubt that Jesus Christ was born at a precise time in the history of this world. These events cannot be dismissed as myths, despite the best efforts of some who think they are better historians than Luke. The birth of Jesus is celebrated around the world on 25th December each year. This date is not found in the Bible. Christmas was first celebrated in Rome in 354AD. This date is close to the winter solstice. It is thought by some that the idea was to replace the pagan Mithraism birth feast. 

Jesus was born in the ‘fullness of time’ or in ‘due time’. God sent his only begotten Son into the world at the time of his choosing, a time he purposed from the very beginning. This is what the apostle Paul believed and what we believe. In the fullness of time God sent forth his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those who are under the law (Gal 4:4,5). God sent his Son at this time to save us from our sin. Jesus means Saviour. Is Jesus Christ your Saviour? Jesus will come a second time to judge the world. Are you ready for this earth-shaking and time-completing event?  

God’s timing is always perfect. As part of Caesar’s reforms within his ‘Pax Romana’ he started a taxation system. He issued a decree that all the world should be registered for this purpose (2:1). Some question whether he would have ordered everyone to go to their birth place to be registered. Others suggest that Herod may have had a handing advising this return. Kings were not concerned about the personal difficulties they created. Moreover, such a procedure would seem appropriate, especially to the Jews who were concerned about their family heritage. Unknown to Caesar Augustus, his decree brought Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem at the precise time of her parturition. How marvellous are the ways of our sovereign God.

2.Place

What was so significant about Bethlehem? The Jews, the priests at least, knew that Messiah would be born in Bethlehem. They told this to Herod when he inquired of them on behalf of the Wise Men from the east (Mat 2:4-6). The OT prophet called Micah said, ‘But you Bethlehem… out of you shall come forth to me the one to be ruler of Israel’ (Micah 5:2). It is amazing that they forgot this fact about Jesus when they later condemned him (Jn 7:42). 

Joseph was living in Nazareth in Galilee with his wife Mary at the time Caesar’s decree was issued. Mary had earlier gone up to Judah to a place near Bethlehem when she became pregnant, and returned after three months. The angel directed Joseph to marry Mary knowing that she was already pregnant, and he did so (Mat 1:20,24). Luke here continues to use the word ‘betrothed’ or ‘engaged’- although some MSS describe Mary as his wife. He was probably indicating that the marriage had not yet been consummated because ‘Joseph did not know her until she brought forth her firstborn son’ (Mat 1:25).

Joseph was of the house and lineage of David (2:4). Mary was also. Hence he had to return to the city where David was born about 1000 years previously. Why did Mary go with him when she was so close to giving birth? There is no indication that she had to register- and little more is known of the census regulations. Maybe Joseph did not want to leave her behind at this critical time because of the stigma of having a baby conceived out of wedlock. Joseph probably knew the prophecy of Micah but there is no indication that this led him to take Mary to Bethlehem just so the baby could be born there. 

The trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem was over 100km and probably took at least three days. They reached Bethlehem and looked for a place to stay. ‘There was no place for them in the inn’ (2:7). The word for ‘inn’ means ‘room’ or ‘chamber’ in which to put down one’s things- not necessarily a public lodging house. For whatever reason, there was no place for Joseph and Mary to stay where they expected. They ended up getting shelter in a place where there was a manger or animal feed trough (the word is also found in Luke 13:15 where it refers to the stall of an ox or donkey). 

An ancient tradition claims that Jesus was born in a cave; a church has been built on the site of a cave in Bethlehem. But it is possible Jesus was born in a very poor home where the animals shared the same roof as the family. In the past in England, and in India today, people keep their animals at one end of their house, thereby getting warmth in winter. 

Many want more detail about the birth of Jesus and there is no lack imagination and traditions. This is why we must look carefully at what is written in the Bible and not go beyond this. Jesus was born in Bethlehem according to the word of the prophet of God. Mary placed her baby in an animal feed trough. This speaks not only of obscurity but also of poverty and even rejection. Jesus was not only born in poverty but we read that in his ministry years he had no place to lay his head (Luke 9:58). ‘You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor’ (2Cor 8: 9). Mary wrapped him in swaddling clothes and laid him in a manger (2:7). Jesus was not born in a palace but in a stable. Yet he was born a king. The Wise Men came looking for the King of the Jews. Jesus would be given the throne of his father David (1:32). His kingdom is not of this world. His kingdom is an everlasting kingdom.  

3.Purpose

How amazing that a child born in a stable in this insignificant town of Bethlehem should be the one to divide world history and its people. How amazing that the one born into such a poor family should become the Saviour of the world. The incarnation is about the humiliation of Jesus. He left the glory of heaven to come and live among the people he would save. The word became flesh and dwelt among us. Jesus did not identify with the rich and powerful as an earthly ruler would. He identified with the poor because he came to seek and to save the lost and bring them into the heavenly kingdom where he rules.  

Let us remember the circumstances of Jesus’ birth. Let us remember firstly how God powerfully brought about his conception, and providentially brought about his birth in the exact place spoken of by the prophets seven hundred years before. It was in the fullness of time. 

Secondly remember the circumstances of Jesus’ birth. There was no room in the inn. He was born in a stable and grew up in a poor family. He did not seek after the things of this world. He was not a classic case of rags to riches. But he was born a king and he is a king, the King of kings and Lord of lords. ‘Unto us a child is born …and the government will be on his shoulder and his name will be called Wonderful, Counsellor, and Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of peace’ (Isa 9:7).  

If you believe in Jesus Christ you are a citizen of his kingdom and no longer a citizen of this world. Remember your king and seek to be like him. Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness. J C Ryle writes, ‘when the love of money begins to creep over us let us think of the manger of Bethlehem and of him who was laid in it’.                         

To you a Saviour is born                                     


Luke 2:8-20

What usually happens when a baby is born? There is a rush to the hospital and a number of people gather around to assist in the delivery. The husband is there ready to help, but also with his mobile phone to spread the news to relatives and friends. Over the next few days these friends and relatives come to visit. An announcement will be made in church or at his workplace, and a notice put in the newspaper. If the person is famous the baby will be featured in the media around the world. 

Mary gave birth to her firstborn son in a stable, miles away from her home. She wrapped the baby in swaddling clothes and laid him in a feed trough. Her husband Joseph was with her but that was all. There is no mention of relatives or friends visiting. It was a seemingly uneventful and insignificant birth. But it would not remain so for long. 

1.Shepherds

In this obscure place, miles from home and in a stable no less, Mary and Joseph would hardly have expected visitors- and certainly not visitors of the kind they received. On the very day- or night- that the baby was born these visitors came. We are not told the exact number of the visitors but the indication is more than two or three (2:15). The first visitors to see the Son of Mary were shepherds, men who came straight from watching their flocks in the night.

What is a shepherd? We ask this because you will not find such a job listed at Centrelink! You will still find shepherds in some countries. In India they are called goat-boys. Children not yet big enough or not clever enough to work, lead small flocks of goats or sheep along roadsides and hillsides each day. Each night they bring the flock back to the family home. A friend of ours kept his goats on the roof of his house at night. Goat- boys dress in rags and are not fond of bathing. 

In the Bible we read that David, the youngest in his family, was keeping the sheep when Samuel came to his house to anoint him king. David may well have walked in the very same hills that the shepherds Luke writes of walked. Shepherds were generally despised in Israel. They came at the bottom of the social ladder. Yet it was such men who were the first to visit Mary and Joseph and their baby. No wonder Mary pondered these things in her heart (2: 19). Strange things kept on happening around this young woman. It was not just the visit of the shepherds, but the things they said. They no doubt shared with the young parents how they located them, and all that the angel said to them. Luke tells us that when they had seen the baby they went out to tell everyone what the angel told them about this baby (2:17). 

The shepherds were told ‘good news of great joy’ by the angel. This news was for all people (2:10). They did not keep this good news to themselves. After seeing that what the angel said was true, they went out to tell all their friends this great news. They spread the news of this baby’s birth far and wide. This word is still being spread today. Are you one of those spreading this great news? 

The shepherds may have been simple, unkempt young men, but they believed the words of the angel; unlike the priest Zacharias, and unlike many educated people today. It is exciting to hear of the hundreds and thousands of people who believe in Jesus Christ when the gospel is preached to them today. It is not happening in our society but among the poor and uneducated in Africa and Asia. Jesus came to save rich and poor, educated and uneducated alike, but tragically riches and education keep many from believing in Jesus. Unless we become like little children we cannot enter the kingdom of heaven.

The shepherds brought their flocks together that night to protect them from predators and thieves. There was safety in numbers, and they could take turns sleeping. The fact that they were out at night does not mean it had to be summer. Some people say it was summer and therefore Jesus could not have been born on 25 December. We have no idea what day or month Jesus was born anyway. 

The shepherds were startled when an angel suddenly appeared to them on this quiet night. The angel of the Lord stood before them and the glory of the Lord shone around them (2:9). The angel gave them a sign. They believed him, and on the basis of this sign hurried off to find the baby in the manger. ‘Let us now go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened which the Lord has told us about’ (2: 15). 

The shepherds went; they saw and they believed. ‘They returned glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen’ (2:20). Everything the angel said was true. Others would have doubted that they would find a baby in a manger, but not the shepherds. They went and they saw it was true. 

‘Taste and see that the Lord is good’ urges the Psalmist (Ps 34:8). What a tragedy it is when people refuse to taste and see; when people refuse to read or listen to the Bible. They listen to scientists and philosophers but refuse to listen to the Word of God. Are they afraid? Many of course come to the Bible with preconceived ideas. We must pray that people will stop and listen to the Bible, that they will listen to the words of Jesus who said, ‘I am the way the truth and life, no one comes to the Father but by me’ (John 14:6). The shepherds listened to the angel; they checked out what he said, found it was true, and believed. They went home praising God. 

2.Angels      

How was the birth of Jesus announced to the world? It was not ‘breaking news’ as far as the world was concerned, but it was in heaven. The birth of Jesus was big news in heaven. An angel came from heaven to announce this great news to the world. An angel of the Lord appeared to the shepherds and ‘the glory of the Lord shone around them’ (2:9). This angel was still speaking when a multitude of others joined him in singing praises to God. How many births get announced in this way!  

A friend was puzzled at how ‘every eye’ would see Jesus when he comes again. She thought how TV or the Internet might help in flashing news of his arrival around the world. Do you think Jesus will need such technology to announce his arrival? He did not need it in his first coming and he will not need it in his second. Angels from heaven announced his first coming and they will announce his second coming also (Mat 24:31).

We are not told the name of this angel but he was bringing good news, just as Gabriel did to Zacharias and Mary. ‘I bring you good news of great joy to all people’ (2:10). The angels knew all about Jesus because he was coming down from heaven. Jesus is the incarnate Son of God. He is the word become flesh dwelling among us (John 1:14). Jesus often spoke of his being sent by the Father. He said, ‘I know where I have come from and where I am going’ (John 8:14). 

The angel brought a brief but clear message to the shepherds. ‘Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born. He is Christ the Lord’ (2:11). He told the precise place where Messiah or Christ was born. The shepherds may have been poor and illiterate, but as Jews they would have heard about Messiah coming. The angel spoke of Messiah and gave two other titles to this baby that they would find in a feed trough in Bethlehem. 

3.Saviour, Christ and Lord

Gabriel told Mary to call her son ‘Jesus’, which means ‘the Lord saves’. He spoke of him being great and being a ruler. But here is the first time the title ‘Christ’ appears in this gospel. It is a title given from heaven. Christ means ‘anointed one’. This child was the anointed of God. He was not anointed by men but by God. He was a member of the Godhead; he is God the Son, as the angel told Mary.

‘Christ the Lord’ (2:11). The title ‘Lord’ is attached to the title ‘Christ’ in this announcement. In Greek it is just two words ‘Christ Lord’. To the Jew, the word ‘Lord’ belonged to God. John the Baptist would ‘turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God’ (1:16). ‘The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David’ Mary was told (1:32). Here the angel calls the baby in the manger ‘Lord Christ’. Jesus later accepted the title ‘Lord’ (John 13:13). He accepted that he was the Son of God and one with the Father.

The title ‘Saviour’ is interesting in that it is found only here in the Synoptic gospels. It is a self-explanatory title meaning one who saves from danger or peril, from sin and from death. Jesus is Saviour because he saves his people from their sin (Mat 1:21). The essence of the name Jesus is ‘one who saves’. Maybe this is why the title ‘Saviour’ was not commonly used in the NT times; which makes it all the more interesting as to why it is used by the angel. ‘Saviour’ and ‘Lord’ are titles we use today. But we do not agree with those who separate the two saying Jesus can be your Saviour without being your Lord.  

The angel returned to heaven after being joined by a ‘heavenly host’ in praising God in the words of the Gloria in excelsis deo. They gave glory to God in the highest, or in heaven. They declared peace on earth among men of God’s good pleasure (2:14). ‘Prince of Peace’ is a title given by the prophet (Isa 9:6). Jesus gave peace to his disciples (John 15:27). It was not outward peace that the world might give, like the ‘Pax Romana’ of the Romans, but inner peace. 

As Saviour, Jesus would deliver the elect of God from sin, and bring them into a state of peace with God. Sin makes us enemies of God. Sin brings us under the wrath of God. Peace is what we need, and peace is what we get in Jesus Christ the Lord. Peace with God means inner peace, peace that overrules in our relationship with God and with other people. May the Prince of Peace rule in your heart and mind today and always. Glory be to God in the highest!

Jesus like us                                       



Luke 2:21-24

Who can be the prime minister of our nation? Anyone who is a citizen of this country. A person who is not a citizen cannot vote and cannot represent us in the parliament. In the USA the president has to be a citizen and also has to born in that country. To represent the people of America at the highest level you must be born a citizen of that country.

As descendants of Adam and Eve, every human being is united in sin. ‘All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God’ (Rom 3:23). Every human being is born in sin, and as such born as an enemy of God because God hates sin. How are we to escape this condemnation? Is there some way we can reason with God and overcome the hostility? Is there someone to plead for mercy on our behalf? Is there someone who can represent us in the court of the Almighty? Job realized that God is not a man who can be approached in a court of men. He realized we need a mediator, ‘one who may lay his hand on us both’ (Job 9:33). We need someone to represent us as sinful human beings, yet one who can stand before the Holy God. 

1.Circumcision

Mary was a virgin when she gave birth to her firstborn son. The baby in the manger at Bethlehem was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit. The angel told Mary that the Holy One to be born will be called the Son of God (1:35). As the Son of God, he was born without sin. God acted to break the deadlocked, and indeed hopeless situation of the human race. A sinless representative would never be found without God’s intervention. 

God sent his only begotten Son into the world as a child born to the Virgin Mary. In Jesus Christ we have a man, a man born of the seed of David and yet a man without sin. ‘He was made like his brothers in every way, yet without sin’ (Heb 2:17, 4:15). ‘God sent his Son in the likeness of sinful flesh on account of sin’ (Rom 8:3). ‘God sent forth his Son born of a woman, born under the law to redeem those under the law’ (Gal 4:4). 

Circumcision was the sign of the covenant God made with Abraham and with his descendants. ‘Every male child among you shall be circumcised’ (Gen 17:10). It was not a meaningless sign. Circumcision means to cut around or to cut off. The removal of skin symbolized the removal of sin. Circumcision in the flesh pointed to circumcision in the heart, a recognition and rejection of sin. 

Every human baby is born in sin, except for Jesus. Jesus had no need to be circumcised because he was born without sin. He submitted to circumcision to identify with those he came to represent, namely sinners like you and me. He would later submit to baptism for the same reason. John was baptizing people who repented of their sin when Jesus came to him. Jesus did not need to repent because he had no sin, but he asked John to baptize him anyway. 

Jesus was born under the law, so he submitted himself to the requirements of the law. In fact he would fulfil the law, making it obsolete through the implementation of a new covenant in his own blood (Heb 8:13). Many Jews thought that through the law they could approach God and obtain forgiveness of sin. They thought that circumcision in the flesh automatically made them righteous before God. There are many today who believe that by doing certain things, or not doing certain things, they can be righteous before God. The apostle Paul said clearly that by works of the law no one will be justified (Gal 2:16).

John’s parents took him to be circumcised and named, eight days after birth (1:59). Jesus’ parents did the same. Circumcision was a necessary identification with the people he came to save.  Circumcision was also a public testimony, declaring Jesus to be a Jew. He would preach the kingdom of God among the people whom God had prepared for this message. If Jesus had not been circumcised he would not have been allowed to enter the temple or a synagogue, let alone preach in them. If Jesus had not been circumcised he would not have been received by the Jews. In the end they did not receive him anyway, but at least they did not have the excuse that he was not circumcised as required by the Law of Moses. 

Jesus submitted himself to circumcision and to the law. As the Son of God he was the giver of the law and not subject to the law. J C Ryle wrote, ‘He that was above the law would come under the law, to free us from the law’. Is this what you believe?  Jesus humbled himself in this way in order to be our representative and our mediator. He came to ‘deliver us from the curse of the law, becoming the curse for us’ (Gal 3:13). Those who want to continue under the law see no need of a deliverer. 

The apostle Paul may have reflected upon these things as he sought to imitate his Saviour and Lord. He wrote ‘though I am free from all men I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win the more; to the Jews I became as a Jew to win Jews; to those under the law as under the law that I might  win those under the law’ (1Cor  9:19-20). Is this not a lesson we also can take from the example of Jesus. We will not advance the gospel by highlighting our differences or distinctives. Rather, we must highlight the glorious truth of salvation in Jesus Christ.     

At his circumcision he was given the name Jesus. Mary probably told Joseph, and maybe others, that this was the name the angel gave the child before he was conceived in the womb. There was no contention about the name Jesus. ‘Jesus’ is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew ‘Joshua’, a name meaning ‘the Lord saves’. Jesus is given many glorious names in the Scriptures (Isa 9:6), but nothing is more comforting to us than the name Jesus or Saviour. J C Ryle states, ‘he selects a name which speaks of mercy, grace, help and deliverance for a lost world. It is as Deliverer and Redeemer that he desires principally to be known’. It is ‘at the name of Jesus that every knee shall bow and every tongue confess’ (Phil 2:10). 

Let us be sure that we know that glorious name and understand what it means. Let us be sure to honour the name that is above all names amidst the ignorance and blasphemy that is rampant in our society. Let us confess this name, the name of the incarnate Son of God, who gave himself as the sacrifice for our sins- the just for the unjust to bring us to God. 

2.Purification

The baby Jesus was taken up to the temple in Jerusalem forty days after his birth ‘for their purification’ (2:22). What was this all about? Well, Luke explains some of it to us with references to the Law of Moses. ‘Consecrate to me all the firstborn, whatever opens the womb among the children of Israel both of man and beast; it is mine’ (Exod 13:2). Luke referred to these words. He referred to the law of purification after child birth as detailed in Leviticus 12. We will look at this second matter first.

A woman was unclean for seven days after parturition. As such she was not allowed in the temple to worship God. An unclean person had to be ritually purified before going into the sanctuary. A person who contacted an unclean person was rendered unclean also. The law stated that if she gave birth to a son she would be remain unclean for a further thirty-three days – longer if she had a girl. At the end of this time the woman was to bring a lamb and a dove or pigeon to the priest as a sin offering. This offering would make her clean.  

At the end of forty days Mary went up to the temple to be ceremonially purified. It was not far from Bethlehem to Jerusalem. She brought to the priest a pair of doves or two young pigeons according to the law. One was for a burnt offering and the other a sin offering. In this way she was made clean. There was provision in the law for two birds rather than a lamb and a bird where the person was not able to bring a lamb (Lev 12:8). It is apparent that Mary and Joseph were too poor to bring a lamb. This is another indication of the poverty into which the Son of God was born. 

It is a shame that so many Christians despise the poor and are horrified at the prospect of ever being poor themselves. They do not welcome poorly dressed people into their crystal cathedrals. They prefer to parade rich and famous people before their assembly as examples of those whom the Lord has blessed. They promise their followers health, wealth, and happiness from the Lord. But here we read of the poor family into which Jesus was born. It is difficult to imagine a feed trough made of gold, and the smelly stable like a perfumed palace, but some seem to manage! How many would find it embarrassing if they had to go into a stable or small hut to worship, or walk into the temple with just two small birds rather than lamb as an offering?   

Because Jesus was the firstborn Son of Mary he was taken with her to the temple and presented to the Lord according to the law of the firstborn male as found in Exodus 13. The firstborn son belonged to the Lord as a memorial of the Passover. Firstborn animals were sacrificed to the Lord or sometimes redeemed. Firstborn sons were set apart to the Lord. They were as those that were passed over.

Samuel was set apart to serve the Lord, although this law was not referred to in his case. John was set apart to serve the Lord in unique circumstances. Jesus was also brought to the temple at forty days of age and consecrated to the Lord according to the Law of Moses. ‘Right from the very beginning until the end Jesus served God perfectly and glorified him by his voluntary and complete devotion’. 

How many parents today bring their child to the house of the Lord as Mary did? How many parents desire that their child serve the Lord, as women like Hannah, Elizabeth and Mary did? In India it was commonly said in the mainline churches that if a son failed to get into medicine or science or engineering he could go to Bible College. Is it any different here? In times of revival this changes. Parents want their son to go to Bible College and serve the Lord. Let us pray for revival in our land. 

Jesus not like us                                        




Luke 2:25-38

The baby Jesus was visited by shepherds on the night of his birth. Mary marvelled at this visit, particularly at the message they brought. The shepherds saw and heard angels giving glory to God in the highest. They were told this baby in the manger in Bethlehem was ‘a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord’ (2:11). When Mary and Joseph went to the temple to present their firstborn to the Lord they had cause to marvel yet again. Two strangers came up to them and spoke of their baby as the One who would redeem Israel. They looked upon the baby as the Redeemer, not only of Israel but of Gentiles also.  

These were days of spiritual darkness in Israel. Pagan soldiers roamed the streets. Corruption and violence were rife in the city. The priests performed the religious rituals in the temple but corruption and violence had also entered their ranks. However, there were a faithful few in the midst of this spiritual darkness. Simeon and Anna were looking for the coming of Messiah. As they waited they worshipped. They were in God’s house every day worshipping him and waiting for their deliverer, the promised Messiah.

1.Simeon the man

Anna was at least 84 years old and Simeon appears to have been old also. ‘Now let your servant depart in peace’ sound like the words of a man ready to die (2:29). Simeon was an upright man. He was just or righteous, and devout. The priest Zacharias was righteous before God. He lived in accordance with God’s commands. The word ‘devout’ indicates a concern for religious duties. Simeon did not neglect his religious duties. He was in God’s house whenever it was open for worship. Simeon was serious about prayer and study of the Scriptures. From the Scriptures he understood that Messiah was coming. Simeon was ‘waiting for the consolation of Israel’ (2:25). This word ‘consolation’ means to ‘call to one’s side’. God brought his people to Canaan to give them rest but this was not the end of God’s promise. Simeon was waiting for a greater deliverance, a spiritual deliverance and spiritual consolation. He was waiting for God to deliver his people from spiritual oppression. Messiah would deliver his people from the tyranny of sin and death. He would call his people to come to him for comfort and peace. Jesus said he wanted to gather the people, like a hen gathers its chickens under its wings. 

God had been silent for a long time before he sent an angel to Zacharias and to Mary. To Simeon he sent the Holy Spirit. We are not told exactly when he sent the Spirit upon him, but at some time the Holy Spirit revealed to Simeon that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Christ (2:26). God in his grace assured this faithful servant that he would see Messiah before he died. Simeon must have clung to this promise. He must have remembered it in his daily worship. 

Do you have the assurance that you will one day see the Lord Jesus Christ? You do not have a promise that you will see him before you die, but you have a promise nevertheless. We know that ‘when he is revealed we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. Everyone who has this hope in them purifies themselves just as He is pure’ (1John 3:2-3).The apostle Paul lived with this sure and certain hope. He wrote, ‘we hope for what we do not see, we eagerly await for it with perseverance. Likewise the Spirit also helps in our weakness’ (Rom 38:25-26).

Simeon lived for the day when he would see the Lord’s Christ (2:26). Although the Holy Spirit had not yet been poured out on all believers, the Holy Spirit led Simeon into the temple on the day when Mary and Joseph brought the baby Jesus to the temple. They brought him according to the custom of the law (2:27). They brought their firstborn Son to present him to the Lord and make the necessary sacrifice and offering. 

2.Simeon’s message

Simeon stepped forward and took the baby Jesus up in his arms (2:28). The parents must have been surprised at this stranger taking their baby, but before they could say anything Simeon burst into a prophetic song of praise. ‘Lord, now you are letting your servant depart in peace’ (2:29). In Latin the first two words are 'Nunc dimittis', so the song is known by this name. The word for ‘Lord’ in this song is actually ‘Master’. Simeon saw himself as a servant who had been keeping watch till the dawning of a new day. That day had now come and his duty was finished. He could depart in peace.

Jesus told a parable about the kingdom of God to those who thought the kingdom would appear immediately (Luke 19:11). He told of a businessman who went away to a far country. He gave each of his servants a sum of money to do business with until he returned. The citizens did not want this businessman back and some of the servants did not appear to take the matter of his return seriously. They did nothing with the money he gave them. 

Jesus came into this world as the son of Mary, born in a manger. He has gone away for now but he will return. He told his disciples to be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect (Mat 24:44). Simeon was ready for the first coming of Jesus. Are you ready for his is second coming? Will you depart this earthly life in peace, having seen the salvation of God?

‘My eyes have seen your salvation which you have prepared before the face of all peoples’ (2:30, 31). What did Simeon see? He was looking at a baby. But this was no ordinary baby. This was the baby through whom the Lord God would save the world. This baby was God’s answer to sin, sin that brought death to the whole world. This baby was the fulfilment of God’s promise in Genesis 3, that the seed of the woman would bruise the head of the serpent. Simeon saw more than a beautiful baby who would bring delight to his parents. He saw a baby as a lamb ready to be sacrificed. ‘My eyes have seen your salvation’ he said. The firstborn Son had been brought to the temple to be redeemed with two young pigeons. Simeon saw that this child would himself be redemption for people from all nations, tribes and languages. He saw what the apostle Paul speaks of in Romans 3:24, ‘the redemption that is in Christ Jesus’. 

Simeon went on to bless the parents and tell them of the impact this child would have in Israel. He told them plainly that this child would be ‘a sign that would be spoken against’ (2:34). He would be a light shining in a dark world. Those who love darkness will not tolerate the light. They will do all they can to remove the light. They will speak and act against this light in a hostile and violent manner.

‘This child is destined for the fall and rising of many in Israel’ said Simeon (2:34). He was not talking about political upheaval or division. Jesus would actually reveal the thoughts of many hearts (2:35). Politics has nothing to do with what is in people’s hearts. Men can put on masks and come together for all sorts of earthly causes. But in the kingdom of God that this child was bringing to earth the thoughts of people’s hearts will be revealed. There will be no covering up before the One who knows the hearts of all men (John 2:25). Jesus would not unite; he would divide the nation. 

The prophets spoke of Messiah as a rock; for some a rock to stand on and for others a rock of stumbling (Isa 8:14). Mary spoke of the Lord putting down the mighty and lifting up the poor (1:52). ‘This child’ said Simeon ‘is appointed for the rise of some and the fall of others’. The proud he will bring down and the humble he will lift up. Jesus will reveal their proud hearts and they will hate him for this. The chief priests and Pharisees were offended by the parable of the wicked tenants and wanted to kill Jesus. It would not be possible to take a neutral position with Jesus. People would either be with him or against him. Jesus would not walk unnoticed through the towns and cities of Israel. The people would either follow him or cast him out. 

Is it not the same today? Many think they can avoid making a decision about Jesus- and they may be able to do so for a while. But even today there are many places in the world where you have to decide now. People are being dragged out of their homes and told to deny Christ or die. Many are on sick beds facing death. They have to choose now whether they are for Christ or against him, whether they will go to hell or to heaven. When Jesus comes again it will be too late because on that day he will judge all people on this very basis- are you with me or against me. 

Mary had been given many things to ponder in her heart and Simeon gave her something else to ponder. It was a sombre word that he spoke to Mary. ‘A sword will pierce your own soul also’ (1:35). The sword speaks of violence and death. The ‘also’ indicates that a sword will pierce the soul of another, namely the child in her arms. When her Son dies she will be struck with grief.  

3.Anna

As Simeon was speaking Anna came up to the couple with the child to give her blessing. Anna was a prophetess- one of a handful of female prophets in the Bible. She was of the tribe of Asher, one of the lost Northern tribes. Somehow she maintained her family tree. Anna was widowed at a young age. Maybe she was later given a room in the temple complex. Day and night she was in the Lord’s house serving him. Anna was now 84 years old- if this is the way we are to understand this verse (3:37). ‘Anna never missed a service in the house of God’ wrote one commentator by way of a challenge to us today.  Do you know anyone who is as devoted to being in God’s house as Anna was? Are you that person? Imagine if Anna has decided to have the day off going to church on this particular day!

Seeing the baby Jesus Anna gave thanks to God. She knew this baby was the promised Messiah. She spoke to those gathered in the temple, to the faithful few who were ‘looking for the redemption in Jerusalem’ (2:38). She spoke of this child as the deliverer, the one who would redeem them from bondage to sin and death. Anna, like Simeon, had waited her whole life to see the Messiah. Having seen God’s anointed she could now depart in peace. Simeon and Anna had seen the salvation of God revealed to the world.

The Boy Jesus                                                


Luke 2:39-52

‘I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth; and in Jesus Christ his only Son our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified dead and buried’. The Apostles Creed jumps from Jesus being born to him suffering under Pontius Pilate. What about the years in between? What about the childhood of the man who is the Son of God? 

Many ask this question as they study the life of Christ. Some go off to fill in the gaps from their own imagination. In apocryphal gospels and other writings you will find all sorts of stories about the early life of Jesus. We must be careful not go beyond what God has revealed to us in the Bible. All that he tells us about the life of Jesus between his infancy and the beginning of his ministry at 30 years of age is found in this passage before us. At 12 years of age Jesus went with his parents to the feast of Passover in Jerusalem. 

1.Boy growing up

At forty days Mary and Joseph took their baby to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (2:22). Simeon and Anna saw the baby Jesus in the temple and prophesied that he would redeem Israel. Having performed their duties under the law Mary and Joseph ‘returned to Galilee, to their own city, Nazareth’ (2:39). Luke does not mention the visit of the Magi and the flight to Egypt that Matthew records in his gospel. Matthew indicates that it may have been two years before the family returned to Israel, to settle back in their home town of Nazareth. 

Jesus was fully human and grew up physically and mentally as children do. He grew up as the eldest son in this family, with four brothers, and sisters also. Jesus learnt carpentry, most probably from Joseph. Jesus was also the Son of God. He was filled with wisdom and the grace of God was upon him (2:40). As the Son of God he was born without original sin and he lived a sinless life. This made him different from the other children but we will not speculate beyond what we have here in the Bible. 

Looking ahead to him as a teenager, Luke tells us that ‘Jesus increased in wisdom and stature and in favour with God and men’ (2:52). He was always obedient to his parents. As a perfect child, Jesus pleased his Father in heaven as well as his parents on earth- even though his knowledge and wisdom gave Mary cause to wonder. Yet we must remember that the boy Samuel also grew in stature and in favour, both with the Lord and with men (1Sam 2:26). When Jesus began his ministry preaching, ‘the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe the gospel’ the attitude of people towards him did not remain favourable.

2.Boy in the temple

Jews were supposed to go to the temple, the men at least, for the three annual festivals, Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles. Mary and Joseph faithfully went to the feast of Passover every year (2:4). Luke tells us about the time they went up with their Son Jesus when he was 12 years old. Jewish boys were admitted into responsible membership of the community at the age of thirteen. They were made a ‘son of the law’ or ‘Bar Mitzvah’. They were then obliged to attend the festivals as an adult. You will hear of this ceremony still today in the Jewish community. It seems that 12 year olds were taken to the festival by way of preparation for their ‘Bar Mitzvah’. 

The Passover was celebrated over seven days with the actual Passover meal being on the last day. When the Passover was over Mary and Joseph set out for their home in Nazareth. People usually travelled to the Passover in family or community groups. Women would go ahead with the children and the men would come behind as they walked the dusty road home.

Since Jesus was twelve his mother may have thought he was with her husband. Joseph, on the other hand, may have thought he was with his mother. In any case, they did not realize that their boy was not with them until they came to rest at the end of the first day’s journey. When they realized that he was not with either of them they began searching for him among their relatives and friends. We can imagine their concern when they could not find him. 

It was probably at first light the next day when Mary and Joseph set out to retrace their steps. After three days, one of which was taken up getting back to Jerusalem, they found Jesus in the temple. Was this the first place they looked? Would you expect to find a 12 year old boy in the house of God? This would be the last place many parents would look for their 12 year old son. But that is because many parents do not bring their children to the house of God. Children today ask what it is like inside a church and what goes on in here. Mary and Joseph taught their children the Scriptures. They taught them to love and obey God. They taught them to come to the house of God and delight in worshipping the Lord. 

When Mary and Joseph found their Son they were amazed (2:48). Mary spoke to Jesus by way of complaint more than reprimand. ‘Son, why have you treated us like this? Your father and I have been anxiously searching for you’ (2:48). We can understand a mother being worried and anxious in such circumstances. We can feel the relief that she must have felt in finding Jesus. Mary was also upset that he did not appear to be concerned about her. They found Jesus sitting in the temple engaged in discussion with the teachers. But when his parents found him he went home with them and was subject to them as required under the law. 

They found the 12 year old Jesus sitting with the teachers in the temple. The method of learning in those days was to listen and ask questions of teachers, and to answer questions also. These teachers, and others listening, were astonished at the questions asked and the answers given by this boy. He showed a depth of understanding and insight way beyond his age. Why were they surprised that the Son of God demonstrated exceptional knowledge and wisdom even at this young age? Some of them no doubt would later reflect on this incident, as his mother surely did. 

The first recorded words of the incarnate Son of God come in the form of an answer to his mother. He gently answers Mary's complaint about the way he was treating her. ‘Why do you seek me? Didn’t you know that I must be about my Father’s business?’ (2:49); some translators have 'my Father’s house'. There is no actual word for ‘house’ or ‘business’ in the Greek. Mary knew her Son was the Messiah. She was told this by the angel, by the shepherds and others when he was an infant. But she did not understand all that being Messiah meant. She did not understand what Jesus was saying to her at this moment (2:50). She said, ‘your father and I were worried about you’, while Jesus spoke of another as ‘my Father’. 

If Mary and Joseph had plans for the life of their Son Jesus, those plans had to be radically adjusted after hearing what he said. Mary was told by the angel that her firstborn would be called the Son of God (1:35). Consistent with this revelation, her firstborn now declared in the temple that he must be in his Father’s house. Jesus had a self-awareness that he was the Son of God and that his heavenly Father had sent him into this world for a purpose. 

3.Boy’s parents

Mary said to Jesus, ‘Your father and I have sought you anxiously’ (2:48). Joseph, of course, was not the biological father of Jesus. Jesus was conceived of the Holy Spirit in the womb of Mary. But Joseph was his legal father. It is interesting that in this very passage Jesus refers to his heavenly Father. It is also interesting that this is the last mention of Joseph in the Bible. It is almost certain that he had died by the time Jesus began his ministry at about thirty years of age (3:23). 

Through his servant Luke, the Lord God, in his providence, chose to tell us this amazing incident in the life of his Son, Jesus Christ. We learn that Jesus was an obedient Son. He was a Son like no other. Although upset with him on this occasion, his mother must have noticed differences in his behaviour compared to his sinful brothers as she brought him up in the training and admonition of the Lord (Eph 6:4). ‘His mother kept all these things in her heart’ (2:51). We also learn that Jesus was aware of his divine sonship at the age of twelve. 

While refraining from speculation beyond what is given here in the Bible about the early life of Jesus, we might pause to reflect on the faithfulness of his parents in bringing their Son to the house of God at the age of twelve, knowing that at this age he was ready to take responsibility for his spiritual life. They had of course brought him to the house of God when he was a baby. As Jews they would have taught their covenant children from the Scriptures how to obey and worship God. 

What about children in our homes and in our society? We are told that they are growing up more quickly than ever before. This may be true physically, but is it true spiritually? Joseph and Mary did not encourage their children to go searching for truth in all manner of religions. They did not assume their children would find the truth by themselves. They brought their children to the house of God. They taught their children according to the Scriptures which state, ‘Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it’ (Prov 22:6).       

John the Baptist prepares the way                 

Luke 3:1-6

Driving along the road the other day I had to stop while workmen fixed another speed bump in the road. I thought how strange that one day a team comes along to repair the road and make it smooth for driving, and the next another team comes to install bumps to make it rough for driving. What was even stranger was something I saw some years ago. I saw men removing road bumps because the prime minister was to drive down the road the next day. This happened in India. The bumps were removed for the prime minister to drive down the road, and then they were put back again.

The prophet Isaiah spoke of a voice crying in the wilderness- ‘prepare the way of the Lord’. He spoke of crooked places being made straight and rough places being made smooth for the coming of the Lord (Isa 40:3-4). Over seven hundred years later his words were fulfilled in the coming of John the Baptist. The three gospel writers, Matthew, Mark and Luke, all speak of this fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecy.  

1.Princes and priests

We last saw Jesus in the temple when he was twelve years old. He went back to Nazareth with his parents. We will next see him at about thirty years of age (3:23). We last saw John as a baby, although Luke indicates he was later in the desert (1:80). Before the birth of John it was told by the angel how he would prepare the way for the Lord. At his circumcision his father Zacharias prophesied that he would prepare the way of the Lord. 

John was born just six months before Jesus. That was around 4BC, during the reign of Caesar Augustus. ‘Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar’ (3:1). Once again Luke carefully details the time when these events took place. He is not writing mythology, for which history is irrelevant. He is writing about Jesus, an historical person. He places the life of Jesus firmly in history. He gives markers in Roman history, as well as in Jewish history. He is keeping to his promise in the prologue to write an accurate and orderly account.

Caesar Augustus died in 14AD. Tiberius ruled the Roman Empire from 14-37AD. He fifteenth year would have been around 28AD. The Roman Empire included the land of Israel. At the local level Herod the Great ruled at the time of John’s birth. After his death, three of his sons ruled different parts of the land. There were four parts so they were called tetrarchs. 

Archelaus ruled in Judea and Samaria for a short time (Mat 2:22). He was intensely hated because of his incompetence and cruelty, so was deposed by Rome. They put a governor in his place. Pontius Pilate was the governor from 26-36AD.  In the northern part of the land was the province of Galilee. This was under Herod Antipas, while his brother Herod Phillip ruled over provinces further north. Nothing is known of Lysanias apart from what Luke records here. These tetrarchs ruled over a mixed population, except in Judea where it was predominantly Jewish. Jerusalem was the political and religious centre of this region. The temple was in this city. The Jews were allowed to worship in the temple while ever they kept politics out of their worship. 

The head of the temple and the Jewish religion was the High Priest. This position was hereditary, restricted to the sons of Aaron. Annas was the high priest but the Romans removed him in AD 15 and installed his son. At this particular time it was his son-in- law Caiaphas who was the official high priest. Annas was still around and recognized by many Jews as the real high priest. So Luke wrote during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas (3:2).

This record of princes and priests, of political and religious leaders, places these events at a precise time in history- although this was done with the reference to the year of the emperor’s reign. History is not just about dates. We want to know what life was like back then. What were the features of that society? What was the political and religious environment? The details given by Luke allow us to ‘get a feel’ for these things. 

Rome was the superpower. It ruled the known world through its massive army. Israel was part of that world. The Jews were under the rule of a pagan- a far cry from the days of David. In a sense we are also, but we did have some choice in the matter. Pontius Pilate was governor in Judea. The Herods were of Jewish origin but were really puppets to Rome. They were corrupt and/or cruel, as small time rulers tend to be. What about the church or the religious establishment? Who was high priest? Politics has entered the priesthood from both outside and inside. Caiaphas was not a son but the son-in-law of Annas.

What effect did this political and religious environment have on the population? Many went with the flow, as people tend to do. If the leaders were corrupt and immoral why should the people be any different? Herod the Great had a number of wives, while his son Antipas divorced in order to marry his brother’s wife. Corruption and immorality flowed from the top down into the society. Consider, for example, the Samaritan woman Jesus met (John 4). Yet these people were not happy living as they were. They felt uneasy, even guilty about the things they were doing. The tax collectors were ripping the people off, especially the poor, while the people were busy trying to cheat the tax man. 

The people of God hated this corruption and immorality. Living faithfully in this depraved society was not easy. They looked for a new day and a new ruler. In Scripture they read of the promised Messiah. Do you hate the wicked that prevails in our society? Are you looking for a new day? Do you believe a new day is coming? Read the Bible and you will find that Jesus promised to come again- soon!    

2.Prophet

‘The word of God came to John, son of Zacharias, in the desert’ (3:2). Into this corrupt and immoral society, into this spiritual darkness, came the word of God. It came to John who had taken to living in the desert. The word of God came to prophets of old, like Isaiah and Jeremiah (Jer 2:1). The word of God had not come like this for over four hundred years. John was to be a mouthpiece for God. 

The prophet’s task was never easy. In fact it was dangerous. Some were killed as they carried out their duty. John himself joined the ranks of the martyrs. Yet John had the privilege of announcing the arrival of Messiah. He was the last of the prophets under the old covenant. In the past God spoke to the fathers by the prophets but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son (Heb 1:1-2). A new day - the Last Days- were just around the corner. Prepare the way of the Lord. 

Luke does not mention the manner of dress or the life that John lived, but he does indicate that he was living in the wilderness or desert east of the Jordan.  After receiving this divine calling, John began preaching in the region around the Jordan River. He needed access to the river for the purpose of baptizing.  He preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (3:3). 

The life of a true prophet was not the choice of any man. Who would choose to live- and die- as John did? The prophet was called by God to speak the words of God. While we do not have prophets like John today, the minister of the word in the church today is similar. It is not for men to choose a career in the ministry. It is a calling from God. It is not for men to preach their own ideas. It is for them to preach the word of God. According to his word, God does not call women to a preaching ministry. He does not send dreams or visions or special revelations for men to preach. He has given us the Holy Bible to preach.

3.Preaching

What was the purpose of John’s preaching, and what was his message? His preaching was to prepare the way of the Lord. This was what the prophet Isaiah said. He spoke in a figurative way of roads being made straight, hills being levelled and valleys being filled. We speak of, ‘rolling out the red carpet’ for VIP’s. The language of Isaiah is much more dramatic but the meaning is the same. John was ‘rolling out the red carpet’ for the King of kings and Lord of lords. ‘All flesh shall see the salvation of God’. Isaiah was speaking of the revelation of God’s only begotten Son to the whole world. 

This preparation was of a spiritual nature. The kingdom of God is a spiritual kingdom, not of this world. John called for the people to repent, to turn from their sinful ways.  He warned them to flee from the coming wrath, the coming wrath of God.  To flee to God from God’s wrath might seem strange, but that was what John preached. He preached this because God forgives those who come to him repenting of their sin. 

Repentance means turning away from the things of this world, from idolatry, from immorality, and all evil. It means turning back to God our Maker and Lord. John called for obedience to the commands of God. He called for people to humble themselves before the Lord.  John’s baptism was a sign of this humiliation, and of true repentance in the heart. 

True and faithful worship was at low ebb in John’s day. Few paid attention to the covenant commands. It was not unlike the days in which Isaiah himself prophesied. ‘Shame on you sinful nation! … a people weighed down with sins’ said Isaiah (Isa 1:4). It was not unlike today. How many pay heed to the commands of God today? How many fear God and worship him? How many believe that God will judge the wicked? You had better believe it because God has said it.  

God sent all sorts of afflictions upon Israel by way of warning them to turn back to him. They were made subject to other nations- to pagan rulers. It was the same in John’s day. What about today? The world groans under the rule of corrupt leaders. It groans under the ravages of war, violence and corruption. But who is listening to the voice of God. Who is taking heed and turning from their wicked ways. Who is repenting and believing in the Lord Jesus Christ. Are you?

John was preparing the way for the Redeemer, the Lord Jesus Christ. It is Jesus who forgives our sins- and only Jesus. It is Jesus who gives us life -and only Jesus. Jesus said, ‘unless you also repent you will likewise perish’. Now is the day of salvation. The end is near. Repent and believe in Jesus Christ who forgives your sin, and gives you eternal life.     

Flee the coming wrath                                  



Luke 3:7-14

Can you imagine a man like John the Baptist appearing in our city? For anyone to get a message across today they have to get on the TV or internet. Would the press give a man like John the Baptist air time? Years ago in a city park, men would stand up on a box and start speaking about something and people would gather around to listen. In some countries open air preachers can still get a hearing.

John the Baptist must have been quite a sight as he came from the wilderness dressed only in a camel hair coat and a leather belt. When he began preaching people noticed something different about this man. He spoke boldly. He spoke with authority, like a man filled with the Spirit of God. Some were reminded of the prophet Elijah whom they read about in the Bible. Why did people flock to hear this man? Some were probably curious, wanting to see this weird-looking preacher. Others were looking for Messiah, the promised deliverer of Israel. Many went out because they were weighed down with guilt and shame. Society had become corrupt. The political leaders were corrupt and immoral. If they had daily papers the front page would have been filled with violence, sex, corruption and lies every day. Many were caught up in this wickedness and futility. They had turned away from God and become like the pagans, without God and without hope in this world. They were, as Jesus said, harassed and hopeless, like sheep without a shepherd. 

1.Wrath

What do people hear from preachers in the church today? Do they hear a call to repent of their sin? What did the people hear from the mouth of John the Baptist? ‘Brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?’ (3:7). We might think such words would send people running. They were designed to send people running to God for forgiveness of their sin. John was baptizing those who repented of their sin. His baptism in the Jordan River was a sign and seal of that repentance.  

Vipers are poisonous snakes. This is a metaphor for sly and slimy people, for people who backbite and lie through their teeth. John knew about the life of the people who were coming to him to be baptized. Many were weighed down by their sin, by things they had said and done, or failed to say and do. Have you ever felt the weight of your sin?  These were people who thought only of themselves all the time. Do you know that feeling? Pride gripped their hearts and it was strangling them.

It is a shame that church buildings have such massive doorways. Maybe this is not the case everywhere. Church doors should be less than a metre high. That way we would have to get down on our knees to enter. We would have to humble ourselves to enter the presence of God. We would have to become like little children, as Jesus said. Of course, it is humble hearts not just bent knees that the Lord requires. 

According to Matthew, who gives a very similar account of the ministry of John the Baptist, there were Sadducees and Pharisees in this crowd that came out to the Jordan. These were the religious teachers and leaders of the Jews. The Sadducees were also involved in politics. The Pharisees were self-righteous legalists, striving to keep the letter of the law, after they had added their own rules and traditions. They were particularly concerned that everyone else kept the law and the traditions.  

The Pharisees were proud of being descendants of Abraham, pure breed Jews. As such, they claimed an automatic right to be children of God. John anticipated their claim. ‘Do not begin to say you have Abraham as your father because I say God can rise up children to Abraham from these stones’ (3:8). John absolutely demolished their claim. The Pharisees did not accept John’s baptism (Mat 21:25). You may be proud of your heritage but remember it counts nothing before God. John the Baptist did not make himself popular with these self-righteous legalists- nor did Jesus after him. When Jesus told such Jews that they were slaves to sin they refused to humble themselves and repent of their sin. He told them he could make them free, but they were offended and tried to kill him (John 8:59).     

The preacher’s task today is still the same- to tell it like it is; to tell the truth as found in the Bible. ‘The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men’ (Rom 1:18). As John began preaching, he declared the wrath of God against sin. Jesus preached more on the wrath of God than anyone else in the Bible. Fear him, who after he has killed, has power to cast you into hell.  ‘Unless you repent you will all likewise perish said Jesus’ (Luke 12:5, 13:3). Remember, we are all born in sin and so born under the wrath of God. That wrath remains till you repent.

The wrath and judgment of God are portrayed in two ways by John the Baptist. Firstly he speaks of the axe being ready to take out the tree. If the tree does not bear good fruit it is cut down and thrown into the fire (3:9). That is reasonable don’t you think. You plant a tree expecting it to produce good fruit to eat. If it produces only bad fruit you cut it down. I had a large mandarin tree in my backyard. It produced a heavy crop of large mandarins. They looked delicious but were dry and full of fibre. I watered the tree and put on different fertilizers hoping to get sweet, juicy fruit. But the fruit did not change. One day I borrowed the neighbour's chain saw and that was the end of that tree. There is nothing left, not even a mark on the ground. What sort of fruit is the Lord seeing in your life?

Further on, John speaks of Jesus coming in judgment (3:17). ‘But Jesus came to save’ you say. Indeed he did. That is what his name means; ‘one who saves’. But as the Son of God he is the Righteous One who hates sin. God the Father has committed all judgment to the Son (John 5:22). When Jesus comes again in glory he will divide the sheep from the goats, or as John said, he will clean his threshing floor. His winnowing fork is in his hand. He will separate the wheat from the chaff. Like the tree bearing fruit, the useless chaff will be burned with unquenchable fire (3:17). 

‘Repent for the kingdom of heaven is at hand’ said John (Mat 3:2). His words were not without hope. He was not preaching inevitable doom and destruction. Repentance means a change of heart, a turning away from sin and turning towards God. True repentance will be seen in a changed life, a life bearing fruit worthy of repentance (3:8). John goes on to describe such fruits. Changed hearts will seek to obey God’s commands. First, love God with all your heart, all your soul and all your mind, and second, love your neighbour as yourself. Changed hearts will hate what is evil, and desire what is good. ‘Let love be without hypocrisy; abhor what is evil and cling to what is good’ (Rom 12:9). 

2.What to do

The people who heard John preaching asked, 'What shall we do then' (3:10). Are you asking what you should do to show that you have repented of your sin?  What would John have told you to do? When the apostle Peter preached at Pentecost he was asked the same question: What shall we do? (Acts 2:37). Peter said, ‘Repent and be baptized for the remission of sins and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit’. The Holy Spirit will produce fruit in your life, the fruits of righteousness. What did John tell the people to do? The Holy Spirit had not yet been poured out. Hence his baptism was only a baptism of repentance. Jesus would bring the baptism of the Holy Spirit. But repentance is still essential. Jesus preached repentance, as did Peter and Paul. 

There is no indication that the Pharisees asked this question of John, and no indication that they turned from their self-righteous ways. But we read here of three different types of people who asked John what they should do. John’s answers have already given us some insight into the society of that day.

Firstly, John spoke to the rich, to those who had more than one set of clothes and more food than they could eat. They asked him what they should do to show their repentance. He said, ‘if you have two garments give one away; give one to a person who has none. If you have more food than you can eat give it to someone who is hungry’. Imagine rich people having lots of clothes while others went around naked! Imagine rich people whose cupboards were stocked with food while others went hungry. Jesus did not imagine but spoke of a certain rich man at whose gate a beggar lay; he condemned that man (Luke 16:19). What do you think these people did when they went back from the Jordan to their homes? What should they have done to show that they repented of not loving their neighbour as themselves? What should you do to love your neighbour as God tells us to do?  

Tax collectors would have been among the rich, but they had their own question for John the Baptist. Tax collectors were hated by most others Jews because they collected taxes for the Romans. Moreover, they abused their position by demanding more than the set amount of tax. Zacchaeus the tax collector confessed to this when he met Jesus. He promised Jesus he would pay back whatever he had taken by extortion, as well as give half his goods to the poor. John did not tell these men they had to give up their jobs, as the Jewish leaders might have. Rather he told them to act with integrity and honesty in their workplace, and collect only the prescribed amount of tax. Presumably he would have told the tax payers to pay the set amount if they had asked.  

The third group to ask John what to do was soldiers. These were probably Jewish soldiers, men who protected the tax collectors and other officials. They were guilty of extortion. They obtained money by threatening people with violence or false charges. Have you seen such things, people using their position of authority to extort money and abuse people? Pray the Lord to keep those who enforce the law from corruption. ‘Be content with your wages’ John told the soldiers (3:14). Some people try to excuse their corruption saying they are not being paid a good wage. The tenth commandment, the one that many overlook, says, ‘do not covet’. In other words, be content with what you have. Be content with your wages, be content with your house and car, and be content with your food and your family. Give thanks to the Lord for all his blessings. 

Repentance begins in the heart. If you are content you will not be grasping after more and more material things. It is this desire that leads to cheating and dishonesty in the workplace. It is this desire that leads to gambling. Such things are sinful because they harm others. It is a breach of the command to love your neighbour as yourself. Let us examine our lives with regard to this command, confirmed as it was by Jesus. Let us repent of coveting, and hurting our neighbour in the things we do and say.     

John and Jesus                                             


Luke 3:15-20
John came in from the desert dressed in a camel hair coat and started to preach. His preaching was powerful. He called the people to repent of their sin, and those who repented he baptized in the Jordan River. The people wondered what was going on, and who this man was. Was he the promised Messiah, the anointed one sent to deliver them?

This was a time of heightened expectation among the Jews of the coming of Messiah. It was a time of religious and moral decay in the land. Poor people were looking for release because they were being oppressed. Others felt guilty for neglecting the poor, or of oppressing them. Some felt guilty of the moral decadence in which they were living. Many were looking for release, and for the light of a new day.

1.Person

Crowds came out to see and hear John (3:7). He was a popular preacher. He had some asking if he was the Christ. John could have taken advantage of his popularity and become a famous person. If he managed the situation well he could become rich and famous. He would not have been the first preacher to look to such personal benefits. ‘John answered, saying to all… One mightier than I is coming, whose sandal strap I am not worthy to untie’ (3:16). John immediately pointed the people away from himself and towards Christ. He took no credit or glory to himself.  He gave all glory to Christ. John protested his utter unworthiness compared to Christ. 

Like all societies, the Jews had their own class structure. Older people were respected by those who were younger. John was born before Jesus yet he said the one coming after him ranked above him (John 1:27). One who is younger in human terms would shortly be given greater honour by John. In that society rabbis or teachers were respected by their students or disciples. Students were expected to honour and serve their teacher. But such service stopped short of untying their sandal straps. Students would do all sorts of menial tasks for their teachers, but loosing sandal thongs was expressly excluded. John said he was not even worthy to do this most humbling service for the one coming after him, that was Jesus Christ. These words, which are found in all four gospels, demonstrate how John felt in the presence of Jesus. How would you feel in the presence of Jesus? How do you feel in his presence? Do you share John’s respect and reverence for Jesus?   

John knew what God had called him to do. He was to prepare the way of the Lord. He was like a signpost showing the way to the palace of the king on a high mountain, the King of kings. ‘He must increase, I must decrease’ said John. John recognized who Jesus was. He humbled himself before the Creator of this universe and the one who would redeem people through the Cross. 

All believers, and all preachers especially, must humble themselves before the Lord saying, ‘he must increase, I must decrease’. There is no place in the ministry for men who seek fame or fortune. The apostle Paul said, ‘we do not preach ourselves but Christ Jesus the Lord and ourselves your bondservants for Jesus sake’ (2Cor 4:5). Paul condemned the Corinthians for saying one preacher was superior to another. Preachers are to be condemned if they claim to be superior, and Christians are to be condemned if they speak of one preacher being superior to another. A preacher’s task is to point people to Christ, not to himself. Some preachers are praised for their eloquence, their dynamism or their ability to tell stories and make jokes. Do such attributes point people to Christ? A preacher is called to preach Christ and him crucified. He does not do so in his own power but in the power of the Holy Spirit. Listening to the message is also done with the help of the Holy Spirit. Sermons are not for entertainment but for enlightenment and edification.       

There is another aspect to the praise given by people- it is often short lived. People are terribly fickle. Those who heard John were so impressed they were asking whether or not he was the Christ. They were ready to become his disciples and do whatever he said. But within a short time John was put into prison. Luke includes this detail before John actually baptized Jesus so as to make his account orderly. He brings his focus on John to a close before focusing on Jesus. 

The man who preaches the truth, rather than what ‘itching ears’ want to hear, will inevitably end up with enemies. He may end up with very few listening to him. John became an enemy of Herod Antipas when he rebuked him for divorcing his wife in order to marry Herodias. Herodias was the wife of his brother Phillip, and also his own niece (1:19). Herod was guilty of many other evils but Luke does not elaborate.

Herod thought he was above the law, even the law of God. He would silence this man who dared to speak against him. We are not told what charge he brought against John - was he charged with declaring the truth from God’s word? Many think they can break God’s law with impunity. Many think they are above God’s law. For a time they may get away with their evil deeds. John was not only put in prison but was later beheaded at the instigation of Herodias. She was an evil person, just like her husband. 

2.Baptism

Before John was locked away he spoke about Jesus baptizing people. In the context of saying that Jesus was more powerful, he said that Jesus would ‘baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire' (3:16). John was baptizing with water but Jesus would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire. It was not within John’s power or the power of any man to baptize with the Holy Spirit. John was given authority to baptize with water those who repented of their sin. But he did not know the heart of anyone. He had to accept their confession. He had no power to see into people’s hearts or to give out the Spirit of God. 

J.C. Ryle writes, ‘man can dispense the outward ordinances of Christianity with a prayerful hope that God will graciously bless the means which he himself has appointed. But man cannot read the hearts of those to whom he ministers. He can preach the gospel faithfully to their ears, but he cannot make them receive it into their consciences. He can apply baptismal water to their foreheads but he cannot cleanse their inward nature’.

Some are critical of infant baptism because the infant cannot confess their sin. But how do we know if an adult has truly repented of their sin? Scripture does not teach baptismal regeneration of either adults or infants. Baptism is an outward sign and seal of regeneration of the heart (Westminster Confession of Faith ch 28), but regeneration of the heart is the work of God by his Spirit. Only the Holy Spirit can change human hearts. 

Baptism with the Holy Spirit and fire refers to this inner change, this heart change that Jesus in his great power brings about. He gives the Holy Spirit to all whom the Father draws and gives to him. The Holy Spirit is called the Spirit of truth (Jn 14:17). He is called the Spirit of adoption (Rom 8:15). Baptism with the Holy Spirit means conviction of sin, cleansing of the heart and the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit. This is the work which God does through the Holy Spirit. It is the blood of Jesus Christ that is powerful to cleanse us from our sin as the Holy Spirit quickens our dead hearts and makes us alive in Christ. 

Baptism with the Holy Spirit was seen most clearly on the day of Pentecost. Tongues of fire marked the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the disciples, just as Jesus promised. Some confine the mention of fire by John to the day of Pentecost. However, we must look at the context here where John is answering the crowd. He has already spoken of judgment in terms of fire in verse 9, and in verse 17 he speaks of the ‘unquenchable fire’, which is the fire of judgment. 

Fire is very powerful in two ways and we find these two ways referred to in the Bible. Malachi refers to the refiner’s fire, the fire that purifies (Mal 3:3). Fire is used to burn up impurities in precious metals like gold and silver. Paul writes of God using fire to test and reveal each one’s work (1Cor 3.13). God, by his word and his Spirit, convicts us of our sin. This conviction leads us to cry out, ‘What must I do to be saved?’

Fire also burns up or consumes. The chaff that is separated from the wheat is not refined- it is completely consumed in the fire. (3:17). Fire is a metaphor for judgment. Jesus came to save us from sin and death. He will apply the blowtorch at times to remind us of his power and his love. Jesus is coming again to judge the world in righteousness (Acts 17:31). At that time his enemies will be destroyed. They will be cast into the lake of fire. ‘Just as fires consumes what is destructible and thus works in a purifying and  cleansing manner, so Messiah will, through the Holy Spirit, consume sin and sinners in so far as they cling to sin’. So wrote one commentator. If you cling to your sin you will be burned up when Jesus comes to burn up sin. Let go of your sin. Repent of your sin and you will not be burned up on judgment day.

Submit now to the purifying fire of Jesus. Receive the baptism of the Holy Spirit and fire, and become a new person in Jesus- new, not perfect. The Holy Spirit will work in your heart making it pure, like the heart of Jesus Christ our Lord. There will be pain at times as you are molded into the likeness of Christ, but that pain is for your good. Accept the purifying fire of the Holy Spirit today and avoid the consuming fire on the Day of Judgment. 

Baptism and beginning of Jesus’ ministry           


  Luke 3:21-38
John the Baptist’s mother and the mother of Jesus were close relatives. But Elizabeth lived in the hills of Judea while Mary lived in Galilee; so John probably had little contact with Jesus while growing up. It was by the Scriptures and the power of the Holy Spirit that he knew Messiah was coming, and by revelation from God that he recognized Jesus as the Messiah (John 1:33). John was called by God to prepare the way of the Lord. By way of preparation he urged people to repent of their sin and then he would baptize them in the Jordan. As John was preaching and baptizing, and after he had baptized all who came, something amazing happened. Jesus came down from Nazareth in Galilee to be baptized by John. 

1.Baptism

Jesus came to be baptized just like all the other people. His baptism was like all the others, but it was also a baptism like no other. We will firstly look at what happened at the Jordan on this day and then ask why Jesus came to be baptized when he had no sin to confess. 

The baptism of Jesus is recorded in all four gospels. Some include more detail than others. Luke is the only one to tell us that Jesus prayed. While he prayed ‘heaven was opened’ (3:21). What a wonder this must have been. As Jesus prayed to his Father in heaven he saw heaven open up. Was this a sign that God was listening to his prayer? It was as if Isaiah’s prayer, ‘O that you would rend the heavens and come down’, was being answered (Isa 64:1). We are not told what Jesus prayed, but God heard him because he answered directly. Heaven opened to receive his prayer, and also to send the answer. The answer came into two ways. It came visibly and audibly. It came in the decent of the Holy Spirit as a dove, and in the words, ‘You are my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased’ (3:22). This is one of just three times in the NT when God speaks audibly to Jesus. On another occasion Jesus was on the mountain praying and “a voice was heard out of the clouds saying, ‘this is my beloved Son, hear him’” (Luke 9:35). This voice was directed to the disciples who were with Jesus. At the Jordan the voice from heaven was probably heard by John the Baptist and others. 

When Jesus prayed, God heard him and answered him. Do you believe God hears and answers your prayers? You will not know of course if you do not pray! For God to answer you must first pray! How often do you pray to your Father in heaven? Jesus knew his Father answered prayer. He said the Father will answer your prayer also when you pray in his name. ‘If you ask anything in my name I will do it’ said Jesus (John 14:14). Remember to ask in the name of Jesus because he is our mediator. We have no right to approach Almighty God and ask anything in our own name. We must come in the name of Jesus, through whom we have access to the throne of grace. Heaven opened when Jesus prayed and it opens when you pray in his name. 

If Jesus prayed at his baptism should we not be prayerful about baptism. Baptism is not a mere ritual, something that is good to do for our kids. Marriage is a creation ordinance, by which we mean it is for people whom God created. Baptism is a sacrament, by which we mean it is only for God’s redeemed people. It should not just be the minister praying, as he sprinkles water on the child. Parents and family should be especially prayerful, and they should keep on praying for this child that the Lord brings under his covenant promises.   

As Jesus prayed and John baptized him in the Jordan, heaven opened and the Holy Spirit descended on Jesus like a dove (3:22). Was this a vision which Jesus or John had? In John’s gospel it is clear that John the Baptist saw the Holy Spirit descending because this was a sign by which he recognized Jesus as the Son of God (Jn 1:33). Luke tells us that the Holy Spirit descended ‘in bodily form like a dove’. It was not a vision but something real, even if difficult for us to comprehend. At Pentecost there was a similar phenomenon; the Holy Spirit came in the form of tongues of fire. Why in this instance did he come as dove? Some suggest the dove is a symbol of purity and holiness. Some regard the dove as a symbol of peace, a symbol derived from the account of Noah and the flood. A dove is, of course, a bird flies high in the sky. Sometimes the simplest explanation is best!

This does not mean that Jesus did not have the Holy Spirit before this time. He was conceived by the Holy Spirit coming upon Mary. Jesus is the eternal Son of God, the second person of the Holy Trinity. The descent of the Holy Spirit marked the beginning of his ministry. It was a ministry undertaken in communion with the Father and the Holy Spirit. All three persons of the Trinity are marvellously united at the time of Jesus’ baptism. Through the Holy Spirit an accord is made between the Father in heaven and the Son on earth. ‘All three persons of the Godhead are equally concerned in the deliverance of our souls from hell’ writes J. C. Ryle. This thought should encourage us whenever we get discouraged, or whenever we get weary in our fight with the world, the flesh and the devil. 

2.Beloved Son

The voice from heaven said, ‘You are my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased’ (3:22). Let us take a closer look at these words for they are words spoken by God directly to his Son. We are privy to communication within the Holy Trinity!

The angel said to Mary that her Son would be called the Son of God (1:35). John the Baptist testified that this is the Son of God (John 1:34). The voice from heaven announced, ‘this is my beloved Son’. Jesus is the only begotten Son of the Father. ‘He is in the bosom of the Father’ writes John (Jn 1:18). He was with the Father in heaven before being sent into this world. Father and Son share the same eternal glory. The Son is deeply, deeply loved by the Father. ‘In you I am well pleased’ (3:22). Others probably heard these words as we have mentioned, but the words were spoken to Jesus. The Father was speaking to the Son. He was expressing pleasure in him. This pleasure would be related to Jesus’ submission to baptism. This baptism was the beginning of his ministry, a ministry that led to the Cross. 

We come to the question of why Jesus was baptized when he had no sin. In the first instance we note that he was obeying his Father. The Father voiced pleasure in him being there. Obedience was enough reason for him to go to John and join the line of sinners being baptized. A second reason is given in the Scriptures. Matthew writes that John was reluctant to baptize Jesus. He knew Jesus had no need to repent and be baptized like the rest of the crowd, and indeed as John himself. But Jesus insisted saying it ‘is fitting for us to fulfil all righteousness’ (Mat 3:15). Jesus was incarnate of the Virgin Mary. He took on flesh and blood. He was made like his brothers in every way- except for sin (Heb 1:17, 4:15). Jesus was born without sin and he never sinned. Yet here at the Jordan he was baptized like a sinner. He was identifying with the sinners he came to save. Jesus came ‘in the likeness of sinful flesh… that the righteous requirements of the law might be fulfilled in us’ (Rom 8:3, 4). ‘Righteous’ and ‘justice’ are the same word in Greek. The justice of God demands that sin be punished. 

Jesus knew he was going to take the penalty for your sin, and mine. That is why he identified with sinners there in the Jordan. He identified with sinners and became our representative. Jesus knew that the penalty was death. He knew his blood must be shed for the forgiveness of sin.

3.Begins his ministry

The focus has shifted from John to Jesus. Luke does not even mention John’s name in this account of Jesus’ baptism. He simply writes Jesus ‘was also baptized’ (3:21). Baptism marked the beginning of Jesus’ ministry at the age of about thirty years (3:23) - a detail which only Luke includes. In the OT the Levites, who were the priests, began their service at the age of thirty (Num 4:47). Jesus’ baptism was viewed by John, by his Father in heaven, and also by Satan. After his baptism the Holy Spirit led him into the desert where John had come from. There he was tempted by Satan to disobey his Father. Satan succeeded in getting the first Adam to rebel; now he would tempt the second Adam. 

At this point in his orderly account Luke includes the genealogy of Jesus of Nazareth. He takes this genealogy all the way back to Adam, the father of the human race and the one who brought all members of this race under the curse. We will not go into this list of seventy-five names in detail, but nor will we skip over it.

‘Being (as was supposed) the son of Joseph, the son of Heli’ (3:23). Luke, like Matthew, made it clear that Jesus was not the biological son of Joseph. Matthew wrote, ‘Jacob begot Joseph, the husband of Mary of whom Jesus, who is called the Christ, was born’ (Mat 1:16). The genealogy given by Luke differs from that given by Matthew in a number of ways. Luke gives the list in the reverse order starting from Joseph and going back to David, to Abraham and all the way to Adam and to God. There is no problem with this reversal but we do find some difficulty in matching the names; in particular the names from David down to Joseph. While we cannot be certain, and there are different ideas, most people reconcile the differences by saying that Luke gives the line of Mary rather than Joseph. The line of Mary was, after all, the true line of Jesus. It was not normal to record descent on the female line but this was not a normal birth. Mary was of the line of David, and of Adam of course. This would mean understanding ‘Joseph the son of Heli’ to mean ‘Joseph the son of Heli by marriage’ (the word ‘son’ is not in the Greek). 

The genealogy was important for Jewish readers. Matthew begins his gospel with the genealogy of Jesus. Luke was a Gentile but it was still important for him to establish the human lineage of Jesus Christ. Jesus was a real man and not just a demi-god suddenly appearing from nowhere. Jesus was born of a woman; he grew up in a Jewish family. Jesus could trace his line back to David, with whom God made a covenant, and to Abraham with whom he made a previous covenant. He could trace his line all the way back to Adam, with whom God made the first covenant. But Adam failed to keep that covenant. 

In Jesus we have another son of God, God’s only begotten Son, not a created son like Adam. Jesus came because of the sin and death that Adam brought into the world. He is referred to in the NT as the second Adam. This genealogy ties the NT in with the OT to show God’s great plan of redemption through his only begotten Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.     

Jesus tempted                                         




    Luke 4:1-4

When I was young I had to walk almost one kilometre across the farm to catch the school bus. The walk was quiet and uneventful most days- just a few cows to pass on the way. But one day as I was walking by the tree in the paddock a magpie swooped low over my head. It kept on attacking. I got scared and started to run. I ran all the way back home. My mother gave me an umbrella which I put up to cover my head. I felt safe now as I walked past the tree on my way to school.

Some years ago I was listening to a preacher on the subject of temptation. He used a very interesting illustration. He said, ‘you cannot stop the birds flying over your head but you can stop them making a nest in your hair’. You will be tempted to sin, and being tempted is not sin. Sin is yielding to the temptation. While ever you walk on this earth you will be subject to temptation. You cannot get rid of Satan but you can resist him. Satan is alive and well. He is your adversary, the one who hates God and hates the people of God.  He is the ‘diabolis’, the devil, the evil one. Satan roams around seeking whom he may devour (1 Peter 5:8). He even tempted Jesus when he went into the desert after his baptism. 

1.Why? 

Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan marked the beginning of his public ministry. At his baptism he received confirmation that he was indeed the Son of God. ‘You are my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased’ (3:22). Jesus was fully human, yet here he received confirmation from heaven that he was the unique Son of God. He heard his Father say he was well pleased with him. It was a high point, a mountain peak for Jesus. As Jesus came down from that mountain it was an opportune time for Satan to launch his attack. He would strike at the Son of God right at the beginning of his ministry.

The beginning of a new work, or a new relationship, is a time of change and uncertainty. In today’s language it is a time of heightened stress. It is a time of great expectation and maybe of disappointments. It is a time when we are especially sensitive to the word and actions of people around us. It is a time when we are especially vulnerable to attacks from Satan. If you are walking in obedience to the Lord and serving him, Satan will have you in his sights.

Jesus was embarking on the greatest work God ever called a man to do. He was beginning the great work of redeeming mankind from sin and death. He was beginning the undoing of the work that Adam and Eve did in the Garden of Eden, the work that led to the fall of the human race. In Eden Satan was successful in getting the first Adam, the created son of God, to listen to him and do what he suggested. Now he would approach the second Adam, the only begotten Son of God, expecting to have success once again. What would success for Satan here in the desert have meant? Do you find such a thought horrifying?

The experience of Job enlightens us to the motives and methods of Satan, the same adversary who was attacking Jesus in the desert. Satan is a fallen angel, an angel who rebelled against God who created him. Having been cast out, he roams the earth attacking God’s people and trying to frustrate God’s good and perfect purposes. Satan roams the earth seeking to build up his own kingdom, the kingdom of lies and all evil. His lust for power knows no bounds. He seeks to destroy all that is good and pleasing to God. Job felt Satan’s attacks most sharply. He would have felt the full force of his evil, namely death, if God had not said, ‘no’ to Satan (Job 2:6).

The question ‘why?’ takes us to the words that Jesus ‘was led by the Spirit into the wilderness/desert’ (4:1). It was God’s will to take him into the desert to be tested. God was pleased with Job saying, ‘there is none like him on the earth, a blameless and upright man’ (Job 1:8). He was pleased with Jesus, telling him so directly from heaven. Being filled with the Holy Spirit meant Jesus was well prepared for the devil’s attacks but not protected from them. Being filled with the Holy Spirit did not mean his flesh was not vulnerable to weakness and to attack.  

Was this temptation of Jesus real? Could the Son of God really be tempted to do evil? Jesus was born without sin and as the Son of God could not sin. But that does not mean he could not be tempted. We read in the Bible that he was ‘tempted in every way as we are yet without sin’ (Heb 4:15). At his baptism Jesus was identifying with us in order to be our representative and take the penalty for our sin. In becoming a man he became vulnerable to temptation. Not only was he vulnerable but he shared about his temptations with his disciples. Have you thought how Luke and the others knew about the temptations of Christ? Since Jesus was alone, he must have told them about being tempted by the devil. Jesus was always ready to identify with his disciples and encourage them as his disciples. Jesus wanted them to learn, and he wants us to learn, how to resist the devil. 

2.When and how?

‘In those days he ate nothing ... and he was hungry’ (4:2). Sigmund Freud reduced human behaviour to a matter of drives. Human beings are driven, among other things, by hunger and thirst. Hungry people will do anything to get food; they will steal or even kill. Jesus was hungry after forty days of starvation. Where could he get food to satisfy his hunger? Satan might have tempted you to steal but with Jesus he had another temptation. Satan knows our weakness and he targets that weakness. For Jesus it was his supernatural power as the Son of God. 

“The devil said to him, ‘If you are the Son of God’“(4:3). We are not told in what form the devil appeared or even if he took any form, although it seems he was present in some form. He appeared to Eve in the form of a serpent or snake. He later appeared to Jesus through his disciple Peter (Mat 16:23). Satan can also appear as angel of light (2Cor 11:14). We must be alert to his disguises, as well as his voice. How did Jesus know the voice was that of Satan even if he did not recognize him by form? The voice he heard would have reminded him of the voice that Eve heard in the garden. It was a voice that cast doubt over the goodness of God and the truth of God’s word. ‘Did God really say you shall not eat of every tree of the garden?’ (Gen 3:3). ‘If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become bread’ (4:3). Jesus had not long before heard a voice from heaven telling him he was the Son of God. Now he heard a voice casting doubt on this truth. Jesus heard a voice suggesting he prove to himself that he was indeed the Son of God.

The next temptation also cast doubt upon the authenticity of his divine Sonship, his position as the second person of the Trinity. Resisting the devil at this time would put Jesus in good stead for another attack when he was on the cross. As Jesus hung on the cross, not just hungry and thirsty but in agony and dying, he heard voices saying, ‘If you are the King of the Jews save yourself’, and ‘He saved others, let him save himself if he is the Christ’ (Luke 23:35,36). 

Some people want personal proof that God is true to his word. They are not satisfied with what they read in the Bible. They want God to do a miracle before they will believe. ‘If you do this or that then I will believe’ they say to God. The Jews demanded a sign from Jesus but he said the only sign that would be given was the sign of Jonah (Luke 11:29). Christians can be tempted to doubt, and to seek a sign from God. Thomas demanded proof that Jesus was risen. He was ashamed when Jesus rebuked him. 

Beware that little word ‘if’. It is a short but sharp arrow in Satan’s arsenal. He can use it in negative, as well as positive ways. He can use it to drag you down, making you feel that God is picking on you. ‘If God truly loves me why do bad things keep happening and why is my life such a mess. My friend has a good job and a great family and they don’t go to church. Why do I bother?’ Or in a ‘positive’ way, we hear Satan’s voice say ‘if only I had a new wife/husband I would be happier’. If only I got away from here and started again’ or ‘if only I won the lottery!’

Doubt was combined with need in this first temptation. Satan did not tell Jesus to make the stone into a beautiful coat. He was hungry, not cold. The Son of God need not suffer from hunger; he could use his supernatural power to obtain food! What would be wrong with making some bread to eat? Jesus had a need but there were legitimate and illegitimate ways to satisfy that need. We all have needs but there are legitimate and illegitimate ways to satisfy our needs. We are told to come to God with our needs and he will satisfy them (1Peter 5:7- notice this verse is in the context of the devil tempting us). 

3.Jesus resists

Jesus could have turned a stone into bread, but was this what the Father wanted him to do?  He had been led by the Spirit of God into the desert to be tested, not to find food. Jesus knew God's will, and it was not for him to use his divine power to satisfy his own needs, and certainly not at the suggestion of the devil. He would later perform miracles to confirm divine truth, and people's faith in God. The devil had no faith to confirm.  

What did his Father have to say on this matter? You will find an answer to every temptation in God's word because ‘no temptation has seized you except what is common to man’ (1Cor 10:13). Jesus answered the devil with words of Scripture – “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone’” (4:4). He knew these words written in Deuteronomy 8. These words are found in the context of God testing his people in the desert with hunger. ‘He humbled you, allowed you to hunger, and fed you with manna’ (Deut 8:3). Jesus trusted in the providence of God. Jesus was not controlled by so-called drives of the body, and neither are we. He was driven by the word and the will of God. What drives you?

Jesus trusted himself into the mighty hand of God rather than use illegitimate means satisfy his needs. And God never fails. Matthew tells us that when the devil left Jesus, ‘behold angels came and ministered to him’ (Mat 4:11). God cares for you and he will provide for you. Do not fall prey to the devil when he entices you to satisfy your desires in ways contrary to what God has declared in his word.           

Jesus tempted a second and third time                 


Luke 4:5-13

The Spirit led Jesus into the desert after his baptism. He had nothing to eat for forty days. While he was hungry the devil tempted him to turn a stone into bread. Jesus resisted this temptation by quoting words of Scripture. Jesus would not become a slave to the human flesh that he took on, nor would he become a slave to Satan. His Father’s eyes were on him and his eyes were on his Father. Jesus knew the will of God and was determined to walk in his Father’s will.

The devil is a persistent character. He does not like to lose. He did not leave Jesus after one temptation but came up with two, more sinister, suggestions. The devil is a clever character. He not only tempted Jesus in potential areas of weakness but in the end came at Jesus quoting Scripture. In Matthew’s gospel the order of the last two temptations is reversed so we cannot be sure that the suggestion for Jesus to throw himself off the temple was the last. It was only after three attempts to bring Jesus down that the devil left him- and then only ‘till an opportune time’ (4:13).

1.Power

The first temptation was about doubt and unbelief. If you are the Son of God why are you hungry?  If God is good, why is he not looking after you? Jesus knew God is good and that he could trust him. Let us also believe in God and in every word that he has spoken.

The second temptation was about power, worldly power. The devil took Jesus up on a high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment (4:5). Matthew wrote, ‘an exceedingly high mountain’ and also referred to the glory of these kingdoms. Jesus may have been carried to a high mountain although there is none from which he could see all the world. It is more likely that this was a visionary experience, as Calvin indicates. It was but a momentary experience but real nevertheless. Satan does not necessarily need a long period of time in order to tempt us. It may be the instant we walk past a shop, a pub or a TAB. It may be just a quick tap on the computer that takes us to a pornographic website.

What did the devil show Jesus in an instant? He showed him ‘all the kingdoms of the world’ (4:5). He told Jesus that all these kingdoms could be his. He could rule over the whole world and receive honour and glory from all its people. The whole world would worship Jesus- but there was a catch.  There is always a catch with Satan. There is always the fine print. The devil is in the detail, as is commonly said. Satan promised Jesus the world, and all he had to do was worship Satan.

Was this a real offer? Satan is after all the father of lies. Satan said the authority and glory of these kingdoms had been given him and he could give it to whomever he wanted (4:6). Was this true? Yes and no! Jesus called him ‘the ruler of this world’ (John 12:31, 14:30). He rules in the heart of all who do not believe in Jesus, all who are still slaves to Satan. He had a win in the Garden of Eden; he got control over all human beings. But ‘no’ in that he is still under the authority of God. He is still on a leash as far as God is concerned. He had power to attack Job but only so far as God allowed. 
Satan was not about to relinquish his power in this world for nothing. He would let Jesus have authority and glory in all the nations but it would mean bowing the knee to Satan. It is somewhat strange that he actually admitted this to Jesus. He told Eve that by eating the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil she would be like God. He did not tell her that she would then have to worship Satan as his slave. Satan of course could not hide this detail from the Son of God, as he did with the woman. 

Jesus rejected Satan’s offer, not because it was not true, but because of the cost. As Jesus himself later preached, ‘what shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul’ (Mat 16:26). If Jesus had accepted this offer he would have surrendered himself to the devil. He would end up worshipping the devil, not the Father who sent him into this world. Do you know anyone who has sold themselves to the devil? It is a terrible thing to say but we must be clear about this. The devil is still offering deals with this string attached, and people are still falling for his offer. Sometimes he does offer the world. Hitler fell for this offer, as did Stalin. He may not offer you the nations of the world but he does offer things in the world; the pleasures and treasures of this world, or a bit of worldly glory maybe. We can enjoy things in this world but only in ways that God has ordained. God gives us so many good things. We are not to grasp after things at the suggestion of the devil. Let us be content, and give all the thanks and praise to God, not the devil.

Jesus again answered Satan from the Scriptures. He quoted from the book of Deuteronomy again saying, “it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and him only you shall serve’” (4:8). The words of Scripture are very clear. There is no ‘wriggle room’ as we say- and as some would like. ‘You cannot serve two masters’ said Jesus, referring to God and money (Mat 6:24). Money is very much part of this world and Satan is clever at using it to tempt us. ‘If anyone loves the world the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world- the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes and pride of life – is not of the Father but of the world’ (1John 2:15,16). Which love is in you- love of Father or love of the world? Jesus was tempted in the flesh. He was then tempted in the eyes. Satan will tempt you in the flesh. He will tempt you in the eyes, and he will try to stir up your pride from time to time. Will you resist him as Jesus did? If you stand firm with faith in Jesus Christ you can.  

What about the kingdoms of this world that Satan offered Jesus? These kingdoms are actually passing away. God promised Jesus a kingdom anyway, an everlasting kingdom. Jesus came into this world to establish this kingdom. It would come through his suffering, through his death upon the cross and his resurrection. This was way God planned for his kingdom to come and it was the only way. There were no shortcuts. There was no easy way. This was made clear in Gethsemane. The kingdoms of this world belong to Satan because of the Fall. God sent his Son into this world to buy back or redeem men and women from the kingdoms of this world, from all nations, tribes and tongues. By his death Jesus dealt with the sin that kept us in the clutches of Satan and in the kingdoms of this world. The kingdom of God has come. It is a heavenly kingdom. It is an everlasting kingdom. To which kingdom do you belong? 

2.Presumption

The third and last temptation was for Jesus to jump off the highest point of the temple, a point some 130m above the valley floor. ‘The object of this temptation was to seduce Jesus to test the faithfulness of God in a purely arbitrary manner and to expect of him a spectacular intervention for his safety’. Why would Jesus do such a thing? It was a bit like turning a stone into bread, only this time it was to test the power of God to save him. Note the familiar phrase, ‘If you are the Son of God’ (4:9). The emphasis this time was not on the Son proving his supernatural power but on God proving his power. 

The pinnacle of the temple was a very public place and some think there was an element of Jesus showing himself to the world in this temptation. But there is no mention of a crowd. It comes down to a matter of testing or proving God to be true to his word, his word as the devil understood the Scriptures. The devil turned to the ultimate weapon with which to attack Jesus- the words of Scripture. Since Jesus was answering with Scripture he would use Scripture also- or misuse it. He is still ready to twist the words of Scripture at every opportunity, so beware. The devil knows God exists, and he knows the word of God. Men like Richard Dawkins do not admit that God exists, but still they know the Bible and are able to use it for their purposes. It was terrible to see Dawkins putting it over a Christian politician in a recent TV discussion.  

You will hear unbelievers quote a passage from Leviticus about stoning adulterers, or from the NT where Jesus says, ‘if your hand causes you to sin cut it off’. They take words out of context, just like the devil, and use them for their own evil purposes. If they learn from Satan, let us learn from Jesus. Let us learn the Scriptures and learn how to use them. Let us clearly and confidently, and with understanding, quote the Bible to the devil when he tempts us, and to those who serve the devil.

The devil quoted to Jesus from Psalm 91, a wonderful Psalm expressing trust in the Lord. ‘He is my refuge and my fortress, my God in whom I will trust’ (Ps 91:2). The devil did not quote this verse, but verses 11 and 12. He wanted Jesus to presume upon God’s help and test the truth of his word by jumping from a deadly height. ‘Jump from the temple and prove to yourself that God really will bear you up’ is what he said in effect. Jesus was not taken in by Satan’s knowledge of the Bible. He knew the Bible himself and quoted from it once again. ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test’ (4:12).

Let us be careful not to start presuming upon God or testing him- as too many Christians do. They want to see signs and wonders to help them believe. Some in the Roman Catholic Church were looking for a miracle- two in fact- for years. When they found them, as they thought, they attributed them to a dead woman, calling her a saint. We see others claiming they have seen miracles of healing but failing to fully trust in God. God wants us to take him at his word and believe what is written in the Bible. If Jesus answered the devil saying, ‘it is written’ then let us do the same, and not start looking for a sign or wonder to assure ourselves, or to impress others. 

Nazareth manifesto                                       



Luke 4:14-21

‘Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing’ (4:21). Can you imagine coming to worship and hearing the preacher say such a thing. ‘This day is like any other’ you would say. ‘What does this fellow think is so special about today?’ ‘And what makes him think he is so special’ you might ask. The people in Nazareth probably asked such questions when Jesus preached in their town. They understood the significance of the claim he was making. They understood that the passage Jesus read, and said was fulfilled ‘today’, was actually about the Messiah, the anointed of God and the promised deliverer. 

1.Power of the Spirit

‘Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit to Galilee’ (4:14). Where did he return from? He returned from the desert where he had been led by the Spirit to be tested. He resisted the devil and returned victorious. He came back in the power of the Holy Spirit to do the work his Father had sent him to do. Luke continues to describe how the Holy Spirit lead Jesus and empowered him in all he did.

Did Jesus go straight from the desert to Nazareth? Luke tells us he returned to Galilee and to Nazareth, a town in the hills of Galilee; but in verse 23 Jesus spoke of what he had done in Capernaum- or what they ‘had heard’ he had done. Capernaum was a town by the Sea in Galilee. Jesus stayed there during most of his ministry in Galilee (4:31). John's gospel indicates that Jesus also ministered in Judea before going to Galilee (John 4:43). Luke had his reasons for writing in detail of Jesus’ preaching in Nazareth and putting this account so early in his ‘orderly account’- not necessarily chronological account. In Matthew chapter 13 we read a similar account of possibly the same visit of Jesus to his home town of Nazareth. 

From the beginning Jesus declared himself to be the Messiah, the deliverer who was spoken of by the prophets long ago. ‘This prophecy is fulfilled today’ said Jesus. ‘This prophecy is fulfilled in me’ he said in effect. This boy from Nazareth declared himself the deliverer or saviour of the Jews. His name meant, ‘the Lord saves’ but that did not mean much to the Jews.

Jesus was ready to be rejected in his home town and even by his own family. They were impressed by his eloquence, and even his gracious words, but nothing entered their hearts. What came out of their hearts was animosity and hostility. Jesus knew the good news he preached was for Gentiles as well as Jews. Many Gentiles would hear and believe in Jesus, even as his own people rejected him. 

2.Preach in Nazareth

‘Jesus taught in their synagogues and everyone glorified him’ (4:15). When he came to Nazareth, where his family lived, he went into the synagogue on the Sabbath day ‘as was his custom’ (4:16). Jewish worship was focused on the temple in Jerusalem. Sacrifices could only be made in the temple. There were probably no synagogues before the destruction of the first temple and the exile to Babylon in 586BC. As far as we know, ten Jewish men could establish a synagogue as a place for worship. They would gather to pray and praise God, and read and teach the Scriptures. In this passage we have the earliest account of some aspects of this worship. 

It was the custom or habit of Jesus to go to the synagogue on the Sabbath day. He would have gone as a child and continued to go as an adult. He went there to hear the Scriptures read and then taught. As an adult male Jew, he was allowed to speak himself. When he visited a place he was probably invited to read a passage and speak to the congregation, as was the practice in the days of the apostle Paul (Acts 12:15). 

In one sermon I was reading, the preacher commented on Jesus’ custom of going to the synagogue every Sabbath. He said we must make it our habit to go to church every week. He said that Jesus may not have felt like going some days but he made it his habit. It is doubtful that Jesus did not feel like going, or ever made excuses not to go to the synagogue, but it is certain every other human being has done so. It is sad to hear the excuses that some make. It is tragic to see some slowly attending less and less until they are rarely seen in the church. A day missed here and there can soon become a day attended here and there. Their life gets busy and they get worried and stressed but are not wise enough to associate this stress with their backsliding. They still want to be church members and even think they are good Christians. Jesus left us an example to follow. If you are a true follower of Jesus you will follow his example. You will stop making excuses, thinking that God will understand. God understands perfectly. He understands that he does not come first in your life if you choose to absent yourself from worship on the Lord’s Day.

Jesus went into the synagogue to worship and ‘stood up to read’ (4:16). We cannot be sure of the practice, but like Paul he may have been invited to read that day; or maybe it was his turn; or maybe he was the first to stand up. Jesus stood up to read, so the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. It was a scroll not a book with pages. An attendant took the scroll from the shelf and gave it to Jesus. Isaiah was probably the scroll set for reading that day. Jesus opened the scroll, and found chapter 61 (as we know it), and began to read. The reading would have been in Hebrew; someone would have translated into Aramaic. After reading, Jesus gave the scroll ‘back to the attendant and sat down’ (4:20). He sat down to teach what this passage of Holy Scripture meant. 

3.Prophecy fulfilled

Luke writes that, ‘the eyes of all who were in the synagogue were fixed on him’ (4:20). Maybe he mentions this because it was as unusual in that time, as it is now, for the preacher have the undivided attention of the congregation. Can you picture everyone sitting there eagerly listening to every word that Jesus said? There were no people coming in or going out, and no one looking out the window or at the clock. The eyes of all were fixed on the preacher and what he was saying. It is important to listen attentively when God’s word is being read. I recall a fellow standing up and walking out of this church when God’s word was being read. A preacher friend of mine would ask for the doors to be locked when he read the Bible and preached the word. He knew how the devil tries to distract people whenever the gospel is being preached. Coming to church in body is one thing. Coming to church in mind is another.  

Despite fixing their eyes on Jesus the hearts of these people remained as hard as rock. They did not like what they heard, so they turned against Jesus. Who did this fellow think he was telling them what the reading meant? They had heard it many times before. They knew what the passage meant. Some people in church listen attentively so they can find fault with the preacher. They are sure they know more than the preacher. They know what some previous preacher said and regard his words are infallible. 

The prophet Isaiah wrote during the eighth century BC. He wrote about the coming judgment of God upon the city. Jerusalem would be destroyed and the people taken captive to Babylon. But he also had good news. He prophesied of their return and the restoration of the city of God (Isa 61:4). The words of Isaiah have different levels of fulfilment. Isaiah spoke about the return from exile. But his words also pointed to the coming of the Messiah or anointed one. This is how they were understood by the Jews in Nazareth and elsewhere. They were again in bondage. They were being oppressed by the Romans. They were looking for Messiah to come and deliver them from this oppression. Jesus, however, did not measure up to their expectations of Messiah. 

Jesus read from Isaiah about preaching the gospel to the poor, healing the broken hearted, giving liberty to captives and sight to the blind. He proclaimed the years of the Lord’s favour, which would have been understood as the Jubilee year. Every fifty years in Israel there was wholesale release of slaves, cancellation of debts and return to ancestral property. What did Jesus mean by saying, ‘today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing’ (4:21). Clearly it had not finally been fulfilled prior to this. The prophecy was good news. It was about release from bondage. Release from bondage of any kind is good news. In his ministry Jesus released many from blindness and poverty. He released many from bondage to evil spirits. Jesus was concerned about the physical welfare of people, but above all about their spiritual welfare. He proclaimed release for human hearts not just human bodies. He proclaimed release from bondage to sin and death. This release was for Jew and Gentile. It was for all who were poor in spirit and burdened by their sin.

Some Christians maintain this Nazareth manifesto is all about political liberation of the poor and oppressed in the name of Jesus. Different groups have hijacked this passage for their own purpose. They fail to understand that Jesus did not empty the prisons in Palestine, nor did he take on the Romans politically. Such people make the same mistake as the Jews. 

Jesus was compassionate towards the poor and the oppressed. He was concerned for all who were lost and like sheep without a shepherd. He came to preach good news to all, all who would acknowledge their bondage to sin and the devil. To those who believe in him, Jesus says, ‘remain in me and my word and you shall know the truth and the truth will set you free’. ‘If the Son makes you free you shall be free indeed’ (John 8:32,36).  

Jesus Rejected at Nazareth                                           
Luke 4:22-30

I enjoy reading books written by Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones. Many of his books are transcriptions of his sermons. Some years ago I bought a tape recording of his preaching. I was somewhat disappointed with what I heard. On another occasion I went to hear a famous NT scholar whose writings I had studied. Again I found him hard to listen to. I decided to stick with his writings. What would it have been like listening to Jesus of Nazareth preaching? Imagine being in a church where Jesus was preaching! Many heard Jesus preaching in synagogues in Galilee some 2000 years ago. They were astonished at his preaching because he spoke with authority (4:32). 

1.Words

Jesus spoke in the synagogue in his home town. His brothers and sisters were there (Mat 13:55,56), along with aunts and uncles, and lots of friends no doubt. They also thought Jesus spoke with authority. A preacher reading the Bible and then saying, ‘Today this Scripture is fulfilled’, is a man speaking with authority. Just how the people responded to this authority is what we find out in this passage. 

On this particular Sabbath day in the synagogue in Nazareth the congregation witnessed Jesus read from the book of Isaiah and then preach from this Scripture. The word for ‘witness’ is often translated as, ‘they all spoke well of him’. But the word ‘witness’ does not necessarily carry a positive connotation. Some say it has a negative connotation, meaning they witnessed or testified against Jesus. But we can also read it in a neutral sense. 

And they ‘marvelled/wondered at his gracious words’ (4:22). This seems to be a positive response to Jesus’ preaching, but as it turned out there was no depth to this response. The preacher spoke well. The words they heard sounded good. They were gracious or favourable words. Maybe the people were pleasantly surprised that this local boy had made good- not that he had been away very long. The wonder was not only at the words he spoke but that this was the son of the local carpenter. ‘Is this not Joseph’s son?’, they asked (4:22). The people heard Jesus speaking, and even heard the words that he spoke, but the words did not touch their hearts. They were too intent on looking at his pedigree and personal background. Ironically they came up with the wrong answer as to his pedigree. Jesus was Mary’s son but not Joseph’s. Luke has already pointed this out to us as his readers, but even at that time if anyone knew about his pedigree it should have been his family in Nazareth. They knew the gossip about Jesus but not the truth. 

Still today people can listen to a preacher; they can hear what he says but the words do not touch their hearts. Still today people can be side-tracked by things they have heard about the preacher. Rumours and gossip can easily block the hearts of those who hear the word preached. How can this man preach to us when his children are in so much trouble they might say? Some people are even side-tracked by the clothes the preacher wears. This is not to say the life of the preacher is of no importance, but let us come to church to hear the word of God not to examine the preacher’s pedigree or qualifications. The preacher must preach Christ and him crucified. The congregation must focus on the message not the man preaching.  

2.Widows

Jesus came to Nazareth not only with the background of having grown up in this town, but also with a reputation built up from his recent ministry. A man’s reputation goes ahead of him as we say. The people had heard what Jesus had done down in Capernaum (4:23). It was Jesus who said this because he knew what they were thinking. Notice that he says what they had ‘heard’ he had done, not what he had done. They did not necessarily believe what they heard. The people in Nazareth were about to ask Jesus to perform a miracle for them. Jesus’ preaching, even in the synagogues, was often accompanied by miracles; but he did not do such works in response to unbelief. He did such works in response to faith. 

Jesus put a proverb into the mouths of his hearers in Nazareth. He anticipated them saying to him, ‘doctor heal yourself’. He anticipated them saying something like, ‘we have heard about your doing mighty works in other places so let us see what you can do in your home town’. In Mark’s gospel we read that, ‘Jesus could do no mighty works there … and he marvelled at their unbelief’ (Mark 6:5). He did not find any faith among the worshippers in his home town. Ironically, they did see a miracle in the end. They saw Jesus escape from their hands as they tried to throw him over the cliff (4:30). ‘Assuredly, I say to you, no prophet is accepted in his own country’ (4:24). Jesus said these words as a solemn declaration. In Greek the first word is ‘Amen’. We might translate, ‘Truly I say to you’. This is a proverb that appears to have originated with Jesus and from his observation of OT history. It is a proverb we keep in mind today, especially in a small denomination like our own. 
In the synagogue Jesus read from the same Scriptures that the people had listened to all their lives. He explained what these Scriptures meant. ‘Today these words are fulfilled’ he said. He read a passage about the Messiah. He told them, in effect, that he was the Messiah they had been waiting for. What Jesus said to them after this might seem strange to us, as to them; as if Jesus was not exactly endearing himself to his audience. But they had already demonstrated their unbelief in saying, ‘is this not Joseph’s son?’ Besides, Jesus knew what was in their hearts. 

Jesus went on to declare to these Jews the whole counsel of God. He had clearly preached the gospel. He was not going to keep on pleading with them. He was not going to pander to their unbelief. He would do as he later told his disciples to do. When they entered a town and were not received Jesus told them to shake the dust off their feet as they left (10:1). In the Bible that these people read it was clear that God was ready to bless the Gentiles when his own people, the Jews, rejected him.

Elijah was a prophet in the days of King Ahab and his wicked wife Jezebel. He announced God’s judgment on the nation by way of a three and a half year drought. The resulting famine was terrible. The king tried to kill Elijah but God protected him. He first took him to a brook and then down to a town in the region of Sidon. It was there that Elijah miraculously provided food for a widow, a Gentile widow. Jesus pointed out that there were lots of needy widows in Israel at the time but Elijah was not sent to any of them.

Elisha was another prophet in Israel. Leprosy was a dreaded, incurable disease in those days. A general in the army of Syria was a leper. He came to Elisha to be cured and he was cured. Elisha told him to go and dip in the Jordan seven times. He did so and was cleansed. Jesus pointed out to the Jews in the synagogue at Nazareth that there were a lot of Jewish lepers at the time but none of them was cleansed like Naaman the Syrian (4:27).

3.Wrath

Some think the Jews in Nazareth were particularly nationalistic. In any case, they understood what Jesus was implying. He was not going to perform any miracles for them but would go elsewhere preaching the gospel of the kingdom and healing every sickness and disease (Mat 9:35). They saw this as an outrage and they were outraged at this local boy, this son of Joseph. What Jesus said about Elijah and Elisha was true of course, but these hardened Jews could not accept anyone associating with Gentiles in any way. They thought Jesus was a pretty good preacher, but on reflection considered him a young upstart and rebel. When they heard him say no prophet was accepted in his own country, and then suggest he would go to the Gentiles, they were furious.

‘When they heard these things they were filled with wrath’ (4:28). They flew into a jealous rage. They raged against this fellow who dared speak against their piety and their traditions.

It was not pagan Gentiles but religious Jews who spoke most vehemently, and acted violently against Jesus. On another occasion Jews who were actually following Jesus became offended when he said, ‘if the Son shall make you free you shall be free indeed’ (John 8:36). They were offended at being told they were ever in bondage to sin. They had always been children of Abraham. In the end they took up stones to kill Jesus but he went through the midst of them and escaped (John 8:59). His hour had not yet come. 

The people in his home town rose up against Jesus and threw him out of the synagogue and out of the town. Nazareth was built on a plateau in the hills of Galilee. They grabbed Jesus and took him to the cliff on the edge of town with the intention of throwing him to his death. But ‘passing through the midst of them he went on his way’ (4:30). They had no power over the Son of God. God vindicated his Son in their midst.

Men whose piety is questioned, and whose traditions are threatened, often react most vigorously. In the history of the church they have even acted violently towards those who speak against them. Some of the Reformers died at the hands of church leaders. 

Jesus came to his own, and his own did not receive him (John 1:11). When Jesus comes again, will he approve of our piety and traditions? Will we receive him if he does not? Let us be sure that it is Jesus we are following and not our traditions. Let us be sure that it is Jesus we are depending on for salvation and not our own piety and good works.  

Jesus rebukes an unclean spirit                                  

Luke 4:31-37

The young man’s body went into sudden convulsions as he lay on his bed. The other students in the dormitory were alarmed. They did not know what was happening to their friend. Most were from tribal backgrounds. Some were familiar with the work of witch doctors and shamans. By the time I was called, one student had begun burning garlic, with the idea of warding of the evil spirits. Was this boy demon possessed? As I arrived the local evangelist also arrived. He listened to see if the boy said anything to indicate an evil spirit possessed him. The evangelist pointed out that in the Bible a demon possessed person spoke differently to the man that was not possessed. Often there were many demons that spoke in the plural. As it turned out, this was not the case with this student. The boy was suffering from epilepsy, a medical condition. A doctor was called to give him medication. 

In his home town of Nazareth Jesus was rejected by the people. They did not believe he was the Messiah, the anointed of God. After they tried to kill him Jesus went down to Capernaum, a town by the lake of Galilee. He went on teaching in the synagogues where the Jews met for worship each Sabbath day. We can assume the pattern of worship was the same as at Nazareth, namely reading a passage of Scripture and then explaining it.

Jesus astonished everyone by his teaching, maybe again showing how the Scripture pointed to him and how it was fulfilled in their hearing. Jesus spoke with authority. He spoke with power that they had not seen in other teachers (4:32). People continued to reject him, but not on mass as they did at Nazareth. 

1. Reality

Jesus ministry took on a new dimension one Sabbath in the Capernaum synagogue. A man stood up and shouted at Jesus the top of his voice, ‘let us alone! What have we to do with you, Jesus of Nazareth’ (4:34). The man was disturbed and he was disturbing the meeting. What was disturbing the man? He had ‘a spirit of an unclean demon’ (4:33). In other words, he was demon possessed. It may be that the man was physically unkempt and dirty but the word ‘unclean’ describes the demon not the man. 

Demons are created beings. They belong to the realm of angels. They are angels that rebelled against God their creator and are forever cursed. The prince of demons had recently tempted Jesus in the desert, trying to get Jesus to worship him. He knew Jesus was the Son of God. He knew why Jesus was sent into this world- although not all the details of the cross and resurrection. For the devil it was a battle of kingdoms. Satan was the ruler of this world, and had been since the Fall. Jesus was a threat to his kingdom, to his rule and to his very being. Jesus came to destroy the works of the devil (1 John 3:8). He came to destroy him who has the power of death, that is the devil (Heb 2:14). When his temptations failed, the devil set out to oppose Jesus and his work in other ways. He tried to disrupt his ministry through demon possessed people. He cared nothing for the people that the demons possessed. In the Bible demon possession is mostly found during the ministry of Jesus. The apostles encountered these phenomena only twice (Acts 16:16f, 19:13f). 
Exorcising demons was not the focus of ministry in the early church. Yet it has become the case in some churches today. A young man came to our door one day seeking support for his ministry. He told me he was called to a ministry of exorcising demons as he travelled from place to place in India. The occurrence of demon possession in spiritually dark places is a reality, but I explained to this young man that exorcism was not an end in itself. If he was exorcizing demons in the name of Jesus then these people must be brought into the church and taught the word of God. The man was not really interested in teaching the word of God. In Acts 19 we read of the seven sons of Sceva who tried to exorcise an evil spirit. ‘We exorcise you by the Jesus who Paul preaches’ they said to the demon (Acts 19:13). The possessed man leapt on them and gave them a thrashing. They did not know Jesus, and they did not know the power of the devil. They were playing with fire as it were. Great harm can be done by such ignorance, ignorance that we see all too often in churches today. 

Psychologists and others will deny the possibility of demon possession. The modern world sees such phenomena as a matter for the cinema rather than a reality. Even some Christians deny the reality of Satan and hence of demon possession. But the Bible clearly teaches the reality of Satan and of demon possession. It is not merely a mental state with an organic explanation. It is a spiritual phenomenon in which evil spirits make their home in a person and impact that persons mind and body. There are people who deliberately seek demon possession. Witch doctors and shamans that hold sway over people in some religions, actually seek the power of evil and then exercise that power. We have devil worshippers in our own western society. Such phenomena are a reality. Here in the Bible we read of a man with the spirit of an unclean demon. But there is no indication that he sought this possession. He was a victim. 

One commentator points out, ‘Jesus nowhere speaks of forgiveness of sins or of purification sacrifices that have to be brought after his curing of such cases (as he did in some cases of physical illness)’. Moreover, demon possession is to be distinguished from sickness and disease, even mental sickness. We cannot say that there is an evil spirit behind every sickness and disease. We must not go around trying to exorcise demons from medically sick people. We are told to be discerning and to test the spirits (1Jn 4:1). 

2. Recognition

The unclean spirit in the man in the synagogue recognized Jesus, not only as coming from Nazareth but as the Holy One of God. This is not a common title but it is appropriate. Jesus is the Son of the Holy God. He is the one set apart by God to establish his kingdom. He is the King of kings and Lord of lords. ‘Holy’ also means ‘pure’ or ‘clean’, in contrast to the ‘unclean’ demon. It is ironic that the demon recognized Jesus as the Messiah of God when the Jews at Nazareth failed to recognize him. It is tragic that today millions of people fail to recognize Jesus as the Son of God who was sent into this world to establish the kingdom of God. Jesus said his kingdom was not of this world. It is the eternal kingdom. 

Jesus did not fight against worldly powers but against spiritual powers that are behind the kingdoms of this world. ‘Our fight is not against flesh and blood but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places’ (Eph 6:12).  

People who deny the existence of God or of the devil are, through their very ignorance, playing into the hands of Satan. They stand condemned by God, for as James reminds us, ‘even the demons believe there is one God’ (James 2:19). The demons in this man at Capernaum recognized Jesus as the Holy One of God. They were filled with fear and trembling. 

3. Rebuke

The unclean spirit had possessed the man and he could do nothing about it. He was helpless under this demon possession. Mere humans are powerless when it comes to defending themselves against evil spirits. But Jesus demonstrated power over these demons. He rebuked them and they were gone. The people watching were amazed (4:36). Jesus rebuked the demon saying, ‘be quiet, and come out of him!’ (4:35). The literal meaning is 'be muzzled' or 'stop your mouth'. The demon spoke the truth about Jesus but his knowledge was not accompanied by faith, hope or charity as J.C. Ryle writes. Jesus did not need the testimony of demons. He did not listen to Satan’s temptations and he did not listen to these demons. He acted immediately and decisively to silence them. Let us not get caught up in any dialogue with the devil. 

Jesus did not enter into ritual or incantations to exorcise these demons. Such things we see even in the church sometimes. People think they have some formula that works. The only thing that works is the power of Jesus. Jesus spoke and the demon was silenced. The apostle Paul, in the case with the demon possessed slave girl, commanded the demon in the name of Jesus. But remember the sons of Sceva also. 

Jesus was not taken by surprise when this man cried out. He recognized the voice of demons and acted to silence them. He did not think that this was a voice ‘from the other side’ with some new revelation. Demons are real and they are powerful but they are unclean. Those who are curious and ignorantly listen to demons are playing with fire. They will get burnt. They will be destroyed along with the devil and his angels. We must flee every form of evil and have nothing to do with unclean spirits.

I heard that there are two movies being shown at present about the paranormal and about exorcism. It seems that movie makers are cashing in on the general ignorance of the population on these matters. People are going along for the thrill but come away scared and confused. We do not know how many turn to worshipping Satan out of fear. 

Jesus had nothing to do with these unclean spirits and we would do well to follow his example. We may not come across anyone who is demon possessed (apart from in the movies) but such phenomena will increase as the Day of Judgment approaches (2Thess 2:9). Have nothing to do with the occult or demonology of any kind- including books and movies.  

We read here how the demon tried to hurt and even destroy this man in the synagogue. It threw him down. Mark adds that the unclean spirit convulsed the man (Mark 1:26). We read of a boy who was convulsed and thrown about by an evil spirit before Jesus rebuked the spirit (Luke 9:42). Jesus did not allow the evil spirit to hurt the man in the synagogue (4:35). He was delivered of the demons and restored to normality by Jesus. We would hope he was thankful to Jesus and followed him after this. 

You believe in God. Good. So does the devil. You know there is a devil and demons. Good. You know they are more powerful that you. Good. You know that Jesus is the only name by which these demons can be rebuked. Good. Be neither ignorant nor paranoid about demons. Trust in Jesus and listen to him and him alone, for in him we have the victory. 

Jesus rebukes sickness and demons            



 Luke 4:38-44

‘This Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing’ said Jesus as he preached at Nazareth. ‘The time is fulfilled; the kingdom of God is at hand’ he preached as he moved around in Palestine. Jesus moved around preaching the kingdom of God and healing all kinds of sickness and disease. Jesus is the promised Messiah, the Christ of God. Jesus is the Son of God and ruler of a new kingdom, the kingdom of God.

Jesus demonstrated his authority and power over men when he walked away from the violent Jews at Nazareth. He demonstrated his authority and power over spiritual enemies when he cast demons out of a man. He demonstrated his authority and power over sickness and disease when he healed Peter’s mother-in-law, and many others at Capernaum. Jesus felt sorry for the people who were sick. He healed them out of compassion, and as a sign that the kingdom of God was at hand.  

1. Sickness and disease 

Why do we get sick? Why do we suffer pain? Why do we die? These are big questions. People have pondered them down through the ages. People from different religious and philosophical backgrounds have exercised their brains on this matter, but what is the answer. It may seem bold to offer a one word answer but that is what we get from the Bible. That word is ‘sin’. In heaven there will be no more death, no more sorrow, no more crying or pain (Rev 21:4). Why? Because there is no sin in heaven! There is nothing that defiles (Rev 21:27). Heaven is a holy place where Jesus rules unopposed. Death came into the world because of sin. Pain and sorrow came because of sin. 

Some scientists may object, saying disease is caused by viruses and bacteria. This is true of course, but where did these pathogens come from? Did they just happen? That is the best answer the world can give, but the Bible gives us a better answer, an answer that is true and fills us with hope. Whilst we are thankful for the work of scientists, science in itself will always come up short. People are dying of sickness and disease today just as they have done since sin entered the world.

Around two thousand years ago a woman living in Palestine was sick with fever. The woman was the mother-in-law of Simon Peter. Simon was known to Jesus. They had met by the Lake of Galilee and Peter became a follower of Jesus. He probably heard Jesus preaching in the synagogue in Capernaum that very day. It was after leaving the synagogue that Jesus went to Simon’s house (4:38). Peter’s wife is not mentioned but she was probably present if her mother was so sick. It is clear from this passage and other passages that Peter was a married man, contrary to the teaching of the Church of Rome. This visit and healing is also recorded by Matthew and Mark. They tell of the woman’s fever, but Luke calls it a ‘high fever’, a diagnosis in keeping with Luke being a doctor.  

When Jesus came to Simon’s house they told him about this sick woman. ‘They asked Jesus concerning her’ (4:38). They may have seen or heard of Jesus healing other sick people, although this is the first healing recorded in this gospel, and in Mark. In any case, they had seen Jesus cast out demons. They asked Jesus to perform a miracle. It was a request not a demand. Jesus approached the woman and stood over her. He ‘rebuked the fever and it left her’ (4:39). Could this healing have been described any more simply or clearly? In other cases Jesus put his hands on people, as in the following verse, but this is not stated here. In other cases he looked for faith. In the case of the paralytic he did the strange thing of declaring the sick man’s sins forgiven. Jesus had no formula for healing. He saw the sickness but he also saw the person who was sick. He saw into their heart. He desired to heal body and soul. He had the authority and power to do both. 

Jesus rebuked the demon (4:35). Now he rebukes the fever (4:39). The word is the same. What are we to understand from this? The demon was an unclean or evil spirit. He had no place residing in the man who was made in the image of God. His presence reminded Jesus that this is a fallen, sinful world. This fever was also a reminder that this is a sinful world. When sin entered the world death spread to all people (Rom 5:12). The fever could have led to the death of this woman. Jesus rebuked the fever because it was a mark of the Fall, and of the power of Satan. Jesus had authority over Satan and the demons.

Is it only sinners who get sick? Yes and no! Yes, because all who are descended from Adam and Eve are sinners. No, because there is no mathematical equation which says sick people are guilty of unconfessed sin. There is a whole book in the Bible that refutes this mathematical connection. Job got terribly sick. Why? He rightly examined his life but found no unconfessed sin. The reason he got sick was because Satan was attacking him- with God’s permission. Job was healed when God's purpose for his sickness was fulfilled. What would Jesus have done if he came to Job’s house? He would not have done what Job’s friends did. Would Jesus have rebuked Job’s fever as he did the fever of Peter’s mother-in-law? In a sense, this is what the Lord God did -in his time. He restored Job. He delivered him from the evil attacks of Satan.

Our bodies are wonderful in the way that they fight against disease. We usually recover from a fever. We may use medicine to help our body recover. But it normally takes us a few days to get back on our feet. Notice that when Jesus healed this woman that she was up and about immediately (4:39). One moment she had fever and the next she was up serving the visitors. A mark of Jesus’ healing was immediate restoration to full health. The paralytic was not sent off for rehabilitation. He was restored completely and immediately at the word of Jesus. Note that Jesus did not only heal bad backs, or aches and pains.

News of Jesus healing this woman must have spread like the news of his casting out of the demon. When the Sabbath ended at sunset people came from all directions with those who were sick with all kinds of diseases (4:40). The Jews had very specific laws about what could and could not be done on the Sabbath. Jesus graciously laid his hands on every one brought to him and healed them (4:40). None were turned away. This does not mean he healed every sick person in Palestine, but he healed all who came to him. 

Jesus is still ready and able to heal those who come to him. He can heal any and every sickness and disease. But his greatest desire is to heal your soul. He is ready and able to do that which no medical doctor can do. Jesus has the power to set men and women free from sin and death. A girl once told me that she attended a healing service at her church and her arm was healed. I asked her what she was doing in response, if the Lord had really healed her. She came to believe in Jesus Christ, not only as a healer but as her Saviour. She believed in Jesus who forgives our sin and saves our soul.  

2. Silence

Among those flocking to Jesus after the Sabbath were more people suffering from demon possession. As with the man in the synagogue, the resident demons used the person as a mouthpiece to cry out in fear before Jesus. ‘You are the Son of God’ they said (4:41). The demons knew Jesus was the Christ, the anointed One whom God sent into the world to destroy the rule of Satan and establish the kingdom of God. Jesus again rebuked the demons, ordering them to be silent. They spoke the truth about Jesus but they had no personal faith. Jesus was not taken in by mere words. He knew the words were those of demons and he refused to let them speak further. Jesus knows when words are coming from the heart and not just the lips. It is not enough for a person to say, ‘I believe there is a God’. Such words may get you labelled a Christian in earthly books, but not in the Book of Life. You must ‘confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus, and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead’ to be saved (Rom 10:9). 

Jesus did not want the endorsement of the devil or any of his agents. He would minister in the power of God and his power alone. In the church we must be discerning when it comes to associating with others in some ministry. Pagans may seek the support of the church in some worthy cause, and they will denounce the church if it does not join them. But let us beware. Let us learn from the example of Jesus. ‘What fellowship has righteousness with lawlessness, and what communion has light with darkness? Or what accord does Christ have with Belial?’ (2Cor 6: 14). Christ had no accord with Satan, full stop. There were no ‘ifs’ or ‘buts’. The end did not justify the means for Jesus. He had nothing to do with Satan or demons. 

3. Solitude

Jesus must have been exhausted after such a busy day- physically and spiritually exhausted. But what do we see him doing the next day? At the crack of dawn he was up and off to a deserted or solitary place (4:42). He wanted to be alone to commune with his Father in heaven. ‘Holy and sinless as his human nature was, it was a nature kept sinless in the regular use of the means of grace and not in the neglect of them’ writes J.C. Ryle. 

Can you imagine Jesus saying he was too busy or too tired to attend the house of God when it was open for worship! Can you imagine Jesus being too busy to spend time each day in prayer to his Father in heaven! The busier we are, the more time we need to spend in prayer. Is that how it is in your life? We always find time to do the important things like work, cleaning, shopping, study, traveling, spending time with friends, yet struggle to find time for our Father in heaven. Is it any wonder that we get stressed and start to lose our way? 

Jesus’ solitude was broken by the sudden arrival of a crowd (4:42). They tried to keep him from leaving them. What a contrast to the crowd at Nazareth who threw Jesus out of their town. The people at Capernaum begged Jesus to stay. Jesus could not stay because, as he told them, ‘I must preach the kingdom of God to other towns also because that is the reason I was sent’ (4:43). The Father sent Jesus into this world to preach the kingdom of God. Jesus sent the Twelve out to preach the kingdom of God (9:2). He sent seventy others out to preach the kingdom of God (10:9). The apostle Paul was sent out to preach the kingdom of God. ‘How shall they hear without a preacher’ (Rom 10:14). 

God sent his only begotten Son into this world to be a preacher. The world despises preachers, and even some Christians think the day of preaching is past. But preaching is the way God has ordained for making known the kingdom of God. To quote Ryle again, 'the days when there has been little or no preaching have been days when there has been little or no good done in the church’. ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the gospel of peace, who bring glad tidings of good things’ (Rom 10:15).

Miraculous catch                                          



 Luke 5:1-11

Jesus went through the towns of Galilee preaching the kingdom of God and healing the sick. The town of Capernaum was a hub for his ministry. Capernaum was by the Sea of Galilee, or as Luke more correctly calls it Lake Gennesaret. This was quite a large lake, about the size of Lake George near Canberra when it is full. The lake supported many fishermen. Among these were Peter and his brother Andrew, as well as James and John, the sons of Zebedee.

We have already been told how Jesus cast an evil spirit out of a man in the synagogue at Capernaum. We have also been told how Jesus healed a sick woman in a house in this town. Now we are told about a miraculous catch of fish in the lake, probably near Capernaum. Jesus had power over the demons; he had power over sickness and he had power over the fish in the sea. Is there anything over which Jesus does not have power and authority?

1. Great teaching

‘So it was, as the people crowded around him to hear the word of God’ (5:1). Luke does not indicate just when his event took place although it was early in ministry of Jesus. It follows naturally from the previous chapter where Jesus was preaching and healing, and the people were flocking to him. Matthew and Mark write of Jesus walking by the same lake and calling Peter and Andrew, and James and John to follow him, but they do not mention the catch of fish. Despite the similarities, this may well be another occasion. John writes of these men meeting Jesus on yet another occasion. Luke tells us that on this occasion they ‘forsook all’ or left everything and followed Jesus (5:11). He tells us how Peter was profoundly moved by a miraculous catch of fish.

Jesus was on the beach teaching the people about the kingdom of God. As the crowd grew they pressed in on him. He saw two boats drawn up on the beach. The fishermen were nearby cleaning their nets after being out on the lake out all night. Jesus got into one of the boats and asked the owner, who was Simon Peter, to put out a little into the water. He sat down to continue teaching the crowd of people. Luke here refers to Simon Peter as Simon, but later on he refers to him as Peter. 

Since Peter was in the boat, he would have heard all that Jesus taught. We are not told exactly what Jesus said, but presume he spoke in parables as he taught about the kingdom of God. Peter would have heard Jesus prior to this in the synagogue, and also when Jesus came to his house and healed his mother-in-law. Peter was listening and learning, but his life had not yet been totally impacted by Jesus. There was wonder and amazement but not personal surrender. Peter was a straightforward, ‘no nonsense’ sort of man. He was not a hardened sceptic, nor a 'follow the crowd' sort of fellow.

When Jesus had finished speaking, he turned to Peter and told him to push out further into the lake and let down his nets for a catch (5:4). Peter had been up all night fishing and had caught nothing. Night was the best time to fish. If he had caught nothing that night he was not going to catch anything the next morning- or so Peter thought. He was tired, and reluctant to put his washed nets into the water again. ‘Master, we have toiled all night and caught nothing’ he said to Jesus (5:5). Peter would not have listened to anyone else telling him how to catch fish. But there was something different, something special, about the man who told him to put out into the deep. He taught amazing things and he had healed a lot a people, including his mother-in-law. Would Peter do as Jesus said? Would he obey the word of Jesus? 

Put yourself in Peter’s shoes for a moment. If it was me I would have been straight out into the deep. Why? Because I know nothing about fishing. Having caught only one tiny fish in my life I am ready to listen to any advice about fishing. Still, I would have to consider the fact that Peter was tired after being up all night. Jesus speaks to each one of us in our own situation. He calls us to obey him no matter what that situation is. If you have a good job and know that obeying Jesus will mean losing a whole raft of benefits, will you obey Jesus? I once heard a lady say she felt called to mission work but could not go because it would mean leaving a secure job and losing out on her superannuation. Jesus says that if you love him you will obey his commands. The Bible says, ‘do not forsake the assembling of yourselves together’ (Heb 10:25). There is a good starting point in obeying Jesus. If you cannot even commit to coming to worship, how can Jesus count on you to launch out into the deep?

2. Great catch

What happened when Peter did as Jesus asked? The story is well known, but we must not lose sight of the amazing thing that happened on the lake that day. Peter was absolutely blown away when he hauled in his nets and found more fish than he had ever caught before. He saw his nets begin to break under the load and signalled to his partners to come and help him. They worked hard and fast to get the fish into the two boats; and then the boat began to sink (5:6, 5). Eventually they got this most amazing catch to shore.

Was Jesus just a better fisherman than Peter? But every fisherman knew night time was the best time to fish, not when the sun was shining on the water. Was it that Jesus knew where the fish were? Was it that he somehow got the fish to gather at this point? We do not know, and it is not important. It was a miracle, just like the healing of the sick. Jesus has power over demons, over disease and over all creation and created things. With God nothing is impossible (1:37). Is this what you believe?

3. Greater catch

Peter was blown away as we said. He must have been so excited at such a catch. But this is not what we read. When Peter saw the great catch, he fell down at Jesus’ knees (5:8). He did not run around the boat with excitement. He fell down before Jesus. Peter knew it was a miracle. He knew that it was a mighty work of Jesus. Peter felt ashamed that he had hesitated to do what Jesus told him. And not only that, he felt shame for all his sin. He realized he was in the presence of the Holy One of God. ‘Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!’ (5:8). Peter, up to this time, had respected Jesus as master and teacher, but now he turned to Jesus, falling down before the Lord. ‘Lord’ can simply mean ‘sir’, a term of respect, but here it means much more, as indicated by Peter’s action and his words. Peter felt the gaze and the glory of God the Son. He felt naked before Jesus, realizing that Jesus knew everything about him. He was afraid. He wanted to run and hide, much like Adam in the garden. ‘Depart from me… O Lord’ he said to Jesus.  

Referring to the, ‘Word that was with God and the word that was God’, John wrote, ‘the light shines into the darkness’ (John 1:5). The light of the gospel of Jesus Christ penetrates to the hidden recesses of the heart. It exposes sin. Those who love sin love the darkness (John 3:20). They flee the light. When Peter saw the miracle and realized who Jesus was, he saw the filth of his sin. He was, ‘naked and open before the eyes of him to whom we must give account’ (Heb 4:13). He was afraid as the ‘Judge of the secrets of men’ looked down on him (Rom 2:16).

Peter’s reaction reminds us of that of Job. After a lot of complaining from Job, the Lord appeared to him. Job felt guilty as he said, ‘but now my eye sees you. I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes’ (Job 42:56). Peter reminds us of Isaiah’s response to the vision of the Lord in the temple: ‘Woe is me for I am a man of unclean lips’ (Isa 6:5). He reminds us of the apostle Paul who met the risen Jesus on the Damascus road. Trembling and astonished he said, ‘what do want me to do’ (Acts 9:6). 

All these men realized they were in the presence of the Holy God. They knew they were sinner’s standing- or falling down- before Almighty God. Peter did not need to be told his sin- it was obvious as he fell down before Jesus. Remember, he had heard Jesus preaching the gospel of the kingdom. You have heard the gospel. What is your response? Do you see your sin in the light of the glory of God in Christ Jesus?

‘Depart from me’ said Peter. But Jesus did not depart- and Peter did not run away. Jesus said to him, ‘do not be afraid’ (5:10). You can picture Jesus putting his hand out to Peter and calming his fears. Jesus reached out to this man who confessed his sin. Jesus’ miracle with regard to the fish had worked an even greater miracle in the heart of Peter. He saw his sin and confessed before Jesus. Peter’s words brought great joy to the heart of Jesus. There is joy in heaven over one sinner who repents (15:7). Here was a precious soul being brought out of the darkness of sin and death, and into the light of the gospel. Here was a soul being delivered from the power of Satan into the kingdom of God. How wonderful is the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.

4. Still greater catch

Peter was a fisherman, but Jesus had other plans for his life. Peter was the first ‘catch of Jesus’, the first of his disciples, and Jesus called him to be a catcher of men. ‘From now on you will catch men’ (5:10). ‘Catch’ is a different word here. It refers to catching for life, not for death.

Peter's partners, James and John, had also seen the great catch of fish. They heard what Jesus said to Peter. After they got their boats to the shore, the four of them ‘forsook all and followed’ Jesus (5:11). They left everything; they left the greatest catch of their life, they left their boats and even their father (Mark 1:20) to follow Jesus. They did not hesitate. They did not look back. Jesus called them to catch men and off they went. 

It is somewhat disappointing to go to mission conferences nowadays. The world is changing and mission is changing, of course. But those on the platforms today say how they are going out for a few months to see if mission is for them. Others are going out in their holidays, or when the weather is good. Is this the sort of following that Jesus calls us to? If you are a believer, Jesus calls you to catch people for the kingdom of God. You cannot make people believe, of course, but how will they believe if they do not hear the about Jesus. You may be the person Jesus has called to speak to a certain person about him. Will you follow Jesus and catch men and women, and boys and girls for Jesus?   

Jesus cleanses a leper                                        


Luke 5:12-16

On the road behind the house where we lived in India was a big sign on which was written, ‘Leprosy is a word, not a sentence’. Leprosy still afflicts people in India and in other countries. The road behind our house led to a Leprosy Mission hospital. We knew the doctors there and often visited. I was apprehensive the first time but was assured the disease, now called Hansen’s disease, was not contagious. Leprosy begins with spots on the skin and sometimes lumpy sores that do not hurt. Hands start to claw and deform. In this hospital I saw people without fingers and toes. This disease affects the nerves and people lose the sense of touch. They can lose toes without feeling it. Rats can eat their toes without them feeling anything. That is why leprosy patients are told to wear shoes to protect their feet. 

In India doctors would go out to the villages where I worked to survey for leprosy. Those with leprosy they would put on a medication program, a program they had to follow for year or two. While not contagious, people living in close contact can contract the disease if they susceptible. In India the children of lepers may be put in an orphanage to protect them from the disease. Hundreds of years ago it was the same in Europe. There is a suburb in Edinburgh called Leperton that I am told was once a leper town.

Leprosy is caused by a bacterium. This was not known in Biblical times or in many parts of the world today. Some say that leprosy in the Bible was not necessarily Hansen’s disease. Rather it refers to various diseases affecting the skin. I was interested to read in a medical book that in Mexican villages the Spanish word 'lepra' (leprosy) is used for any open, spreading sore. The same book said that the cure for leprosy in this place was a drink made of rotting snakes!

1. Curse

Leprosy can be cured these days with medication. But it is still a dreaded disease that disfigures the body. In Biblical times there was no cure, although it is interesting that provision was made for those who were cured (Lev 14). Under OT law there were detailed provisions for the diagnosis of leprosy and related skin diseases. ‘When a man has on the skin of his body a swelling scab, or a bright spot’, he was brought to Aaron the priest (Lev 13:2). If the hair on the sore had turned white and the sore was deep it was regarded as leprosy. We may not understand these details, but it is remarkable the detail which is given for this diagnosis. A person with ongoing symptoms was declared unclean and made to live alone outside the camp. They had to tear their clothes like a person in mourning, and cry out, ‘Unclean, Unclean!’ wherever they went. The sign on the road in India said leprosy was not a sentence, but in OT and in NT times it was. It was like a death sentence. The leper was forced to live away from his family and outside the town. He could not go to the temple to worship. Leprosy was different to other diseases. The person was unclean and untouchable. 

As Jesus went from town to town in Galilee preaching the kingdom of God, healing the sick, and casting out demons, he came across a leper. We are not told the exact place or the time- it was ‘a certain city’ (5:12). A man full of leprosy saw Jesus and came to him. Doctor Luke tells us the man was full of leprosy or covered with leprosy. He was in a bad way. It seems this fellow heard that Jesus was in town and set about meeting him. The prohibition on lepers coming into the town did not stop him. 

Coming up to Jesus the leper fell on his face and begged Jesus to heal him. He did not exactly beg Jesus to heal him; he said, ‘Lord if you are willing, you can make me clean’.  Matthew, who puts this event after the Sermon on the Mount, says he worshipped Jesus (Mat 8:2). This poor man knew that Jesus had the power to heal him of his terrible disease. But he was not sure if Jesus would do so. No one else would touch him. Would Jesus? He probably thought that Jesus had to touch him to heal him.

There is more to this request than just the disease. Why were lepers called unclean? Unclean was a spiritual term. The demon that Jesus cast out of the man in the synagogue was called unclean. Unclean carried the sense of evil and of sin. People could not come into the house of God if they were unclean. The temple was a holy place. Sin made people unclean. They had to offer a sacrifice for their sin before they could come into the presence of God. People were unclean because of their sin.

Under OT law, for a person to be declared clean the priest had to go to him outside the camp, examine him and then perform a cleansing ritual.  The ritual involved blood. A bird was killed and then another bird was dipped into its blood. The blood was sprinkled seven times on the leper and he was declared clean. He could then come into the camp and worship God with everyone else. He was no longer unclean, no longer under God’s curse, and no longer cut off from God’s people. He was clean, washed in the blood of the sacrificed bird. 

2. Cleansed

Jesus understood where this leper was coming from. He saw faith in the heart of this man who believed Jesus could heal him. Jesus had compassion on him. Jesus came to set the prisoners free (4:18), and here was a poor imprisoned soul, if ever there was one. This dreaded disease reduced him to walking around crying out ‘unclean, unclean’. He was like the walking dead. Jesus could make him clean and he would do so by the power of God. 

The man was kneeling before him. “Jesus reached out and touched him saying, ‘I am willing; be clean” (5:13). Immediately the leprosy left him. His body that was covered horrible patches and sores became like the skin of a little child and he was clean. He was whole again. He must have remembered how Naaman was cleansed of leprosy by God’s prophet Elisha. There was no happier man that day than this man who was made clean by Jesus, by his touch and his word. 

3. Charged

The man, no doubt, wanted to jump for joy and tell everyone what Jesus had done for him. It seems that that is what he did, even though Jesus told him not to (Mark 1:45). Jesus told him to go and show himself to the priest and make the prescribed offering for his cleansing (5:14). He was to do this as a testimony to them- presumably to the priests. 

Why did Jesus charge the man to go to the priest? He does not say, but we can make two suggestions. Firstly, because it was required by the law. The Mosaic Law was still in operation. Jesus told him to do what was commanded for lepers who were cleansed (Lev 14). If this man wanted to come back into the town and join others in worship he needed to be cleared by the priest. ‘The priest shall make atonement for him and he shall be clean’ (Lev 14: 20). Yet he knew, and everyone knew, that it was Jesus who made him clean. 

Secondly, Jesus was probably trying to avoid ‘a popular enthusiasm that would try to make Jesus into the Messianic conqueror nationalists looked for’. Across the Lake, in Gentile territory, Jesus told the man from whom he had cast out many demons to go and tell what great things God had done for him. But among the Jews he was careful not only to keep the law but to keep people from getting the wrong idea about him. Jesus had come to save souls, not just heal bodies. 

Many saw Jesus as a miracle worker, a healer and helper for them in their life in this world. When he taught about the kingdom of God, and about giving his blood as a sacrifice for sin, they were offended and went back (John 6:66). Still today, many see Jesus in this way. All they think about is Jesus healing the sick or helping them with some material need. 

Jesus can do all things. The leper believed Jesus could cure him from leprosy – or as he said, make him clean. To be clean can also mean spiritual cleansing or cleansing from sin. More than anything else we need this cleansing. Do you agree? Do you know that your sin keeps you outside the kingdom of God? And outside of heaven? Do you believe that Jesus can not only heal your body but cleanse your heart from sin and bring you into his kingdom? This is the real power and authority that Jesus has- power over sin and death.

4. Keep on praying

News of the leper being cleansed by Jesus spread like wildfire. Mark tells us that the man did not keep quiet as Jesus told him but spread the news. More and more people flocked to Jesus so that he could no longer enter a town openly (Mark 1:45). They came to him out in the country. He kept on preaching and healing the sick- those with infirmities (5:15). What great compassion Jesus had for these people. What great patience he had with them. What great power he demonstrated before them. Jesus is the same yesterday, today and forever (Heb 13:8). Do you know the power of this same Jesus? Do you know him as your Saviour and Lord?

Jesus often withdrew into the wilderness and prayed (5:16). Jesus became flesh and dwelt among us. He took on a human body like ours- except for sin. His very busy ministry left him tired and exhausted. But he never neglected prayer. Each day he found a quiet place where he could pray to his Father in heaven. We read of him doing this earlier on (4:42), and we will read again of him doing the same thing. It was his habit. Is it your habit? Do you have a quiet place where you can pray every day? If not, then find one today. If Jesus saw prayer as essential to his life and ministry what makes you think you can live and work without daily prayer?

Jesus forgives and heals a paralytic               



Luke 5: 17-26

In some books this passage is given the title, ‘The healing of the paralytic’. Titles need to be brief but to give this passage such a title is to miss its main point. Jesus had laid his hands on many sick people and healed them. A paralytic was no different to any other sickness or disease for Jesus. When the paralytic was brought to Jesus, he was healed by Jesus, but not before Jesus declared his sins were forgiven. 

Why did Jesus say such a strange thing? All the man and his friends wanted was that he be able to walk. Why did Jesus start talking about sin? This is what some may have asked. Many would say this today. When Christians start helping the sick or the poor they are told not to talk about Jesus. They can talk about sickness but not about sin. ‘Do your good work in the hospital or in the refugee camp but do not talk about Jesus’ we are told.The religious leaders who were present in the house were also taken by surprise at what Jesus said. They were surprised and alarmed when Jesus mentioned the word ‘sin’. ‘Only God can forgive sins’ they said. ‘Who does this Jesus think he is? God!’ 

1. Pharisees

It was another day in the ministry of Jesus in Galilee. Mark tells us that Jesus was in Capernaum, the centre of his Galilean ministry. More and more people were following Jesus wherever he went. They came to hear his preaching and to be healed (5:15). News of Jesus had spread all the way to Jerusalem in the southern province of Judea. News of his ministry had reached the ears of the Jewish religious leaders. 
Luke introduces us to the Pharisees, a prominent and powerful group within the Jewish leadership. The name Pharisee means, ‘separate ones’. They kept themselves separate from sinners. They believed they were right with God because they kept the Law. They were determined to make others obey the law also. Another group within the leadership was the teachers of the law- many of these were also Pharisees. These men came from all over Galilee, as well as Judea. The came to see what Jesus was doing- or, more precisely, to spy on him. The Pharisees knew the Law of Moses. They were more than willing to condemn anyone who did not keep this Law- or the many additions that they had made to this Law.

Jesus was not intimidated by the presence of the Pharisees. The power of the Lord was present to heal (5:17), so Jesus kept on with the ministry the Lord had sent him to do. When the crowd lacked faith, Jesus did not do any miracle (Mark 6:5), but there were many in this crowd who had faith. The men who brought the paralytic had faith.

2. Faith

Jesus was in a house, a large house with a central courtyard most probably. He was teaching the crowd that pressed into every available space around him. At this time some men came along carrying their friend on a stretcher. The man was a paraplegic and unable to walk. Like almost everyone else in the country they heard about Jesus and how he was healing people. They were bringing their friend in the hope that Jesus would heal him. No doubt their friend was eager to see Jesus because of his disability. 

But the crowd was so great they could not get near enough for Jesus to touch their friend and heal him. They could have cried out like blind Bartimaeus but they could not even get in the front door. Did they give up and go home? Did they say we will come again another day? These men did not give up so easily. They knew that today was the day. Tomorrow Jesus might be gone. 

Getting to church to worship Jesus Christ can be very difficult sometimes. Are you put off by these difficulties? It is wonderful to see you here today. Many are bound up with family and friends, too busy or too tired to come and worship Jesus. Satan is very clever at keeping people from worshipping Jesus. They may have good intentions. One man told me he was intending to come to church. That was a few years ago. It is so easy to come up with some excuse. Remember, one day the opportunity to meet Jesus will be gone.   

The paralytic and his friends had a good excuse to turn away and go home. They could not even get in the door. But they would not be put off. They were determined to see Jesus. After a brief review of the situation they came up with a most remarkable plan. Houses in Palestine, as you may remember from Sunday school, were built with earth or bricks and had a flat roof. An external flight of stairs led up to the roof. People probably slept on the roof in the summer. These men carried their friend up to the roof. Mark describes them ‘breaking through’ the roof, while Luke refers to the tiling which they apparently removed. Someone has suggested that the tiles were over a central courtyard and that Jesus was in this courtyard. The men managed to remove some tiles, making a hole in the roof big enough for the stretcher to be lowered down in front of Jesus. 

Jesus was amazed. He was amazed not just to see a stretcher coming down through the roof, but amazed at the faith of these men. Jesus looks upon the heart. He saw the faith of these men, the paralysed man as well as his friends. The man on the stretcher would have been urging these men to do what they were doing. We are not told how long he had been confined to the stretcher but he did not want to stay on it a moment longer than he had to. He wanted to be free to walk about by himself- and free in another way also.

‘You are sick/disabled because of your sin’ is what this man would have been told, and what he believed. The Pharisees would have been the first to tell him. When the Jews saw a blind man they assumed he had committed some sin. They were confused when they saw a man who had been born blind (John 9). Whose sin was this man being punished for? The paralytic, however, was not expecting his sins to be forgiven because only God can forgive sin. But he had faith that Jesus could heal him. Like the leper, he would have been saying ‘Lord, if you are willing you can make me whole’.

3. Forgiven

The men said nothing and the paralytic said nothing. Their need was obvious. Their faith was obvious. The crowd looked on in amazement and hushed silence. Into the silence Jesus spoke. ‘Man, your sins are forgiven’ he said (5:20). Silence returned, except now with murmuring, led by the Pharisees. ‘Who is this man who speaks blasphemies? Who can forgive sins but God alone’ they muttered (5:21). While Luke has them ‘saying’ these words, in the next verse he has them ‘reasoning in their hearts’ (5:22). Jesus knew what they were thinking. 

Jesus had looked at the paralysed man, a man who was obviously as sinner, and declared his sins forgiven. ‘What good is that’ some might say. ‘The man is still flat on his back’. Others would say, it is easy to say your sins are forgiven but how can we know this is true?’ The Pharisees were coming from another angle. No man can forgive sins, not even super-religious men like themselves. Only God can forgive sins. Jesus was crossing the line into God’s territory. He was guilty of blasphemy- of making himself equal with God (John 5:18).  

Everyone was watching Jesus and waiting to see what he would do next. They soon saw his answer, his answer to all these questions. He turned to the man and said, ‘Arise, take up your stretcher and go home’ (5:24). The man got up immediately, picked up his stretcher and went off home. Before healing the man Jesus asked the Pharisees, in the hearing of everyone present, “Which is easier to say, ‘your sins are forgiven’, or ‘rise up and walk’” (5:23). What was Jesus getting at? Both statements seem easy to say, yet both are impossible for man to do. The question is what effect these words have. Which words have an outcome? They did not believe a man could forgive sin. But then again, a man could not tell a paralytic to rise up and walk either. 

‘But that you may know that the Son of Man has power on earth to forgive sins’ said Jesus- and they then saw the power of Jesus words to heal. This was proof positive of the power of his word to also forgive sin. The Pharisees had no answer to this resounding demonstration of Jesus’ power to forgive sin. The Pharisees were not happy but the man who was healed certainly was. He went home glorifying God. His friends also gave glory to God, as did others who were present. It was Jesus who healed the man, and more than that, forgave his sin; but they gave the glory to God. This man must be God. ‘They glorified God and were filled with fear’ (5:26). How do these two responses fit together? A lot of popular worship songs are about glory, but how many are about fear, fear of God? These responses remind us of Peter seeing the great catch of fish. He was excited, but also feared. He realized he was a sinful man. 

These people were in the awesome presence of God the Son. Jesus called himself the Son of Man, a Messianic title taken from Daniel 7:13. It is right to fear God the Son for he is awesome and he is the one who determines our eternal destiny. How wonderful it was for this paralytic to hear the words, 'your sins are forgiven'. How wonderful to receive confirmation of those words by being healed. Do you know that the Son of Man has power on earth to forgive sins? You do not have to wait till you die to find out if your sins are forgiven. By then it will be too late anyway. 

Today, right now you can know that Jesus forgives sin. When you confess your sin and believe in your heart that Jesus died and rose again to take away your sin, you are forgiven. You can share with this man who was carried to Jesus on a stretcher. You can know not only physical healing but much, much more. You can know the joy of being made clean in the blood of Christ, the joy of being set free from the burden of sin.  

Calling of Matthew                                      


      Luke 5:27-32

In his Galilean ministry Jesus had cast out a demon, healed a sick woman and healed many other sick people, including a leper. He had demonstrated his power and authority in the natural realm, with a great catch of fish. Wherever he went Jesus preached the kingdom of God - because for this purpose he was sent (4:43). The world into which Jesus was sent was, and still is, a fallen, sinful world.  Sickness and disease are evidence of this sin. Death is the ultimate evidence of sin. So it was, that when a paralysed man was brought for healing Jesus declared his sins forgiven. Although not labelled a sinner, everyone understood that he was sick because of his sin. 

If Jesus could forgive a sick man, what about a 'real sinner’? What about a man who was labelled a sinner because of the work he did? In Jewish society there were people who were particularly sinful, people who were despised by everyone. Tax collectors and prostitutes were among such people. Such people were ‘outside the pail’ as far as the religious leaders were concerned. They were beyond help. They were to be avoided. They were not allowed to attend worship. They were not allowed to join the feasts. Eating with such 'sinners' was completely out of the question.

1. Follow

Jesus left the crowded house where he was preaching and where he healed the paralytic. He went out and went along the road by the sea. He saw a tax collector named Levi sitting in his tax office (5:27). We are going to call him by his other name Matthew. Matthew was a Jew but was regarded by other Jews as a traitor because he worked for the occupying power. He had the contract, or subcontract, for collecting a toll tax for the Romans. A tariff was collected on any merchandise that passed along the international highway between Egypt and Syria.  

Not only were tax collectors despised as traitors, they were despised for their cheating. Being despised probably contributed to their corruption. Most of them used their position for personal gain. They became rich by demanding more than the set rate of tax. Another tax collector called Zacchaeus was a rich man. Matthew had a big house and the resources to host a feast. 

Others Jews, especially Pharisees, would have crossed the road to avoid the office of Matthew, but not Jesus. He saw Matthew sitting there, went up to him and said, ‘Follow me’. Jesus did not see him as ‘beyond the pail’. He did not regard him as a sinner who could not be saved.  This man had a name. He was made in the image of God. He could be saved. The grace of God in Jesus Christ is sufficient to save the worst of sinners. 

Do you think there are people who cannot be saved? I was asked to fill out a survey form the other day. I was asked how I would feel about having a convicted criminal, a murderer or paedophile, living in my street after they had served their sentence. Many think such criminals cannot be changed. In fear they refuse to let them into the same suburb, let alone the same street. Do we believe they are beyond the power of God’s grace? 

The power of God’s grace is seen in the change that took place in the heart of Matthew. I guess he was more like a corporate criminal than a murderer. The survey did not ask me about having a corporate criminal living in the street, a man who got rich at the expense of the poor. We must be careful not to give the impression that certain people are beyond the reach of the gospel. Some people feel this way of themselves. They feel they are too bad to come to church because of what they have done. 'How can God accept a wicked person like me' they say. This is the tragedy of preaching salvation by works. This is the tragedy of portraying the church as a place for good, well dressed people. 

Jesus went up to Matthew and said, ‘Follow me’. Matthew got up and followed Jesus (5:28). This is the power of the gospel. This is the power of divine love and grace. Matthew knew about Jesus. He heard how he was healing people and maybe what happened to the paralytic. Matthew knew he was a sinner. Moreover, he knew that Jesus knew he was a sinner. Everybody knew this. Yet here was Jesus talking to him. Here was this holy person asking Matthew to follow him. We can imagine Jesus looking intently at Matthew, and Matthew looking at Jesus. It was weird. It was warm. It was working a great change in the heart of Matthew.

‘Follow me’. With these words ringing in his ears and pounding in his heart, Matthew left everything and followed Jesus. He did not say, ‘let me first go and count up the days takings’.  He did not say, ‘let me talk it over with my boss or with my family’. He left all, there and then, to follow Jesus. Jesus would later speak about the cost of following him (9:57f). For many the cost of following Jesus is too great. Jesus demanded everything of Matthew. He demands everything of anyone who follows him. If you cannot commit your whole life to Jesus, you cannot be his disciple. 

Do you think such a demand is unreasonable? Then do not think that you are a disciple of Jesus.  I wonder how many are fooling themselves in this matter. How many say, ‘I love Jesus but I cannot possibly give up my job’. ‘I love Jesus but I cannot give up my family’. ‘I love Jesus but I cannot give up my pagan friends’.

2. Feast

Jesus grabbed Matthew by the hand and dragged him away from his tax office- is this what happened? No! Matthew got up to walk slowly and sadly behind Jesus, thinking of all he was leaving behind- is this what happened? No! Matthew went home rejoicing. There was rejoicing in heaven over this one sinner who repented, and there was rejoicing on earth in the home of Matthew. 

A feast, a feast to honour Jesus, was the way Matthew chose to express his thanks. His salvation was by grace alone. He wanted to show his thanks for the wonderful saving grace of the Lord. No doubt some of his friends and family thought he was crazy leaving behind his lucrative profession. But Matthew was not worried. He invited them all to his feast and they came in great number (5: 29). This was the biggest and best feast Matthew had ever given, bigger than any wedding or birthday feast. We can imagine Jesus in the place of honour at the table. Matthew was bursting with joy, telling everyone of the new life he was given by Jesus, Jesus who was now his Saviour and Lord.

Do you regard the day you were saved as the greatest day in your life? We love to celebrate birthdays but what about our new-birth day? Do you celebrate your new-birth day? If not, why not? Are you truly born again? Do you know, as Matthew knew, that you are a follower of Jesus? If you are born again into the kingdom of God do you celebrate? I trust you celebrate not just on one day in the year, but on one day in every week, at least. Today you are worshipping Jesus, worshipping him with thanksgiving as you celebrate your great and wonderful salvation.

‘A converted man will not wish to go to heaven alone’ wrote J. C. Ryle. Matthew wanted his friends to meet with Jesus and to follow Jesus as he was following Jesus. Are you inviting your friends to meet Jesus? Are you sharing the glorious gospel of Jesus Christ? If not, you must ask yourself if you truly know the saving grace of Jesus Christ. Maybe you feel weak and inadequate; but remember it is not you that changes people; it is the grace of Jesus Christ. You are simply called to live as one who is filled to overflowing with the grace of Jesus Christ. ‘We cannot but speak of the things we have seen and heard’ is what the apostles said (Acts 4:20).

3. Physician

Enter the Pharisees! They enter the story, not the house of Matthew the sinner. These self-righteous religious leaders were keeping a close watch on Jesus and his disciples. When they saw him feasting in the house of a sinner they were shocked. They started to murmur and complain to the disciples. They would never sit down and eat with a tax collector. Sharing a meal expresses close fellowship- much too close for the Pharisees. How could Jesus, who preached the kingdom of God, do such a thing?

Jesus was ready to answer the Pharisees grumbles. ‘Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick’ (5:31). He was stating the obvious. No one could deny what he said. It is sick people who need a doctor. This was true of the body and also of the soul. People who know their souls are sick with sin are the ones who need spiritual healing. Jesus came to bring healing to broken hearts, not just broken bodies. 

Jesus drew this parallel, but not without a twist. ‘I have not come to call the righteous’ he said, meaning those who are self-righteous, ‘but sinners to repentance’. The Pharisees thought that by keeping the law they were righteous. They were self-righteous men. Remember how Jesus challenged them saying, ‘let him who is without sin cast the first stone’. They did not say they were sinless, but they were not ready to admit any sin.

In the presence of Jesus, Peter said, ‘depart from me for I am a sinful man’.  Jesus forgave Peter. Jesus forgave the sin of the paralysed man. He forgave the sin of the tax collector. But he did not forgive the sin of the Pharisees because they could not see their own sin. They were blind to their own sin. No one enters the kingdom of God without first seeing their own sin. You cannot repent if you do not see your sin- the sin you need to confess to Jesus Christ. 

Jesus came to seek and to save the lost. He sought out Matthew, and later on Zacchaeus who was also a tax collector and labelled a sinner. Jesus came to save men and women, and boys and girls who are lost because of their sin. He will accept you into his kingdom when you repent of your sin and believe in him. 

Jesus on fasting                                          



 Luke 5:33-39

Have you ever fasted- gone without food or water for a day or so?  Maybe you fast regularly? Maybe you have taken part in a 40hour famine. Should Christians fast on a regular basis? All adult Muslims are required to fast during the month of Ramadan. Many are impressed by this discipline of the body- although this fasting is only for the daylight hours. Still, we knew a man in India who found it hard whenever this month of fasting fell in the hot season because he was not even allowed to drink during the day. In Judaism ritual fasts are also important. In the OT the only fast commanded was on the Day of Atonement. In Leviticus 16:29, ‘affliction of souls’ is understood to mean fasting. After the Exile, fasting became more common. There were regular fast days and also special fasts associated with prayer (Ezra 8:21). In NT times the Pharisees, a strict sect of the Jews, fasted twice a week (Luke 18:12). Fasting is a ritual practiced in the Roman Catholic Church. It is done as an act of penance, especially during the season of Lent. Their fasting may mean refraining from solid food for a day or just having one meal a day. Many believers fast regularly but they do so voluntarily. The apostles and others fasted on occasions, usually during times of prayer (Acts 13:3). Yet fasting is not commanded in the Bible. 

1. Fast

One day some people asked Jesus why his disciples did not fast like the disciples of John, and the disciples of the Pharisees (5:33). According to Matthew it was the disciples of John who asked this question (Mat 9:14). John the Baptist came into Judea preaching a baptism of repentance. He had his own disciples but when Jesus came along he pointed them to ‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29). Some of these disciples, however, remained loyal to John, even after he was put in prison. These disciples may have been fasting and praying in earnest because John was in prison. The Pharisees did not have their own disciples as such but they had their followers. Some were scribes and teachers of the Law. They were legalists for whom fasting was a very important religious duty- even though it was not commanded by Moses.

The disciples of Jesus were feasting rather than fasting. Jesus may have been leaving the feast hosted by Matthew at this particular time. Matthew was rejoicing because Jesus had called him to follow him. The Pharisees had already complained about Jesus eating with tax collectors and sinners. Now they were criticizing him for not fasting like the disciples of other religious leaders. 

2. Bridegroom

Why do people fast? Why do they afflict themselves in this way? Fasting may be an expression of grief. People fast at funerals, not at weddings. People fast and pray in times of difficulty or suffering. Some think that fasting is a way of getting God’s attention, or even of twisting his arm, as it were. I knew a man who prayed for a long time and then decided to fast and pray when his prayer was not answered. He thought fasting would make his prayer more powerful. Isaiah condemned fasting that was aimed at twisting God’s arm. The people said, ‘we have fasted ourselves but you (God) take no notice’ (Isa 58:3). The Pharisees liked to make a show of fasting. They were proud that they fasted. But Jesus was not impressed. Fasting should be an expression of humility, not pride.

Jesus disciples did not fast- they did pray of course. Why did they not fast? Because the bridegroom was with them! They were feasting and rejoicing because the long awaited bridegroom had come. “‘We have found the Messiah (Christ)’ Andrew exclaimed to his brother, Simon Peter’ (John 1:41). ‘When Messiah comes he will tell us all things’ said the Samaritan woman (John 4:25). Matthew was so excited when Jesus called him that he called his friends to come and feast with Jesus. In the OT the Lord is spoken of as a husband of his people Israel. Here were a people who were betrothed to the Lord. Now their beloved had come. The bridegroom had come. This was no time for sorrow or grief. This was a time to rejoice. 
The Jews and others have reason to fast because they live in unbelief. They do not know that God has sent his only begotten Son into this world to take away our sin. They do not believe that the Word became flesh and dwelt among us and that we have seen his glory, the glory of the only begotten of the Father (John 1:14). They have no reason to rejoice, but you who believe have every reason to rejoice. You know that the Saviour of the world has come and has taken away your sin by his death and resurrection.

‘But the days will come’ said Jesus, ‘when the bridegroom will be taken away’ (5:35). Here is the first mention of Jesus’ death, even though it may not be obvious. The word translated ‘taken away’ carries the idea of violence. The disciples did become very sorrowful and full of grief when Jesus was crucified and his body placed in the tomb. But then came the news that he was risen from the dead. He ascended into heaven, but not before promising to send the Holy Spirit, the counsellor and comforter. Jesus did not leave them alone. We have no need to mourn separation from Christ because he is with us by his Spirit. We mourn because of our sin but when we turn to Jesus and confess our sin we are forgiven. We rejoice in the forgiveness of our sin and in God’s presence with us by his Spirit. 

We must ‘reject fasting as a religiously meritorious ceremony bearing a compulsory ceremonial character’. We must not think that by fasting, by cutting ourselves, by waving our arms and screaming that we can force God’s hand in any way. God looks upon the heart. He looks for evidence of a humble and contrite heart and for obedience to his commands. When you pray you should go to a place where you can quietly communicate with God. If fasting assists you in prayer, by all means fast and pray- but do so with humility and not with pride. 

3. New dispensation

Jesus took the opportunity to speak a parable at this time. With two simple illustrations he pointed out that in him a new dispensation had come. ‘Jesus was not simply patching up Judaism. He is teaching something radically new. If the attempt is made to constrict this within the old wineskins of Judaism (e.g. by imposing fasting) the result will be disastrous. When the bridegroom comes he takes his bride away from her home to start a new life with her. When a newly married couple live in the family home it can be disastrous! The Bible says, ‘leave your father and your mother and cleave to your wife’. Disciples of Jesus must leave their old ways. 

Jesus cannot be an addition to your old ways or old religion. Some Hindus take a cross or other icon and add it to the collection of gods they worship. Some Christians start worshipping Jesus but do not leave their old ways. This is often a tendency in some tribal religions- as with polygamy in Africa. Some Christians take Jesus but continue in their old way of thinking and old way of life even in our western societies. The Bible says, ‘if anyone is in Christ he is a new creation; the old had gone and the new has come’ (2Cor 5:17). There must be a radical change in our lives when we enter the kingdom of God. 

Jesus was aware of the pull of the past. He was aware of our reluctance to change. ‘The old is good’ we say of wine and of many things (5:39). Have you seen people sliding back into old ways after setting out on the new path as a believer in Jesus? It is tragic, is it not? It is disastrous. It is like sewing new or unshrunk cloth onto an old garment. It is like putting new wine into old, dry and hard wineskins. The old, inflexible wineskins will soon burst. New wineskins made from soft animal hide must be used for new wine. We must be on the alert and not go back to the old way of works salvation. Is this not what lies behind much of the fasting that we see in the world, and even in the church? People may be impressed by those who make a big thing of fasting, but Jesus wasn’t. It is by grace you are saved though faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God (Eph 2:8).

We must pray, and pray always. By all means fast and pray, but remember the Lord hears your prayers because of Jesus not because of your works or even your sincerity. You are praying to the sovereign Lord of the universe who knows all things, and who has a perfect plan and purpose for you (Rom 12:2). You who believe are his child and he knows what is best for you. You do not have to twist his arm, as it were, to do good things for you.  

What God wants is for you to love him with all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind. What he wants is for you to love your neighbour as yourself. Fasting that God wants is to act justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with your God (Isa 58:6f, Micah 6:8).  

The Sabbath and necessity                                        


Luke 6:1-5

John Murray was born in Scotland but went to the USA in 1924 to study for the ministry. He went on to become a professor of theology at Westminster Seminary where he valiantly upheld and taught Reformed doctrine. He held to the WCF including the teaching about the Lord’s Day. From Genesis chapter 2 Murray understood that in six days God created the universe and on the seventh he rested. God blessed the seventh day and made it holy. ‘Sabbath’ means ‘rest’. Murray wrote, ‘this institution is not the provision of fallen humanity but belongs to man as man. It has behind it the authority, wisdom and goodness of the Almighty Creator’. He quoted from the passage before us- ‘the Son of Man is also Lord of the Sabbath’. 
Murray returned to Scotland in 1927 planning to preach the gospel in the Presbyterian Church that sent him to the USA. However, he was never ordained by this church. They accused him of laxity regarding the Sabbath. Murray had associated with a minister who allowed people to take communion when they had broken the Sabbath by traveling to church on public transport. This particular church had ruled that members who used public transport to get to church ‘ran in systematic disregard of the sacred day’ and should be debarred from attendance at the Lord’s Table’. This was the ruling of a church in the last century.

1. Sabbath law violated

In the first century Jesus was walking through a grain field (wheat or barley) on the Sabbath day- for the Jews this was Saturday. Luke writes that it happened ‘on the second Sabbath after the first’. What he meant by this is not clear but it may be that it was during one of the feasts- Passover or Pentecost most probably. It may have been the second Sabbath associated with the festive season. 

The disciples were with Jesus as he went, and they plucked some heads of grain as they went along. They rubbed these heads in their hands, blew off the chaff, and ate the grain because they were hungry. Jesus did not rebuke them, but the Pharisees did. As always, they were watching, and they protested. ‘Why are you doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath’ they said (6:2). The disciples were guilty of picking fruit, threshing, winnowing and then preparing this food for eating - four Sabbath laws broken in one hit!

The Pharisees were legalists. They believed in righteousness that comes from keeping the law. Paul was a Pharisee who loved righteousness that is in the law. But when he met the risen Jesus he was totally changed. He no longer believed in his ‘own righteousness which is from the law but in that which is though faith in Christ, the righteousness which is from God by faith’ (Phil 3:9).  

Jesus answered the self-righteous Pharisees on behalf of his disciples. He pointed to the Scriptures they thought they were enforcing. ‘Have you not even read’ said Jesus (6: 3)? Legalists are often quite selective in their reading of Scripture. They focus on outward things like food and dress and special days. Already the Pharisees had condemned Jesus’ disciples for eating with tax collectors and sinners. Now they were condemning them for breaking the Sabbath.

2. Law explained

Jesus reminded the Pharisees of what David did when he was hungry. David was the greatest king in the history of Israel. He was also a great man of God. He was greatly honoured by the Jews. ‘But what did he do when he was hungry’ Jesus asked them. He went to the house of God, took and ate of the showbread, and also gave some to those who were with him (6:4). He ate bread that only the priest was allowed to eat. David was running from King Saul at the time. He was hungry, as were his friends. He asked the priest for some food. The priest said the only bread in the place was the showbread. This was bread that was consecrated or made holy as an offering to the Lord and only priests were allowed to eat it. Nevertheless, the priest gave some of this bread to David so he might satisfy his hunger. He needed strength to escape from Saul.

There is no mention that David took this bread on the Sabbath day. What then was the point of Jesus referring to this event? The point was that David did what was unlawful but was not rebuked. He was not condemned back then, nor was he condemned by Jesus recounting the story. David ate consecrated bread because of necessity. He was not overthrowing the ceremonial law any more than Jesus was overthrowing the Sabbath. Basic human need must be taken into account when applying the law.

Jesus nowhere says or even indicates that he was doing away with the Sabbath. Some argue that Jesus reaffirmed all the other commands but not the Sabbath. That is a strange assertion because Jesus kept the Sabbath day holy. He went to the synagogue every Sabbath to join in worship. He reacted to the legalism of the Pharisees again and again but nowhere does he say that the Sabbath is finished. Like all the law, it is fulfilled in him.

The Sabbath is a holy day, a day God set apart as a day of rest, a day to remember our creator. In the NT the church began to meet for worship on Sunday. Christians not only remembered their creator but also their redeemer who rose from the dead on the first day of the week. The Sabbath was meant to be a delight, and it is a delight to those who love the Lord their God with all their heart, all their soul, and all their mind. It is a delight to those who love the Lord Jesus Christ as their redeemer. Those who find the Lord’s Day, and worship on the Lord’s Day boring, need to examine their hearts.

Our Confession, and the confession which John Murray held dearly says, ‘the Sabbath is to be kept holy…in the public and private exercises of his worship and in the duties of necessity and mercy’ (Westminster Confession of Faith 21). This is exactly what Jesus pointed out to the legalistic Jews. When a person is hungry is it not needful to pick fruit and eat it, even on the Sabbath? To pick fruit and sell it is, of course, altogether different. 

A comment and then a question about this teaching.

Firstly, we note that the law that Jesus disciples were breaking was not actually Biblical. The Pharisees had detailed thousands of laws regarding the Sabbath, including laws about reaping, threshing, and winnowing as we have seen (an amount less than the size of a dried fig could be threshed according to their law). We know these men were great hypocrites who not only made the laws but also found ways to get around the law themselves – especially if money was involved. 

Still today we must be alert to those who make Sabbath laws that are not found in the Bible. The command to keep the Sabbath day holy is here in Scripture. It is just as valid today as it was when God gave it. It is just as valid as the other nine commandments. But there is no law about traveling a certain distance, or traveling on a bus or train on Sunday. Why do some think that others, with great effort, should drive all around the city to take them to church so that they do not break the Sabbath by getting a train or bus to go to church?  

The question then arises, ‘what is a work of necessity?’ We must be careful not to go down this track because Jesus didn’t and neither does our Confession. Suffice to say that a true believer knows what is necessary and what is not. A true believer will seek first the kingdom of God, knowing that God is our great provider (Mat 6:33). ‘My God shall supply all your need according to his riches in glory by Christ Jesus’ (Phil 4:13). Those who think they have to work on the Lord’s Day to provide for their needs are not really trusting the Lord. Besides, I have not heard of anyone being sacked because they refused to work on the Lord’s Day. The Lord has given us six days in which to work and just one in which to rest and worship. Why do we feel the need to work on that one special day?  Is it really a necessity?    

3. Lawgiver revealed

Jesus concluded with a powerful proposition. ‘The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath’ (6:5). The Pharisees were acting as if they were lords of the Sabbath. Some people today act as they are lords of the Sabbath. I hope I am not acting as such! Jesus is Lord of the Sabbath. In his gospel Mark tells us that Jesus also said at this time that the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath (Mark 2:27). God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, gave the Sabbath to mankind. The fourth commandment, like the other covenant commands, was given to the chosen people of God for their own good. Obey these and you will live, they were told. (Actually the Sabbath command goes wider than this. It is a creation ordinance or command for all human beings. Six days work and one rest is written into the very fabric of creation).

Do not ignore the Sabbath day. Whoever you are, whether you are Christian or not, you will suffer, and those around you will suffer, if you try working seven days a week. As a believer you will suffer more because you will fail to attend worship. You will not find the rest for your soul that Jesus offers. Your soul will be starved and you will become weak. ‘Do this and you will live’ said the prophets of God’s commands. ‘Those who love me will obey my commands’ said Jesus.

On the other hand do not become a legalist regarding the Sabbath, or any other matter. Beware of making the Lord’s Day a burden for yourself and your family. Beware of sitting at home in the dark all Sunday, afraid to turn on the light because this might be work, or to travel anywhere in case this is work. 

Jesus is Lord of the Sabbath. If you love Jesus and are following him you will delight in this special or holy day that God has given. You will delight in worshipping him and in taking rest on the Lord’s Day.   

The Sabbath and mercy                                        


 Luke 6:6-11

As Jesus and his disciples went through the grain fields on the Sabbath, they picked some heads of grain and ate them. This was an act of necessity. They were hungry. The next incident that Luke records is an act of mercy performed on the Sabbath. So it is that in our Confession (WCF) and the Shorter Catechism (Q60) it is stated:
‘The Sabbath is to be sanctified by a holy resting all that day, even from such worldly employments and recreations as are lawful on other days; and spending the whole time in the public and private exercises of God's worship, except so much as is to be taken up in the works of necessity and mercy.’
1.Synagogue
Luke records what happened on another Sabbath during Jesus’ Galilean ministry- this time in the synagogue. Matthew and Mark record the same incident with additional detail. On this Sabbath Jesus went to the synagogue as was his custom. Jesus was always in church on this holy day. He was there to join with the people of God in worship. He went to teach about the Kingdom of God. 

Let us understand from the outset that Jesus was in the synagogue or church every Sabbath. Nowhere does he say or indicate that the fourth commandment no longer applies. He did not say the seventh day is like every other day. He did not say, ‘if you have work to do, do not worry about coming to church- I understand’. He did not say, ‘if you have a party to go to, do not worry about coming to church – I understand’. Jesus was in church whenever it was open for worship, as all faithful people of God should be. Jesus was in church to worship God. He is the Son of God and he is to be worshipped himself, but in his incarnation Jesus prayed to his Father, read the Bible and worshipped in the synagogue on the Sabbath. 

There were other people in the synagogue that day. Why were they there? The scribes and Pharisee watched him closely (6:7). These teachers of the law were in church for what purpose- to spy on Jesus. They did not come to worship God- they came to find fault with the preacher. They came to find fault with the way worship was being conducted. Was there going to be any breaking of the laws they had laid down regarding the Sabbath day?  

The Pharisees, no doubt, were well dressed and seated in a place of honour in the church. Other people did not know what was going through their minds, but Jesus did. Jesus knew their thoughts (6:8). Did they realize that Jesus knew their thoughts? Do you realize that Jesus knows your thoughts? Jesus knows what you are thinking at this very moment. Is Jesus pleased with your thoughts? You may have come to church worried, anxious or angry. You may have come with thoughts of revenge. Well, it is good that you are here because if you had not come you would still have those thoughts. I trust that as you sing and hear the word of God, and as you call upon the Lord in prayer, your thoughts will become pure. 

Let your thoughts be pure and holy as you worship today. And not only here, but when you go home and when you go out to work this week. Seek the Lord morning and evening. ‘Fix you mind on things above where Christ is seated at the right hand of God’ (Col 3:1,2). ‘Finally brethren, whatever things are  true, whatever things are noble, whatever things are just whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are  of good report… think on these things’ (Phil 4:8). Let each one examine their own heart and not be judging others.  

2.Sabbath 
What was Jesus’ attitude towards the Sabbath, and what was the Pharisees attitude towards the Sabbath? Jesus knew God created the universe in six days and rested on the seventh day- he was there! Jesus knew the commandment given to Moses regarding the Sabbath day- he gave it! Jesus did not come to destroy the Law but to fulfil it (Mat 5:17). God in his grace gave human beings the Sabbath rest. God blessed this day and made it holy. Jesus declared he is Lord of the Sabbath (6:5). Jesus is the focus of the Sabbath.

The Pharisees had the same Bible as Jesus. Why did they have such a different attitude towards the Sabbath? They believed they would be saved by keeping the law. They saw the Bible as a book of laws, and life was all about keeping those laws. Laws, of course, are for lawbreakers (1Tim 1:9). As people think of ways to get around the law, so new laws have to be made- more detailed laws! The Pharisees had hundreds of detailed regulations regarding the Sabbath. These they taught and enforced upon the Jews. 

The law of the Pharisees did, in fact, allow the saving of a life on the Sabbath- both animal and human. Jesus reminded them how they would readily pull their sheep out of a pit on the Sabbath (Mathew 12:11). Can we assume they would do the same for a man also? Jesus was not so sure that they regarded the life of man as much as that of a sheep. For those concerned only about monetary value this may be the case. How did these legalists view a fellow human being? Did they have compassion for their fellow man? Would they lift a man out of a pit on the Sabbath? They may well have stopped to consider if he was in danger of dying. Jesus was angry at their lack of compassion and at their hard hearts (Mark 3:5). He was disgusted at their legalism and lack of compassion.

3.Sick/suffering
In the synagogue that day was a man with a withered hand- Luke tells us it was his right hand (6:6). We usually use the word ‘withered’ with regard to plants. There were a lot of withered plants in the yard during the recent heat wave. In the Greek the word is ‘xeros’ meaning ‘dry’. A xerox machine is a dry copying machine. The man’s hand was withered- we get the picture! He was unable to use his right hand. He was not able to work properly and care for himself and his family. Wherever Jesus went he preached the Kingdom of God. He healed the sick and cast out demons as a sign that the kingdom of God had come. This day was the Sabbath day. Was Jesus going to cease doing good on the Sabbath? Here was Jesus in the synagogue and there was a sick man before him.
Also in the synagogue were some Pharisees. They had their rule book stating what could and could not be done on the Sabbath; most rules were about what could not be done. They apparently judged that this man’s sickness was not life threatening. They would have told this sick man to come back after the Sabbath was over if he wanted help. What would Jesus do? Jesus showed compassion on all who came to him (Mat 9:36). He never turned anyone away. He had already freed a man from demon possession on the Sabbath (4:31f). Would Jesus tell this sick man to come back the next day because of the Pharisee’s rules about the Sabbath?  Would he allow this poor man to suffer another day because it was the Sabbath?

Jesus called the sick man to step forward. Whatever Jesus did he did in the open. Jesus turned to the Pharisees and asked, ‘is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do evil, to save life or destroy it’ (6:9). He did not allow a middle ground or a position of neutrality. To deny this man healing was tantamount to destroying his life. It was one or the other- ‘to give life or to kill’ (Mark 3:4). To say they would do nothing would not answer his question. They had no answer.

Mark tells us that Jesus ‘looked at them with anger, being grieved by the hardness of their hearts’ (Mark 3:5). How could they even think of leaving this man in his misery because of the law- what they claimed was the law of God? Would the God who is ‘gracious and full of compassion, slow to anger and great in mercy’ (Ps 145:8) turn away from one of his children in their time of need? These legalists and hypocrites might do so, but not the Lord, not the Lord of the Sabbath.   

To do good or to do evil- that was the question. Jesus knew the evil intent of their hearts. They cared nothing for this sick man. They had come to the synagogue with evil intentions. They had come to find an accusation against Jesus. How despicable! They were more concerned about the law and their own reputation than this sick man. They went out of the synagogue in a rage, plotting to murder Jesus. 

These men were not the first, nor were they the last, to plot evil on the Lord’s Day, or even in the Lord’s house. They were not the first, nor were they the last, to harm rather than help God’s children because of self-made rules for the Sabbath. 

4.Stretch out your hand
Jesus was not intimidated by these religious leaders. He was disgusted. He turned away from them to look at the man with the withered hand. He said, ‘stretch out your hand’, and he did so (6:10). The man listened to the word of Jesus, the Son of God, rather than the laws of men. ‘Jesus has the power to heal me’ this man would have said. ‘And now he is calling me to stretch out my withered hand’. He did not hold back for a moment. As he stretched it out it was fully restored. 

How happy this man must have been. He would be able to start work the next day. He would be able to provide for himself and his family. For now, however, he would be lifting that hand in praise to God. The whole congregation would be lifting their voices in praise to God. All would have gone home giving glory to God in the highest- all except for the legalists who went home in a rage.

Choosing the Twelve                                       



Luke 6:12-16
In the youth club we are studying the life of Jesus. His ministry in Galilee, which centred on the town of Capernaum, is called the year of popularity. We have seen how popular Jesus was becoming with crowds coming to hear him preach the kingdom of God and see him heal lots of sick people. In our reading today we are told that a great multitude gathered. They came from over 150km to the south and 100km to the north (6:17). It was becoming difficult for Jesus to minister to so many people. 

We have also seen that opposition towards Jesus was on the increase. The Pharisees were watching him and criticizing him for eating with tax collectors and sinners. They became furious when he paid no regard to their Sabbath rules. This group began planning how they might get rid of Jesus.  

1. Pray

With great crowds to deal with, as well as increasing opposition, Jesus went to his Father in prayer. He prayed all night. Did he ask his Father to give him men to help him? We are not told the content of his prayer but when it was day he called his disciples together and chose twelve men to be with him. He wanted these men to be with him that they might share in the ministry. He wanted them to learn from him that he might send them out as his ambassadors. 

Jesus himself was sent into this world by the Father. He is the only begotten Son of the Father doing the will of his Father (John 5:19). There was no other divine son to assist him. ‘How could poor perishable creatures like us bring anything to such a work’ said Calvin. ‘The very angels in paradise would not have sufficed’ he said. None of these men was worthy to be an apostle of God. None came with flash CVs. Jesus would later remind them, ‘you did not choose me but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit’ (John 15:16).   

Jesus had only men, sinful human beings like us, to call upon to assist him in doing the Father’s will on earth. What sort of men did he want? What sort of men did he call? Was it rich and famous leaders of men? Was it educated and learned men?  Were there any such people among the twelve? Jesus needed men who would learn from him and be faithful to him. He needed men who would carry on the work after he was taken away. Already Jesus had spoken of being taken away (5:35). Finding faithful men would be a challenge. Jesus needed to pray.  

Jesus went up on the mountain to be alone with God. He must have been exhausted but he spent the night in prayer. He cried out to his Father in heaven. He was seeking the will of God in this particular matter. So much of the ministry would depend upon the men that he chose. Indeed, these men would become the foundation of the church. This was a very important decision. The choosing of men to lead the church is still a very important decision. It must be done with much prayer. The Lord wants men who will learn from him and who are faithful to him, men to preach the gospel and build up his church in all the world. He does not want men who can find nothing better to do than be a preacher. He does not want men who come with their own agenda for the church. He does not want celebrities or high achievers. He wants men who will learn from the Master, and serve the Father with all faithfulness and fidelity. We must pray as Jesus did, before appointing men to preach and teach the kingdom of God.

2. Appointed

Jesus named the twelve, ‘apostles’ (6: 13). The word ‘apostle’ simply means ‘sent one’. Although he named them apostles they are often referred to in the NT as ‘the twelve’. There is nothing in the Bible to indicate an ongoing apostleship. The word ‘apostle’ can be used with the simple meaning of ‘a person sent out’, but only the twelve mentioned in the Bible were appointed by Jesus. They were ordinary men, fallen human beings, but they were unique in being appointed by Jesus. Jesus appointed the twelve and gave them authority to heal the sick and cast out demons (Mark 3:15). This authority was not given to be passed onto a line of priests, to the Pope in Rome or to humanly appointed apostles today. 

Who did Jesus choose as his apostles? What sort of men did he choose? Why did he choose only males? What did he choose them to do? Why did he choose twelve? Why did he choose a man he knew would betray him? These are questions that arise from this passage and we will try to answer them as we look at this passage. 

After spending the night in prayer Jesus called the disciples to himself. ‘Disciple’ means ‘follower’. Many people were following Jesus at this time, both men and women. Some were more committed that others (John 6:66). Among his first disciples were Peter and his brother Andrew who were fishermen. John and James, the sons of Zebedee, are also mentioned by Luke and other gospel writers as fishermen who left their nets to follow Jesus at the beginning (5:10). We know more about these fishermen than any of the others- with the possible exception of Judas Iscariot. Andrew was a disciple of John the Baptist. He told his brother Peter, ‘we have found the Messiah’. Peter himself was moved to confess his sin before Jesus (5:8).

Peter is named first in all the accounts of the apostles (Matthew, Mark, Luke and Acts). He is the only one whose name was changed by Jesus- from 'Simon' to 'Peter '(Greek) or 'Cephas' (Hebrew). His new name means, ‘piece of rock’. At the beginning he was anything but a rock. He was impetuous and often spoke without thinking of what he was saying. But from the outset Peter took on the role of spokesman for the group. James and John were fiery young men. Jesus actually gave them the name ‘Sons of Thunder’ (Mark 3:17). They wanted Jesus to call down fire from heaven on a village of Samaritans when they did not welcome them.  

In the second group of four, come Phillip and Bartholomew, and Matthew and Thomas. When looking at the four accounts or listings of ‘the twelve’, commentators speak of three groups of four. In all accounts the names in each of these three groups are the same. Matthew, otherwise called Levi, was a tax collector. He was called by Jesus to follow him (5:27). We do not know the profession, or anything else really, of the others in this group- Thomas doubted that Jesus was risen but later confessed Jesus as, ‘my Lord and my God’. In south India there is a strong tradition that Thomas established the church there. 

In the third group of four are, James the son of Alphaeus, and Simon called the Zealot (6:15- Simon the Canaanite in Mark). This is not James the Lord’s brother or the James who wrote the Bible book of that name. He is probably the James whose mother Mary went to the tomb of Jesus (24:10). Among the twelve was a second James, a second Simon and also a second Judas.  The last two named in this list are, Judas the son of James, and Judas Iscariot. The first Judas is called Thaddeus by Mark. He is the Judas who wanted Jesus to show himself to the world (John 14:22).  

Thomas was very different to Peter. One was a pessimist and other an optimist. We might wonder how the tax collector who worked with the Romans got along with the zealot who was violently opposed to the Romans. The twelve were by no means a homogenous group. Some had little in common apart from their love for Jesus. Is this not a picture of the church?

3. Judas Iscariot

Last on the list is ‘Judas Iscariot who became a traitor’ (6:16) or betrayed him (Mark 3:19). Iscariot is understood to be the name of a place in Judea. This means Judas was the only one not from Galilee. Judas was not a nice fellow. He complained about Mary pouring expensive perfume on Jesus feet. Judas became the treasurer of the group and often helped himself to the funds (John 12:6). Maybe this was why he stayed when he could easily have left. Jesus did not compel anyone to stay (John 6:67). Judas stayed with the twelve even as his heart was hardened by sin. He allowed Satan to enter his heart, leading him to the despicable and deadly act of betraying his Master. 

Why did Jesus choose a man who would betray him? From the outset Jesus of course, knew that Judas would betray him. After a night of prayer he chose these men, including Judas Iscariot. These were the men, all twelve, that the Father gave him (John 17:11). They were men given to him out of the world. The world is full of sinners, some predestined to glory and some to damnation. The twelve were men out of the world. Many a time they failed Jesus- Peter denied him and Thomas doubted- but all were redeemed, apart from Judas. 

Jesus did not tell Judas to leave but sat down at the table with him. Judas rejected the grace of Jesus. He chose to deny rather than believe in Jesus. The ‘son of perdition’ was fully responsible for his action and the consequences of that action. Why did Jesus choose Judas? ‘That Scripture might be fulfilled’ said Jesus, referring to Psalm 41:9 (John 13:18, 17:12). Scripture must be fulfilled. It was revealed in the will of God that Jesus be betrayed by one close to him. ‘The shocking tragedy of Judas’ life is proof, not of Jesus' impotence, but of the traitors impenitence! Woe to that man!

We passed over the question of why twelve? We are not told directly, but there is probably a link with the twelve sons of Jacob and the twelve tribes of Israel. The twelve apostles will become the pillars of the new Israel of God. The names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb are on the twelve foundations of the holy city coming down out of heaven from God (Rev 21). 

Jesus chose twelve that they might be with him. Day and night they would be learning from the Master. Jesus sent them out to preach and to heal, just as he was doing (9:1). They continued this ministry after his resurrection and ascension, preaching not only to the Jews but to all the world. Elders later joined the apostles as leaders of the church. Some of the twelve later wrote much the NT. 

The apostles are no longer in this world, but the church they established is. The church continues to be led by men who are called by God, men from all sorts of backgrounds, men who are weak and foolish in the eyes of the world (1Cor 1:27). We pray that these will be men whose focus is upon the Master and who are doing his work with all faithfulness and fidelity. 

The church today will have it traitors. If Jesus chose a traitor for an apostle why should we think the church will be without such men? The world will smear the whole church because of them, but the church of God will go on- it will prevail. We look to Jesus, the head of the church, to send out faithful labourers into the harvest field, men who ‘walk worthy of the calling with which you were called’ (Eph 4:1).       

Blessed are you poor                                         



 Luke 6:17-21

After choosing the twelve, Jesus came down from the mountain and stood on a level place (6:17). The newly appointed twelve came with him. They became his inner circle, men to whom he would give intensive training so they could carry on the ministry. At this ‘level place’ was a large group of disciples and a great multitude of newcomers from Judea and the coastal cities of Tyre and Sidon. They had come with their sick and demon possessed for Jesus to heal. With divine power he healed them all. 

Jesus went on to preach the kingdom of God, firstly to his disciples. The twelve would have been at the head of this group, sitting at the feet of their Master. ‘This is a bit like it was in the days of Moses’, they might have thought, when Moses preached immediately before they entered the land of Canaan. ‘Take heed this day and listen’ said Moses. ‘This day you have become the people of the Lord your God (Deut 27:9). You will be blessed if you obey these commands but cursed if you disobey’. Jesus did not speak of the law but of grace. He told the disciples that the kingdom of God was at hand. He told some that the kingdom of God was theirs. Others would not enter the kingdom of God because they had already received their reward. 

1. Poor

I was surprised to see one commentator call this passage the 'sermon on the mount'. The beatitudes and other teaching here in Luke 6 are similar to the Sermon on the Mount found in Matthew 5-7, but obviously much shorter. This commentator assumed they were different accounts of the same sermon. It is more likely that Jesus spoke similar words on different occasions. Most preachers have cause to deliver the same basic message on different occasions. 

‘Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of God’ (6:20). This is how Jesus began his message to the people gathered on the level place before him. Who were these people? They were men and women who had been following Jesus for some time. They came with their sick and they came to hear Jesus teaching. Matthew was there, a man who had left his lucrative business of tax collecting to follow Jesus. The fishermen who left their nets to follow Jesus were there. Peter would later say to Jesus, ‘Lord, we have left all and followed you’ (18:28). 

These men had turned their backs on the things of the world to follow Jesus. Jesus assured them that ‘no one who leaves home or parents or brothers or wife  or children for the sake of the kingdom of God would not fail to receive much more in this present life, and in the age to come eternal life’ (18:30). The rich young ruler had walked away from Jesus because of his riches. Jesus promised Peter, and those of the same mind, a place in the kingdom of God.

There are those who see these words, ‘blessed are you poor’, as a direct blessing on those who are materially poor. These are those who choose to be poor to get this blessing. They take a vow of poverty, thinking this will bring them favour with God. ‘This is the characteristic Catholic interpretation of this particular statement. Their patron saint is St. Frances of Assisi’ writes Lloyd-Jones. There are some Protestants also who adopt this line of thinking, not for the voluntary poor but for the involuntary poor. They think that the materially poor in Africa or Asia will go to heaven because of their poverty. But poor people are born in sin, like everyone else, and some are very selfish and corrupt. The first thing to understand, according to Calvin is, ‘that it is not simply a matter of being poor or miserable’. ‘There are many who experience poverty without being humbled by it’. This is the key – the humbling experience of poverty.

Has this poverty that Jesus spoke of got anything to do with material poverty or does Jesus simply mean ‘poor in spirit’, as we read in Matthew’s account. What he says here is, ‘blessed are you poor’ and we must not add to, or take away from, these words. The truth is that material poverty is often a humbling experience. 

Because of our pride we become fiercely independent; poverty destroys that independence. Poverty brings us to a position of asking for help from others, from family, from friends or from society. It may bring us to the position of seeking help from Almighty God.  The people gathered before Jesus on the plain were in this position, especially those who were sick and demon possessed, and their families. In desperate need of help, they turned to Jesus. Remember what Jesus said to the Pharisees? It is the sick who need a doctor; those who realize they are sick and need help. Remember the prodigal son. When he was hungry he went to feed pigs for some income. When he was starving he went to his father to ask for mercy. 

‘Our Father in heaven, give us this day our daily bread’. This is what Jesus taught us to pray. But how many today think that God has given them their daily bread; how many even stop to pray before eating a meal. Rich people think they have earned all their money and bought the rich food themselves. They see no need to stop and thank God for it. They know no material poverty and no poverty in spirit. 

The poor are blessed to the extent that they humble themselves and seek Almighty God. They are blessed to the extent that they do become poor in spirit, realising their own weakness and need for help, not only material but spiritual help. They are blessed to the extent that they hear and obey the words of Jesus: ‘Come unto me you who are weary and burdened and I will give you rest’. ‘We must learn’, said Calvin, ‘we must learn that poverty, as our Lord understands the term, must enter within, purging us from all pride and presumption. We must recognise that we are nothing. That person is truly blessed who is poor in their own estimation, who willing abases himself , who sees nothing good in himself, makes no false claims about himself and instead accepts rejection by the world’. 

What radical teaching! Is this not completely contrary to the thinking and teaching of the world today? Is it any wonder that so few are coming to Christ today? Should we be praying for poverty in our own life and in our society? Will people in their material poverty humble themselves and become poor in spirit? This is the great challenge of the gospel today. Is there any hope for the rich? Jesus has a word for them later in this sermon, and it is a harsh word. But those few rich people who do humble themselves, and cease trusting in their riches, those few rich people who do become poor in spirit will share in this blessing of Jesus.

The disciples came to hear Jesus preach and to have him heal the sick. They came pleading for Jesus to help them. ‘Lord, have mercy on me!’ they said. This is what poverty in spirit means. It means to cry out, ‘Lord have mercy on me a sinner'. Did Jesus ever turn away from such a cry? No! He said, ‘your sins are forgiven. Go in peace’. Remember what Jesus said about little children? ‘Unless you become like little children you will be no means enter the kingdom of heaven’ (Mat 18:3). Little children are not filled with pride, thinking they can manage to live by means of their own wealth and wisdom. They cry out, ‘Daddy, Father help me', and the loving father turns to them to help. 

‘For yours is the kingdom of God’ (6:20). For anyone to enter the kingdom of God they must humble themselves before the Lord Jesus Christ. ‘Humble yourselves before the Lord and he will lift you up’ (James 4:10). We must know poverty in spirit. We must know that we are in a deep pit; we are in the miry clay or quicksand and need One to lift us out. We must call upon the Lord because he is the only one who can save us. Jesus told his disciples who were poor, and poor in spirit, that this kingdom was theirs now. They did not have to wait any longer. It was theirs now. When Jesus forgave the paralytic his sins, he entered the kingdom of God. It is our sin that keeps us out of this kingdom. The moment you confess your sin, and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, you enter this glorious kingdom and remain there for ever. 

2. Hunger

‘Blessed are you who hunger now’ (6: 21). Matthew writes, ‘blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness’ (Mat 5; 6). Hunger is really a subset of poverty. It refers to intense poverty, like that of the prodigal son. Millions in the world today go to bed hungry. They may only have one meal a day – not because they are on a diet but because there is no food to eat. Some of the disciples Jesus was teaching were hungry. Maybe they had not had breakfast, or dinner before that. Remember another time when they came to listen to Jesus and the disciples got concerned about food for the multitude. That day some believed in Jesus and their souls were filled with bread from heaven. Jesus not only satisfied their physical hunger but their spiritual hunger also. A hunger and thirst for righteousness is what Jesus looked for. Some whom he fed from the five loaves and two fish came back for more material bread. Others believed him when he said, ‘I am the bread of life sent down from heaven; he who comes to me will never hunger’ (John 6:35). 

What is righteousness? ‘It is nothing but a longing to be positively holy’ writes Lloyd -Jones. God is holy and we must hunger for holiness that is from God. We must hate sin and flee from sin in all its forms. We must seek truth and righteousness that are in Jesus Christ. 

Lazarus was a poor man who longed to eat crumbs that fell from the rich man’s table (16:21). The rich man fared sumptuously every day. He took no notice of the poor man. This is a picture of unrighteousness, of disobedience to the commands of God. This is a lack of compassion when God is full of compassion. We know the respective destiny of the rich man and the poor man in this story. Who was filled or blessed in the end? 

3. Weep

‘Blessed are you who weep now, for you shall laugh’ (6:21). ‘This cannot mean those who cherish some personal grief, but will refer to people who are sensitive to evil, to the world’s rebellion against God and the world’s suffering in consequence’. We hunger for righteousness in the midst of so much unrighteousness in the world- and in our own lives. Blessed are those who weep now, who weep over their own sin and the wickedness of others in the world. Jesus wept over Jerusalem. Why? Because he had come to give them light and life, but they rejected him. Jesus knew the consequences of that rejection. He wept because the people of that city had no peace and would soon be destroyed. Hundreds of years before Jesus, Ezekiel was told to go to that city and mark the people who sighed and cried over the abominations in that city (Ezek 9:4). Destruction was about to come to the city, and those who did not have this mark of weeping would be destroyed.

Do you weep over this city with all its evil? Do you weep over your own sin? ‘Blessed are you who weep now’ says Jesus, ‘for you shall laugh’. Those who weep over sin will not be destroyed when Jesus comes as judge. ‘Rejoice in the Lord’ said the apostle Paul. He was the chief of sinners, but he repented and was forgiven. He wept over sin in his own life and in the lives of others. Godly sorrow produces repentance leading to salvation (2Cor 7:10). Paul rejoiced that the kingdom of God has come, and he would soon meet the King. 

Shame for His name                                        



 Luke 6:22-23

‘Jesus promised his followers that they would be absurdly happy but also that they would never be out of trouble’. This quote makes clear the paradox of the Christian life. Many think that as Christians they should have a trouble free life. They think that God should give them everything they want, and that because they are honest and loving everyone will love them in return. 

But this was not the life Jesus promised his disciples. It is far from the life that Jesus experienced in this world. Jesus told his disciples that he had chosen them out of the world, and they were not of this world. For this reason the world would hate them just as it hated him. For this reason they would be persecuted, just as Jesus was persecuted (John 15:19,20). If Jesus had trouble in this world, all who truly follow him will also have trouble. 

Jesus said, ‘the Son of Man has no place to lay his head’ (9:58). Jesus did not belong to this world. Though without sin, Jesus was persecuted in this world because this world is a fallen world. ‘In this world you will have tribulation’ he told his disciples. ‘But be of good cheer, I have overcome the world’ he concluded (John 16:33). Absurdly happy in the midst of poverty and persecution. This is the life Jesus promises.   

1. Rejected and reviled

‘Blessed are you when men hate you, when they exclude you, and insult you, and reject your name as evil for the Son of Man’s sake’ (6:22). This does not sound like a very happy life does it? To be ostracized, hated and insulted sounds a bit like being bullied in the schoolyard. The problem of bullying seems greater today than ever before. 
Nowadays we have cyber bullying, with rude and offensive words being sent through mobile phones and computers. How can young people do this? Society told their parents their child was born perfect and that they should let him/her be themselves. These parents, who thought their child was a ‘perfect little darling’, suddenly find their child telling lies and using offensive words. There was a saying, ‘sticks and stones will break my bones but names will never hurt me’. It is no longer p.c. but there was some truth in this saying. Names do hurt of course, but only as far as we allow them to hurt. The Bible says, ‘I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me’ (Phil 4:13). Paul wrote these words while he was in prison awaiting trial. Even his friends had deserted him. It is possible to rejoice in the Lord always. 

What does it mean to be persecuted? Some children, and adults also, are hated and reviled because of bad things they have done. Some Christians are hated and reviled because of bad things they have done. Lloyd- Jones reminds us that Jesus did not say, ‘blessed are those who are persecuted because they are objectionable’, or 'blessed are those who are persecuted as Christians because they are seriously lacking in wisdom, and are really foolish and unwise in what they regard as testimony’. Some Christians make a nuisance of themselves by being over-zealous. They may even be persecuting their pagan neighbour by their behaviour. Some people want to be martyrs. Jesus is not speaking to such people in this verse. Nor is he speaking to people who get into trouble for doing wrong. ‘Let none of you suffer as a murderer, a thief, an evildoer or as a busybody in other peoples matters’ (1Peter 4:15). A busy body! A meddler! Are you being persecuted, not because of your faith in Jesus but because you are a meddler? 

Lloyd-Jones also warns about mixing politics and religion. If we do so, ‘we must not be surprised if we receive persecution’ he writes. There may be Christians in prison and even being killed in the Middle East uprising at present. They want democracy and have every right to seek this, but are not suffering for their faith specifically. For those who were attacked while worshipping in church it is a different matter. You may know Christians who are active in politics. You may be active yourself in lobbying for good and moral causes. You may get insulted for doing so, but is this the persecution Jesus is talking about? Is this suffering for the name of Christ? We must be discerning and carefully distinguish between political matters and spiritual principles. 

We look to Jesus and his life. His persecution had nothing to do with politics -even though some today claim he was a revolutionary. We can also look at Daniel. Did he suffer for his political stand? When the law prohibiting prayer to any man or god other than Darius was declared, Daniel did as he always did. He went home and prayed to his God. He was thrown into the lion’s den because of his faith and worship. Peter and John likewise were beaten and thrown into prison because they healed a man and preached the gospel of Jesus Christ. They rejoiced at being counted worthy to suffer shame for his name (Acts 5:41). 

Not all persecution comes from unbelievers or from the pagan world. History shows that most persecution of believers comes from within the church. Think of the Reformation and the inquisition. Think of the Puritans and the way they were persecuted -not by the world but by the church. ‘Formal Christianity is often the greatest enemy of the pure faith’ (MLJ).  

Jesus spoke of the fathers persecuting the prophets (6:23). Who persecuted Elijah? Who persecuted Jeremiah? The Jewish leaders! It was the formal church as it were, the church that had strayed from the truth. False prophets were never persecuted -they were praised by the formalists and legalists. Who persecuted Jesus Christ? It was the same formalists and legalists. It was not Gentile unbelievers who were after Jesus -it was the legalistic Pharisees. Have you suffered persecution for your faith in Jesus; for your adherence to the true faith? If so, was it persecution from within the church? 

2. Rejoice

What is your response to being insulted or hated? Do you retaliate and give back as good as you get? Do you resent the insult and the person or persons who insulted you? Do you bear a grudge against them? Do you become depressed and withdraw? Some people stop coming to church if they are insulted. Others become stoical and hardened. Jesus clearly tells us we are not to retaliate. We are not to curse those who curse us. We are to do good to those who hate us (6:27). He does not want us withdrawing or cutting ourselves off from the church or society either. In fact he says, ‘rejoice in that day and leap for joy!’ (6:23). But how can I do this you ask? How can I leap for joy when I am hated and insulted? Remember, we are talking about persecution for the name of Jesus not because you have been foolish. We are talking about suffering as an ambassador for Jesus; suffering insults because you are His representative. The insults are actually aimed at your King, namely Jesus. 

The apostles rejoiced that they were counted worthy to suffer shame for his name (Acts 5:41). They rejoiced because this was confirmation that they belonged to Jesus. If you suffer for the name of Jesus it means you belong to him. This is not seeking martyrdom but it is a proof of your faith. The apostle Paul was in prison for preaching the truth that Jesus Christ died and rose again. He rejoiced because his suffering was evidence that his message was heard and understood. The world does not like to hear the truth. People get upset when they are told they are sinners before Almighty God, and that they will go to Hell if they do not repent and believe in Jesus. They block their ears and turn upon the preacher of righteousness.  

3. Reward in heaven

Jesus promised everyone who has left home, parents, or brothers for the sake of the kingdom of God that they would receive ‘eternal life in the age to come’ (18:29). He promised everyone who was persecuted because of their faith in him a reward in heaven -a great reward (6:23). What Jesus says about persecution is in the context of a beatitude or blessing. Here he spells out this blessing. He tells of a great reward in heaven. He has made clear that persecution is something a believer must expect. And it is something a believer must accept. We must accept it with rejoicing, not with resentment. We can do this if we focus on the Lord and on our home in heaven.

Do you ever think about heaven? If you are not sure about going there you will not find any comfort in such thoughts. You can be sure, and must be sure, about your destiny if you are to rejoice in suffering. Jesus said, ‘I go and prepare a place for you’ (John 14:2). Paul writes, ‘our citizenship is in heaven from which we eagerly await the Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ (Phil 3:20). Paul desired to be with Christ ‘which is far better’ (Phil 1:23). Did he express any uncertainty about his destiny? Jesus knew where he came from and where he was going. With this knowledge he approached the suffering of the Cross (John 13:3). Paul knew who he was, where he was going and what awaited him when he got there. He desired to depart and be with Christ. 

Is this the focus of Christians today? Many seem to be focused on the things of this world. They want Jesus to come and give them a happy life here. To be happy they need a big house, big TV, new car, etc. Paul wanted to go to where Christ now is. There is a fundamental difference here? What is your desire? Your focus will determine the way you respond to suffering and persecution.

What is the nature of the reward that Jesus promises those who are persecuted because of his name? Firstly, it is in heaven. Some start to speculate about what they will find in heaven. With our earthly minds we cannot begin to comprehend the glory of heaven. We will always come up short. Paul focused on the one thing he was sure about with regard to heaven. Christ is there! He desired to depart and be with Christ. Can there be any greater reward!          

Rich and popular                                       


   Luke 6:24-26

Jack Whittaker woke up one morning in 2002 to the news that he had won $315m in the jackpot lottery. He was a very happy man. He had no way of knowing that he was embarking on a journey that would lead to tragedy and the loss of everything he held dear (ABC news report). His story is not unusual, with one third of all lottery winners ending up worse off that they were before. 

Here is what happened to Jack. People came from everywhere for a handout. He had lots of friends for a while. He found that people started suing him in the courts and his business went broke. He began to drink; he drank too much. After a while he had no friends and became very lonely. Worst of all, he showered gifts on his 17yr old granddaughter- new dresses, new car- whatever she wanted. She got in with the wrong crowd, started taking drugs and two years later was dead. Jack cursed the day he won the lottery.

It is not just lottery winners who get deceived by riches. Those who inherit wealth often lose their money and destroy their lives in the process. The prodigal son that Jesus spoke of is a prime example. And it is not just those who win or inherit riches. There are those who attend wealth creation seminars in order to make good investments. They get so wrapped up in making money that they have no time for other things- more important things in life. We have seen many such people come to grief in recent years. And there are others in our society who are so intent on getting rich that they work day and night, to the detriment of their health and their personal relationships. ‘The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil’ warns the apostle Paul (1Tim 6:10).
1. Alas you rich

If you have read the book of Proverbs you will know it contains many wise sayings about riches. Years ago, in an attempt to understand this part of the Bible, I labelled the proverbs as being about laziness, finances, poverty and women... many fell into these categories. For example, in chapter 11 we read:
Wealth is worthless on the day of wrath (vs4)

People curse the man who hoards grain (vs26)

Whosoever trusts in his riches will fall (vs. 28)

Alas to those who do not pay heed to this wisdom? ‘Alas/woe to you who are rich’ said Jesus (6:24). Most of his disciples were poor but among them, or among the multitude that came to him from the trading cities to the north and even from Jerusalem, were rich people. The sermon on the mount does not have these ‘woes’ as such, but Matthew does record positive statements like, ‘lay up your treasures in heaven where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where you treasure is, there you heart will be also’ (Mat 6:20,21). 

We may be able to buy our way out of trouble in this world, but in the next money will be of no help whatsoever. Wealth is worthless on the day of wrath- it is of no value in the Day of Judgment. No one will buy their way into heaven or out of hell. Money will be of no value in either place. Why then do so many put their hope in money. It can only be a blindness inflicted by Satan. Jesus knew what he was talking about here because he had been tempted by Satan with worldly treasures and fame.

Alas you who are rich, for you have been comforted. This is not a direct curse but a solemn warning. Riches so easily become a curse because when we are seeking after riches we are not seeking after God. When we buy the comforts of this world we miss out on the gifts that God has for us. When our hands are filled with the treasures of this world there is no room for the treasures of heaven. When our lives are filled with the things of this world there is no room for the things of heaven. 

Jesus saw the curse of riches time and again. One of the saddest moments in his life was when a young man turned away from him because of his riches. This fellow came seeking eternal life. It was his wealth that kept him from entering the kingdom of God. Is money keeping people from entering the kingdom of God today? Of course it is- but many are blind to this reality. They are not even seeking to enter the kingdom of God.

If Jesus walked on the earth today, would people stop to ask him, ‘what must I do to inherit eternal life’? The teaching of evolution and eastern religions has brainwashed our generation. People believe that we have evolved from apes and that we will die just like these creatures. Others think they will be reincarnated, or maybe go to live on another planet after they die. Jesus speaks to us today just as he did 2000 years ago. We have his word here in the Bible. ‘Alas you who are rich’.

But what about Abraham you ask- he was a rich man and he was blessed by God. Abraham was very rich with livestock, silver and gold (Gen 13:2). But he lived in a tent all his life. Besides, when God tested him he did not fail the test. Job was a rich man also. God tested Job by taking away all that he had. Moses was prince of Egypt. He was rich and powerful but he ‘regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as greater riches than the treasures of Egypt, for he looked to the reward in heaven’ (Heb 11:26).

2. Alas you gluttons and party goers

‘Alas you who are full, for you shall hunger

Alas you who laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep’ (6:25).

These woes come as opposites to the blessings just declared by Jesus. He declared a blessing to those who hunger now (6:21). To those who are full now he declares a curse. In fact they will come to experience hunger, if not in this world then in the next. The focus is probably on the latter, as we see in the story of the rich man and Lazarus.

Those who laugh now will find themselves weeping one day. This laughter refers to a shallow merriment. It refers to the attitude of, ‘eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die’. It refers those whose laughter comes from going to one party after another, to those who live for the next party. Jesus often spoke of the destiny of the wicked as the place of weeping and gnashing of teeth.

A certain rich man lived in luxury every day (16:19). At his front gate sat a starving beggar called Lazarus. This story vividly pictures what Jesus is teaching in this sermon. The rich man sat down to a sumptuous feast every day and ate till he was as full as a tick. He probably had his friends over every weekend and brought out the finest wine from his cellar. He enjoyed life to the full. 

Was there anything wrong with what he was doing? Food and drink is not evil in itself, but if this was all he was living for then yes, he was doing wrong. ‘The kingdom of God is not about eating and drinking, but about righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit’ (Rom 14:17). Many would disagree. Such a proposition would be outrageous to many in our city today. Why? Because they live for such things! Listen to them when they come back to work after the weekend. All they can talk about is the parties they went to, and how they had lots to drink – often too much. Some cannot wait till the weekend – they have to party during the week also. 

The rich man lived the good life. He never did any harm. But see what happened when he died. The message of this story is very solemn. He died and was buried- and he was in torment in Hell (16:23). There was no more feasting and no more laughter for this man. He was mourning and weeping, just as Jesus said in this sermon.

3. Alas you popular people

If you went into a school and asked the students what they wanted most in life, what answers would you get? Two things would be high on the list. What would these be? They would want to be rich or famous, or both. We live in a celebrity culture. People will do anything to get their face on TV, or their body on the cover of a magazine. Famous sports people are coming out of retirement. Why? Because they miss the limelight. Fame is the aim of many people today. In order to get that fame they will do foolish things and sometimes destroy their lives – like young girls with football stars, and those who take performance enhancing drugs.

‘Alas when all men speak well of you’ said Jesus (6:26). To be popular with the crowd is so important, especially to young people. To some extent we all like to be popular. It is part of our ego or pride. But beware of letting that ego control your life. Beware of letting popularity direct your life. In this age of self-esteem it is very easy to become dependent on the praises of people around us. The number of contacts you have on Facebook or twitter seems to be the latest ego booster- I have thirty six people waiting for me to go on Facebook if that means anything to you! 

There is nothing wrong with being liked by other people. Samuel grew in stature and in favour both with the Lord and with men. The same is written about Jesus. We must maintain a good testimony with outsiders. But seeking to be popular will lead you to compromise and sacrificing your principles. Why? Because this world is a fallen world. If you hold to the principles of truth and righteousness sinners will not like you. Popular people go along with the world. This world is sinful, and also fickle. Celebrity status is often short lived. ‘Stars’ often die as lonely and sad individuals.

Jesus referred to the fathers speaking well of the false prophets (6:26). They persecuted the true prophets but praised the false prophets. False prophets told the people what they wanted to hear. Sadly, it is the same today. There are preachers who tell the people what they want to hear. People do not want to hear about sin and the judgment of God, so these topics are carefully avoided in some mega churches. In fact, some do not want to hear much at all from the Bible- or from the preacher. They just want to be entertained with music and songs.

Bishop Ryle wrote, 'Few of our Lord’s sayings are more flatly contradictory to the common opinion of both the church and the world than this. What is more common in the world than the love of everyone’s praise? What is more frequent in the church than to hear it said in commendation of a minister that ‘everyone likes him’. It seems to be entirely forgotten that to be liked and approved by everybody is to be of the number of those to whom Jesus says, ‘woe unto you’. To be universally popular is a most unsatisfactory symptom, and one of which a minister of Christ should always be afraid’. What sort of minister of Christ are you?

Love your enemies                                      


     Luke 6:27-36

A popular sportsman has been charged with assault. According to reports, he hit a man, knocking him to the ground. He did this because the man was racially vilifying him. The radio host was surprised to find how many listeners tried to justify this man’s violence. ‘But surely a violent response is always wrong’ the radio man kept saying. No! they shouted. This man was simply responding to persistent heckling. Under the new ethic the degree of provocation and the nature of the provocation are taken into account. Nothing is absolute.

This ethic is not new of course. It came into the world along with sin. Cain got angry with his brother and murdered him. This ethic is becoming popular in our society. Many parents tell their children to 'give as good as they get'. Parents encourage their child to hit back harder and not be pushed around. While schools are trying to clamp down on bullying, many parents are encouraging their children to be violent. The children often see plenty of this in the home anyway. What a change there has been since the days when children were sent to Sunday school to hear what Jesus says.

1. Who to love

‘But I say to you who hear: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you and pray for those who mistreat you. To him who strikes you on one cheek offer the other’ (6:27-29). Imagine such words written in football dressing rooms. Imagine such words written on every school playground in our land. Schools and homes would be much happier places for everybody. 

Jesus was confronted by men not unlike those we have been talking about. The Jews taught and practiced ‘love your neighbour but hate your enemy’ (Mat 5:43). They did not get this from the Bible. It came from their own sinful hearts. Their love depended on race and religion. They loved Jews but hated Gentiles. They also hated Jews who disagreed with them, Jesus being the prime example. They were proud people, as all sinners are. They would retaliate and take revenge at every opportunity. We still see this principle practiced in the Middle East today. 

Jesus taught a radically new ethic to those who would hear. He was speaking to the crowd who came from hundreds of kms away. He was speaking to Jew and Gentile. His words are for all who will listen, not just for Jews or Christians. The commands that God gave through Moses, as summarised by Jesus, are firstly: you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul and with all your mind. And secondly: you shall love your neighbour as yourself (Mat 22:37-39). We will return to these commands later, but for now the question is, ‘who is my neighbour?’ Who is the person I am to love in order to obey this command. 

Jesus was asked this very question. A man was trying to justify himself- for what we are not told. Using the power of a parable, Jesus explained ‘who is my neighbour’. In fact, in the parable it was the victim’s enemy who helped him. It was a Samaritan, a half Gentile, who helped the Jew who had been bashed and robbed. He helped him as he would a friend. Was there any more that the Samaritan could have done for this man? The teaching of Jesus in this sermon is exactly the same as his teaching in the parable. ‘Love your enemies and do good to those who hate you’. In other words, do not regard anyone as an enemy. ‘In as much as it depends on you, live peaceably with all men’- of whatever background, race or religion (Rom 12:18).  

Love for your enemy is an ethic that is taught in the OT. In Proverbs 25:21 we read, ‘if your enemy is hungry feed him, if he is thirsty give him water to drink’. Another piece of wisdom from the Proverbs says, ‘a soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger’ (Prov 15:1). How blessed you are if you grew up hearing such wisdom. This is wisdom from God, not the wisdom of man. Are you blessing others by living according to this wisdom and teaching it to your children?  

2. How to love

‘Love your enemies’. There are different words for love in the Greek language. There is a word for brotherly love. That is not what Jesus uses. The word here is 'agape' or unselfish love. It is the same word used to describe God’s love for us. The love which Jesus speaks of is positive love. 
You must refrain from retaliation and from seeking revenge upon those who hate you. The wisdom of the Jews was like this. Hillel, a renowned Jewish teacher said, ‘what is hateful to you, do not to your neighbour: that is the whole Torah’. In other words, ‘do not do to others what you don’t want them to do to you’. It is important to remember that others feel as you do. But Jesus puts this Jewish wisdom into a positive form. He said, ‘just as you want men to do to you, you also do to them likewise’ (6:31). This is the so called golden rule, ‘do to others as you want them to do to you’. Do you have this rule written where your children can see it? While it is good to refrain from retaliation, it is better to act positively. 

‘Love your enemy’ and ‘do good to those who hate you’ are positive commands. Jesus called upon those listening, those with ears to hear, to overcome evil with good. Feed your enemy, give to your enemy what he wants, speak gently to him/her, and help them as you are able. This is radical teaching, but it works. Are you ready to try it out?

‘Pray for those who mistreat you’ (6:28). In my first job I came across a most unpleasant man. He was abusive and seemed intent on making my life difficult. He seemed to hate me. I dreaded having anything to do with this man. But I had to work with him. I decided to pray about the situation and to pray for this man. I found my interactions with him less unpleasant. His attitude towards me also seemed to change. I kept on praying for him.  

Jesus said, ‘pray for those who mistreat you’. He said, ‘do good to those who hate you’. I don’t remember doing any particular good to this man. What could I have done? When he was sick I could have visited him. When I was having friends over for a BBQ I could have invited him also. I might have invited his children over to play. That was a long time ago. But maybe you are in a similar situation today? Are you praying for those who mistreat you? Are you thinking of good things you might do to those who hate you?  

Turn the other cheek. Give to everyone who takes from you or asks for things from you- and do not ask for things back (6:30). ‘This is going too far’ you might be saying; but it is what Jesus said. This is not sentimental love. This is radical love. This is powerful love. After all, what is the value of a coat compared to the value of a relationship and the value of another soul? It is tragic to see marriages fall apart for the sake of an expensive dress or a new lounge. It is tragic to see men and women leave the church over trivial, material matters. Let you adversary take whatever it is they want for the sake of peace, and for the progress of the kingdom of God. 

Jesus is not, of course, advocating wholesale robbery and anarchy. He is not saying that evil doers should not be held accountable. We must not take these verses out of context. Jesus is talking about attitudes and behaviour in personal relationships. Evildoers must be brought to justice under the law for their own good, for the good of society, and for the glory of God. But there is no place for retaliation or revenge. Judgment must be impartial and not metered out by the victim. 

3. Why to love

But if you love those who love you, what credit is that to you. Even sinners love those who love them (6:32). Jesus went on to contrast what he was saying with what the world says. Even pagans do good to those who do good to them. Even pagans lend to those from whom they expect the loan returned. 

As Christians we are sometimes put to shame by the readiness of others to help. Often this readiness, however, is related to some form of repayment in the future. It is not unusual to hear, ‘Oh, but I helped you when you were in need and now I want something in return’. Such an attitude is common among sinners, according to Jesus. It is certainly common among politicians. Another common attitude among sinners is that their good works will get them into heaven. Such love and good works do not generally have the character humiliation and selflessness inherent in what Jesus commands.

The other day I was in a church and on the front wall words from the Bible were written. On the wall was written, ‘Jesus said: Love one another’. That was it. That was all. A person off the street would not be offended by these words. Mohandas Ghandi loved the Sermon on the Mount. He would have been very happy with these words- ‘love one another’. He was a Hindu. He knew they were words of Jesus but did not want to know about the Cross of Jesus. He believed he could practice this teaching without Christ. Is this possible? No! Jesus said, ‘Love one another as I have loved you’ (John 13:14). Here in this sermon he said, ‘be merciful as your Father also is merciful’ (6:36). Jesus points to the standard of love, and also the source of the love we are to demonstrate towards our enemies. We cannot do this without Jesus.

There are two sections to the law and we must take heed to both. We cannot simply say, ‘love your neighbour’ as Ghandi and many others accept as a good ethic. In fact the command is, ‘love your neighbour as yourself’. And further, this is the second of two commands. The first is love for God.  We cannot take the second without the first, and nor can we take the first without the second. He who loves God must love his brother also (1John 4:21) - and love his enemy also, according to Jesus.  

Loving your enemy depends upon prayer. It depends upon you having new life in Jesus Christ. It depends upon you knowing where you have come from and where you are going. It depends upon you being a child of God, and as such being like God in blessing those who are wicked, unthankful and downright horrible towards you. God makes his sun to rise and his rain to fall on saint and sinner alike (Mat 5:45). 

Knowing God is merciful and gracious, and that he forgives your sin, you should forgive others. You will know that in the grace of God you have a glorious inheritance in eternity. Your reward will be great (6:35). What greater reward can you have than to belong to God, and be a citizen of heaven?

Do not judge                                         




Luke 6:37-42

The children were playing a game with a ball. They were taking turns at who would throw the ball- or were supposed to be taking turns. Girl A told girl B to give the ball to the little girl C because it was her turn; but there was no response. A few minutes later girl A got the ball herself. It was the little girls turn again but to my amazement girl A did not give her the ball but threw it herself. She refused to do the very thing she had told the other girl to do moments before. The rules it appeared were different now that she had the ball. Why was I amazed? We all tend to have one set of rules for ourselves and a different set for others. 

1. Irresistible

From a very young age we become acutely aware of what is fair. One of the first words a child learns is, No! One of the first phrases they learn is, ‘it’s not fair’. If they see their friend getting a bigger piece of cake they complain- ‘it’s not fair, he’s got a bigger piece than me’. Every child has a sense of justice. The trouble is, this sense of justice is warped. It is warped by the child’s own view of themselves; or more bluntly put, by the child’s sin. Their sense of justice is not so acute when they get the biggest piece of cake. We talk about children not because this behaviour is only seen in children. It starts when we are young and continues all the days of our life. Jesus was not just speaking to children when he said, ‘do not judge and do not condemn’ (7:37). The propensity to judge others, and condemn others, seems to be irresistible.

Jesus would soon see his carefully chosen disciples in judgment mode. On more than one occasion they got into an argument about who was the greatest. One of them saw the other getting more than he was in terms of advancement in the group. James and John, men who were in the inner circle, were quick to judge. When the Samaritans did not accept them they immediately judged them. They wanted to call down fire from heaven in judgement upon these villagers. 

In Romans chapter 2 Paul speaks about the judgment of God. The Jews had the written law and would be judged according to this law. But what about those who did not have the law? The apostle reminds such people of how they are always ready to judge others. ‘Whoever you are who judge others’ (Rom 2:1). Every human being is like this. We all make judgments about other people, even if we do not voice those judgments. In our minds we condemn others, especially for things they have done to us. We might make our judgment known to others- in what is called gossip. ‘Do you know what so and so did to me the other day?’ On occasions we actually tell the person directly what wrong they have done. Depending on our attitude, and our readiness to forgive, this may or may not result in reconciliation. 

‘Do not judge. Do not condemn’. This is what Jesus preached. We have just come through an election campaign. One of the tactics used in campaigning is to malign the other party. They call it digging up dirt and throwing it at the other person. Politicians resort to the tactic of personally condemning their opponent. It is a tactic sometimes seen in the church. Sadly, it is a tactic we are all tempted to use from time to time. We are quick to find fault and quick to condemn, whereas we should be slow to do such things. Do not judge but forgive one another- as you have been forgiven by Jesus. ‘Forgive and you will be forgiven’ does not mean that we can earn forgiveness from God. It means that we are open to receive the grace of God. If we do not forgive we are not open to his grace. 

In saying, ‘do not judge’ Jesus was speaking to individuals about personal relationships. He was not ruling out a place for discipline within the church or in society. Evildoers must be brought to justice in courts established for judgment. It is not for the individual to judge his neighbour. We do not like being judged so let us refrain from judging others. Do to others as you would have them do to you. 

In one church there was a man who went around telling everyone the wrong they had done. I was not told of the measure that he used for judging- we will come to the matter of measures shortly. This story is interesting because what happened was that one day someone took this man aside and told him of wrong things he had done. The man was deeply offended and never came back to that church. He probably went to another church to continue in his judgmental attitude. 

2. Impossible

For sinful, self-centred hearts, judging others is not only irresistible, it is also impossible- impossible to judge justly that is. Jesus used a short parable, and a somewhat longer metaphor, to make this point. Why is it impossible for us to judge justly in personal relationships? Because we are not omniscient or all knowing. We do not have all the necessary information. It is often said that we have only heard one side of story. We never have all the information necessary for totally just judgments. We cannot look into people’s hearts. Our judgment will always be clouded by this human inadequacy. We cannot see clearly. ‘Can the blind lead the blind?’ said Jesus (6:39). A disciple is not above his teacher. The best of human teachers are still imperfect. Some people think their politician will somehow save them but they are people just like us. Some people think their minister can somehow save them but they are people just like us.

Jesus was probably referring to the Pharisees when he spoke about the blind leading the blind. These learned religious leaders were influential and powerful, not only in teaching the law but also in making judgments. One day they caught a woman in the act of adultery. They dragged her off to Jesus saying she must be condemned and stoned. ‘Judge her’ they demanded. Jesus said, ‘let he who is without sin cast the first stone’ (John 8:7). They were all condemned by Jesus. He knew their hearts and their evil motives. Jesus also knew the heart of the woman. With Jesus, mercy triumphs over judgment. 

The Pharisees were blind guides. Those who followed them and their teaching would come to grief along with them (6:39). Judgment without mercy will be shown to those who show no mercy themselves (James 2:13). A judgmental attitude is the opposite of a gracious and loving attitude. We must take Jesus as our teacher and learn that mercy triumphs over judgment. Sinful human hearts not only lack knowledge; they are also biased. It is impossible for us to judge impartially at the personal level. We may think that as believers we can be impartial, but is this true?

On the entrance exam for the police force is the question, ‘what will you do when you pull over a speeding driver and find that it is your brother driving?’ ‘I will book him like any other driver’ the young recruit said. No. That was not the correct answer. He was told he must immediately call another officer to come and deal with the case. This sounds extreme. You will say, 'but I can be impartial'. But can you really? My children often complained that their Sunday school teacher was particularly harsh with them. Their mother, who was the teacher, said she was just trying to avoid being partial.

The speck in your brother's eye and the log in your own eye is a widely known saying of Jesus. Widely heard but not so widely heeded. We never have difficulty seeing the faults of others, but when it comes to our own faults we suddenly become blind. When we judge others we are hypocrites because of this blindness. ‘Firstly remove the log from your own eye’ said Jesus, ‘so you will be able to see the tiny speck in your brothers eye’ (6:42). 

In other places this wisdom is spoken of in terms of looking into a mirror. A man observes his face in a mirror then promptly forgets what he saw. This is how James describes a person who hears the word but fails to do what they hear. Without a mirror we cannot see our own face. But we can see others and we are ready to make judgments on how others look.

‘Look into the mirror’ Jesus might have said. See the log in your own eye and do something about that before you start looking at others, and condemning them for some small thing they have said or done. The mirror we need is the word of God. As we look into the Bible our sins will be revealed to us by the Word and the Spirit. We will be reminded that God looks on the heart and judges the secrets of all men by Christ Jesus (Rom 2:16).


3. Inviting
‘Judge not and you shall not be judged’ (6:37 cf. Mat 7:1). Judging others is not without consequences. In judging others you are inviting judgment upon yourself. What particular judgment was Jesus referring to in this statement? Was it in the present or in the future - the Day of Judgment? It is, of course, a principle that operates in the present, but the warning of divine judgment is certainly included. 

We referred to Romans chapter 2 where Paul writes, ‘do you think you will escape the judgment of God?’ to those who judged others and did the same things themselves - which is what everyone does. When we judge others for their faults, and yet do the same things ourselves, we leave ourselves open the charge of hypocrisy and to condemnation. We will be condemned by other people, and more importantly by God. 

The measure you use on others will be the same measure used on you (7:38). With this solemn warning in mind you will be wise to forgive rather than condemn. This is what Jesus says. ‘Give and it will be given to you, a good measure pressed down, shaken together and running over’ (7:38). The picture is that of grain being poured most generously into a measuring cup. These words seem to take us away from the subject of judging others, but the principle is the same. When you give it will be given to you, measure for measure - and even more when God is the giver. And it is God who is the giver of all good things, as well as the judge of all men.  

Looking to James once again, we are told, ‘who are you to judge another’ (James 4:12). God is the one and only lawgiver and judge. Judgment is his business. Beware of doing God’s work for him; he will not be impressed.

Known by your fruit                                          


       Luke 6:43-45

Some time ago a friend gave me some orchids and I now have a small collection at the back of the shed. The orchid plant is quite ordinary looking so behind the shed is the best place. The thing is, the plants all look the same- until they start to flower that is. It is only when the flower comes that I can distinguish between the plants. The flowers may be red, purple, yellow, white etc. Some have rather plain brown flowers; these will be going when they next flower. The others I will keep and propagate. 

1. Trees

Jesus is a great teacher. He uses many metaphors and pictures to get his message across. He used the ridiculous picture of a man with log in his own eye trying to take the speck out of another man’s eye to describe a hypocrite. He was telling the multitude of disciples and others not to judge the faults of others when they had many faults themselves.

The picture changes in the following verse but the message is similar. It is about hypocrisy. It is about not being true to yourself. Jesus knows what we are like inside and out. He knows that our hearts are sinful and how our sinful hearts lead us astray. They lead us to partiality and favouritism, especially towards ourselves. 
Sinful hearts are proud and selfish. Sinful hearts are not given to humility or honesty. Sinful hearts lead us to deceit and to covering up our sin. Let us beware of secret sins, remembering that nothing is hidden from the sight of God (Rom 2:16). People can only see the outside, but God knows us inside and outside. God looks on the heart. 

Every tree is known by its own fruit (6:44). Jesus often drew pictures from his surrounds. Fig trees grew well on the hills of Galilee, as did weedy bushes. Sometimes these bushes might look like fig trees but they will never produce figs. No matter how much they are watered, fertilized and pruned they will not produce figs. Only fig trees produce figs. It is the same with a bramble bush. This will grow like a grape vine but will never produce grapes. Every tree is known by the fruit it gives. This was clear to everyone listening to Jesus. Today we know that the blueprint of a tree is in the genes. It is the DNA that determines the type of plant and the type of fruit that will be produced. This knowledge only adds to the truth of what Jesus observed. 

2. Treasure  

Jesus was not giving a lesson on botany. He was teaching those gathered around him a fundamental truth about life. It is what is inside a person that makes them who they are. It is a person’s heart that determines who they are and how they live. Jesus refers to the treasure that is in the heart of a man who does good (6: 45). By contrast, the person with an evil heart does evil. Their evil heart is revealed by the evil things they do. There is a direct relationship between what is in a person’s heart and what that person says and does. ‘Out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks’ (6:45, Mat 12:34). 

‘But what about a pagan person who does lots of good’ you ask? He is not saved. His heart is sinful, yet he does a lot of good. It is sometimes said that there are more Christians outside the church than inside. The world loves to say such things. But this judgment is based only on appearances, often selected appearances. We do not know what such people are like in their private life. A man who did many good things in our society has just been released from prison where he served two years for lying under oath. We do not know what motivates such people. Ultimately it is God who judges a person’s work, and God looks at the heart. The Bible says that all our righteous acts are as filthy rags in his sight.

‘We are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us’ (Eph 2:10). Truly good works come from a truly renewed heart. They come from a heart that has been changed by the power of the Holy Spirit. ‘By grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works lest anyone should boast’ (Eph 2:8, 9). Truly good works come from a truly humble heart. They come from a heart that has been emptied of selfish pride and filled will the grace of God. The grace of God is good treasure. The heart of the believer is under the control of the Holy Spirit. ‘If anyone is in Christ he is a new creation; the old has gone and the new has come’ (2Cor 5:17, Rom 8:14). 

In this sermon Jesus was preaching a radically new way of living. He was calling people to listen to God not men. He was teaching a new ethic, an ethic based upon a new heart, a heart transformed by the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

One morning as we walked through the bazaar of a town in India we came across a young man eating an omelette. There are no hot dog sellers in India but lots of boiled egg and omelette sellers. They are on the streets day and night. This young man said he had sneaked out of home to get an omelette. He was from a Jain family. These are strict vegetarians. They are the people who walk around with their mouth covered in case they swallow an insect. This young man appeared to be enjoying his omelette. Other young men have told us how they enjoyed a hamburger when they were in America, even though their Hindu religion prohibits eating meat. 

I sometimes wondered just how deep the religious ‘faith’ of these people was. Was there anything in their hearts that made them Hindu or Jain, or was their religion all about external things. We can ask the same question of Christians and of ourselves. Is there anything in our hearts that makes us Christian or are we just Christians on the outside- and busy keeping up appearances? 

Lloyd -Jones writes, “The Puritans were very fond of dealing at great length with what they called ‘temporary believers’. They meant by that, people who seemed to come under the influence of the gospel, and who gave the appearance of being truly and soundly converted and regenerate. Such persons said the right things and there was a change in their lives; they appeared to be Christian. But the Puritans called them temporary believers because those people gave clear, unmistakable evidence afterwards that they had never truly become Christians at all”.

3. Test

‘Every tree is known by its own fruit’ (6:44). What is in a person’s heart will be revealed. By their fruits you will know them (Mat 7:20). Jesus had alluded to the Pharisees in his comment about the blind leading the blind (6:39). In Matthew’s gospel he was speaking about false prophets who come in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves (Mat 7:15). The Pharisees were very religious men. They endeavoured to keep the law to the smallest detail. They were legalists and as such did good works as required under the law. But inwardly they were corrupt. They were bad. This badness was revealed by Jesus. They sought to test him but in fact he tested them, and found them wanting. These outwardly righteous men turned out to be evil. In the presence of the Son of God they turned out to be murderers. 

What does Jesus have to say to us from this lesson? The lesson is about hypocrisy. It is about putting on appearances. It is about saying one thing and doing another. It is about conversation and conduct that is consistent with our confession of Jesus Christ. By their fruit you will know them. What sort of fruit is hanging on the tree that is your life? 

The ‘temporary believers’ the Puritans spoke about would have attended church. In the OT we see the Jews attending to the sacrifices but not obeying God’s word. In the NT we see the Pharisees making a great show of their praying and their giving but not obeying God’s word as revealed in Jesus Christ. Still today, people can join in worship and be very active in the church but not be obeying God’s word. They may not have made a true confession and may not be born again of the Spirit of God. 

‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which appear beautiful outwardly, but inside are full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness’ (Mat 23:27). Whitewash does not stay on very long. With the first storm it is removed. It the same with nominal Christians. You will see their true colours the moment persecution comes. You will see those colours when they are challenged or suffer in some way. People wearing a mask must take it off at some time. Observe a man when he is in his own home- that is where the mask comes off. Don’t just listen to him preaching; listen to him talking to his wife and his children. By their fruit you will know them. 

Attendance at worship is an obvious fruit in the life of a believer. If someone says he is born again and yet despises or neglects the gathering of God’s people for worship, how can he pass the test? What is in a person’s heart when they despise the house of God? There is no point in talking about good fruit if your heart is still ruled by self. There is no point in talking about good fruit if you never open your Bible, and never open your mouth to pray or praise God. ‘Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks’ (6:45). Listen to what a person says - and does not say. Listen to what a person likes to talk about. By their fruits you will know them. Remember the fruits of the Spirit. Do you know them? Look in Galatians 5:22- read them, learn them and bear fruit to the glory of God.  

Hear and heed                                      




Luke 6:46-49

The cyclone that hit the coast of Queensland recently had devastating effects. You will have seen pictures of houses flattened by the high winds and torrential rain. Reporters focus upon such houses, but in some reports we saw pictures of intact houses next to flattened houses in the same street. Why is this we ask? Why is one house standing, and the next flattened?  Was the cyclone more powerful at one end of the street than the other? Or was the difference due to the way the house was built? Was one house on firmer foundations than the other? Was one built with more solid material than the other? 

As Jesus came to the end of his sermon he used another metaphor to drive home his message, his message about fruit bearing and about hypocrisy. It was a warning message to the crowd gathered before him. He urges them to be doers of his word and not just hearers. He warns of the consequences of failing to do so. 

1. But why?

Before adopting the metaphor, Jesus asks a question of the people. They had come, some from far way, for their sick to be healed and the demon possessed to be delivered. They had come because only Jesus could help them- and help them he did. They came calling out to Jesus, ‘Lord, Lord’, ‘Lord have mercy on us’ (6:46). They showed him proper respect and reverence as they came pleading for help. They were ready to do whatever he asked- at least for a while.

The Pharisees were offended by things Jesus said. So were some of the disciples (John 6:61). They found his teaching hard to swallow. Some were afraid to follow Jesus because of the threats of the Pharisees. Others got caught up in the everyday business of life and soon gave up following Jesus. All had come to Jesus calling him ‘Master’ and ‘Lord’. They used these terms of respect and reverence. Jesus approved of such titles (John 13:13). But what did it mean for people to call him ‘Lord’. Surely someone who is called ‘Lord’ and ‘Master’ should be obeyed.  

Jesus told a parable about a man with two sons (Mat 21:28f). He told his sons to go and work in his vineyard. One said, 'no way', but later reconsidered and went. The other said, ‘sure’ but he never went to work. ‘Which of the two did the will of their father’ asked Jesus. It is not just a matter of hearing. It is hearing and doing the father’s will that counts. Calling Jesus ‘Lord’ and promising to follow him is not enough. To do so and yet fail to obey his commands is tantamount to mockery. It is offensive to Jesus. But this is what many do. Jesus said many will come saying, 'Lord, Lord', and claiming they have prophesied and done many wonders in his name. But Jesus will answer, ‘I never knew you’ (Mat 7:21-23). The only ones Jesus will acknowledge are those who do the will of God; those who hear his word and obey him. 

Out of the fear of God we obey Jesus. You respect your earthly father and fear his wrath. Is it not the same with your heavenly Father and his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ? Do not call Jesus, ‘Lord’ if you are not going to obey him. Out of love we obey Jesus. ‘If you love me you will obey my commands’ said Jesus (John 14:15). If you know the love of Jesus, and how he gave himself to die in your place, you will love him, and show that you love him by obeying his commands.

2. Build on rock

Jesus used a metaphor about building a house to drive home the point of his lesson about hearing and heeding his word. Have you ever been involved in building a house? If so, you will understand just how much work is involved before even the floor is built. You will understand that this is very important work even though it is not seen. You have to dig deep holes and fill these with steel and concrete. Then the brick piers are built on this foundation. I had to do all this just to add a room at the back of our house. Rather sarcastically I told the engineer these footings would support the whole house. But when storms come with high winds and torrential rain I feel safe knowing that our house has such strong foundations.

In Matthew's gospel we read that the wise man built his house on the rock (Mat 7:24). Luke tells us that the man dug deep till he found solid rock on which to build. The rock is Christ. He is the only foundation (1Cor 3:11). But to say Christ is the foundation means to believe in Christ and to obey his commands. You cannot have the teaching of Christ without having the person of Christ - despite the efforts of Ghandi and many others. Nor can you have the person of Christ without his teaching - despite the antinomian ideas of some in the church. Moralists want the teaching without the person while sentimentalists and antinomians want the person without the teaching. 

We hear a lot of sentimental teaching in the church today. Such people love the music and love singing songs about Jesus and his love. They talk about how Jesus helped them become rich and successful. But they do not like Jesus’ teaching. They do not like his idea of moral absolutes. They do not like the idea of hardship and suffering as a Christian. Some do not like his teaching about marriage and divorce. 

Dig deep into the word of God and use the light of the gospel to examine your heart and life. This is essential if you are to build a life that will withstand whatever troubles and temptations confront you. Jesus says that such things will come. You will face troubles and temptations. Maybe you already have. How did you fare? If you are still worshipping the Lord you have fared well. But do not think that you can relax. Do not let go of the foundations already laid. 

‘The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak’ said Jesus. The devil is like a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour. Is your life built on foundations strong enough to resist his temptations? Remember Job. Remember Daniel. Daniel’s enemies watched him day and night, trying to find some fault in his life (Daniel 6). They could not find anything with which to charge him. Daniel had purposed not to defile himself. He would obey God’s word in matters large and small. He built a strong foundation which enabled him to stand firm when his enemies attacked. People who fear God and obey him have nothing to fear in this world - or the next.

3. Build on sand

Missionaries who go to live among unbelievers in a foreign country must be sure about what they are doing. They will be turning their back upon a comfortable life with family and friends at home. They will face many troubles and temptations. For this reason, mission societies try to assess the likely success of an applicant, and prepare them for the work. New believers are told to study the Bible and practice their faith in the local church. Newly marrieds are told to establish their marriage before going. These advisors are usually missionaries themselves who know the difficulties the person will face. They know that any weakness in their faith or practice will be quickly tested and exposed on the field.

It is similar for people wanting to become members of the church. We have church membership by profession of faith. The elders try to help people to know what they believe. It is of course, important to call Jesus ‘Saviour and Lord’. It is also important to see people doing what Jesus said. It is important to warn people, as Jesus did, against being hearers only and not doers of the word. Those who hear but do not heed the word of Jesus will sooner or later come to grief. They will be like the house built on the sand which fell, ‘and the ruin of that house was great’ (6:49). 

In Matthew's gospel we read that the second house was built on the sand. Luke says the man ‘who heard and did nothing is like a man who built his house on the earth without a foundation’ (6:49). This house, and a mighty fine house it may have been, was just sitting on the surface. What would happen to this house when the flood came? When flood waters started swirling around the house it would be undermined. The sand or soft earth would be eroded and the house left exposed. It would collapse and be ruined. 

Did you see the houses being carried down the hillside during the floods in Brazil not so long ago? The houses were built without foundations. When the heavy rain brought floods the houses were washed away and many people perished. In the Queensland floods many houses were washed away in the torrent. Those rebuilding will not just be thinking about having a big flash house. Unless they are fools, they will be giving a lot of thought to the foundations of their new house. They will be asking, ‘will this house withstand another flood?’ 

Lots of people came to Jesus. They were happy to be healed and delivered of demons. They were happy to be with friends and be part of the crowd. They liked the pleasant words he spoke. They probably said, ‘what Jesus is saying is true - I just hope my neighbour is listening!’ People come to church and enjoy the atmosphere. They enjoy the music and the singing. They enjoy the food and the fellowship - and maybe the gossip! But they are not so keen on listening to the Bible or the preaching. When they walk out they quickly forget what the heard. They go off home to live as they always have. They go off to work and do their work just like other people. The words they heard did not enter their hearts. There is no difference to the way they live. 

Jesus tells us to be doers of the word and not hearers only. James writes the same thing, warning against the bad use of our tongue, and telling us to ‘visit widows and orphans in their trouble and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world’ (James 1: 22,27). J.C. Ryle writes, ‘Let it be a fixed principle in our religion, that obedience is the only sound evidence of saving faith, and that the talk of the lips is worse than useless if it is not accompanied by sanctification of life’. He goes on to say in his comments on this passage, ‘Christianity which combines good profession and good practice is a building that will not fall’.  

The flood or torrent in this metaphor refers to troubles and temptations in this present life. But it also refers to Judgement Day. Using a similar metaphor the apostle Paul speaks about our work being tested and revealed on that Day, the Day of Judgment. Indeed, that will be the day of great shaking (6:48). ‘Since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken let us have grace by which we may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear. For our God is a consuming fire’ (Heb 12:27-29).

On what foundation is your life built? How are you building on that foundation? Are you on rock, or are you on sand? Are you just a hearer, or are you a doer as well as a hearer, of what God tells us in the Bible? Remember the words of Jesus in Matthew 7:21- read it.   

Such great faith                                    




Luke 7:1-10

What a beautiful story we have in this passage. A rich and powerful man shows great kindness towards one of his servants. The man is a Roman soldier. He is a Gentile. The servant or slave may have been a Jew. The Roman was doing all he could to save this servant from dying. He had heard about Jesus; that Jesus was healing lots of sick people. Jesus was a Jew. The Roman could have demanded this Jew come to help his slave. The Romans were the occupying power in Israel. But this man said he was unworthy to have Jesus come. The story is not only beautiful; it is also amazing, an amazing story of kindness, humility and faith on the part of a Gentile; and of grace and power on the part of Jesus.

1. Kindness

Jesus went up on the mountain to pray and in the morning he chose the twelve. He came down to a level place where a crowd had gathered. They wanted to touch Jesus and be healed. They were healed and they were taught what it means to be a true follower of Jesus. He preached the kingdom of God, the kingdom of truth and righteousness. Following the sermon, he went back to Capernaum. On the way he was met by some Jews who pleaded with him to come and heal the centurion’s servant. In Matthew's account of this incident we read that the centurion came to Jesus pleading for help. It may be that this happened later and that Luke does not mention it. But it is more likely that Matthew abbreviates the story by speaking of the centurion’s emissaries as the man himself. Both gospels record the centurion as saying, ‘I am not worthy that you should come under my roof’ (7:6, Mat 8:8). 

Before looking further at the centurion’s humility we must comment on his kindness. He was asking for help, not for himself but for his slave. For most Romans a slave would have been expendable. Slaves were bought and sold in the market place. Often they were prisoners of war. But this man was different. He was attached to his slave. His slave was precious to him. He would do all he could to help his sick slave. Why was this centurion so kind? Roman soldiers were usually tough and uncaring. They were rough and violent. By the grace of God, by the common grace of God, this pagan man was a kind man. We know unbelievers who are kind people. This is because of God’s grace. All believers should be kind and compassionate because of the special grace of God. Special grace in found in Jesus Christ. Kindness is a grace that all can understand. In showing kindness we show the love of God. Kindness is a powerful witness of the love of God.

We had a servant who worked in our house in India- as strange as that may seem. She was not a slave, although some people did treat their servants badly. One day our servant’s baby got very sick. She had taken it to a quack doctor who gave the wrong medication. The tiny baby was dying. We tried to help. At the time I had an old car - a 1938 Ford - with a flat battery. We pushed to car to get it started and drove down to the village. I remember the day well because it was the first time I prayed in the local language, saying a number of times, ‘Jesus have mercy’. As we drove to the city hospital my wife was in the back with the baby pleading for this baby to live- she thought it had died. At the hospital we ran in with the baby. The nurse and doctor were surprised to see a western couple with an Indian baby. They treated the baby and wonderfully he survived. We saw him recently – a healthy 25 year old man. When the servant took her baby home she threw all the idols out of her house and put her faith in Jesus. Although illiterate, she can now read her Bible. She still has a Sunday school for the children in her village.

The centurion was kind to his servant. He was also kind to the local Jews. That the elders would actually plead earnestly with Jesus on his behalf is remarkable. They said, ‘he loves our nation and has built us a synagogue’ (7:5). The centurion was a foreigner but he came to love this nation. So much so that he built the people a place of worship. Would he do this without having an interest in who was worshipped in this place?  Some suggest this man was a God-fearer, a monotheist who worshipped the God of the Jews without becoming a proselyte or full convert to Judaism. The centurion Peter went to visit in Caesarea was a God-fearer (Acts 10:2). 

The Jews pleaded with Jesus saying this man was deserving of help (7:4). We cannot agree with their assessment because no one is deserving of Jesus’ help. We might anticipate Jesus correcting them on this point of doctrine but he does not. Reading on we see that this was not the centurion’s attitude. He said he was not worthy to meet with Jesus. Jesus knew this, so he overlooked the mistaken belief of the Jews. He graciously went with them towards the house of the centurion. 

2. Humility 

As Jesus got close to the house, the centurion sent friends to Jesus with a message expressing great humility and understanding. He did not want to trouble Jesus any further. Was he worried that it was unlawful for Jesus, a Jew, to enter the house of a Gentile (Acts 10:28)? He was certainly apprehensive about meeting Jesus. But his apprehension was not because Jesus was a Jew - he had many Jewish friends. The centurion’s apprehension arose from his understanding that Jesus was not just another Jew. There was something different about Jesus. He was a man with unique authority and power. He was a man before whom even a commander in the Roman army must humble himself. ‘I am unworthy even to meet with Jesus’ he said. 

Jesus took note of these words. Peter had expressed similar unworthiness when he saw the great catch of fish: ‘depart from me Lord for I am a sinful man’ (5:8). But Jesus rarely heard such sentiment from the Jews. The Jewish elders came to Jesus saying this Roman was worthy of his help. Other Jewish leaders came to Jesus demanding signs and wonders. They got none. They got no blessing from the Lord. ‘God resists the proud but gives grace to the humble’ (Prov 3:34). Jesus said, ‘he who exalts himself will be humbled and he who humbles himself will be exalted (Luke 18:14). Humble yourself in the sight of the Lord and he will lift you up (James 4:10). Remember the blessing this centurion received when he humbled himself before Jesus. His servant was healed and he was saved.

3. Faith

What happens at the end of this story? We come to Jesus’ response to the man’s request and to his words. Wonderfully his slave was healed. Jesus never got to the house. The centurion never met Jesus. Jesus never touched the slave, but he was healed. He was healed when Jesus heard of the man’s humility and of his great faith - and that without even a word! 

This story is out of its time in some ways. Why is this? Not only is the centurion a Gentile to whom the gospel did not come till after the death and resurrection of Jesus, but he believed without seeing Jesus. ‘Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed’ said Jesus (John 20:29). Peter wrote, ‘though now you do not see him, yet believing you rejoice’ (1Peter 1:8). We are those who believe without having seen Jesus. I trust you are not waiting for Jesus to appear so you can touch him before you believe! We have faith like that of the centurion - right?

The centurion commanded a company of a hundred men. He also had servants under his authority. When he gave orders they were carried out. And he was himself a man under authority (7:8). He knew about authority and about the power of words. The army is different to politics. When he heard about Jesus it was probably about his power to heal and cast out demons. Jesus must have authority over sickness and over demons to be doing this. That is why the centurion asked for him to heal his slave. At first he wanted to Jesus to come and touch his servant and heal him. But while Jesus was coming a profound understanding came to him. Jesus just has to say the word and the man will be healed. 

Jesus, like him, was in a position of authority. He was under authority, and in authority. The difference was the nature of Jesus’ authority. Jesus had authority in the supernatural realm. Jesus had authority in the spiritual realm. This man was close to seeing Jesus as the Son of God. He was close to seeing Jesus as ‘the word become flesh and dwelling among us’. Indeed, the words of Jesus indicate he believed in Jesus as his Lord. 

Upon hearing what the centurion understood about authority, Jesus said, ‘I have not found such great faith, not even in Israel’ (7:9). Jesus marvelled at what this man said. This man understood who Jesus was. He understood the power and authority of Jesus was no less than the power and authority of God. 

‘I also am a man under authority’ the centurion said. He recognised Jesus was exercising divine authority. What an amazing understanding - and not just understanding but belief. Recognising who Jesus is, he humbled himself before Jesus and believed in him. He believed his word. He believed that ‘at the name of Jesus every knee should bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father’ (Phil 2:10-11).

Widow’s son raised                                         


       Luke 7:11-17

Have you been to a funeral lately? I am sure it was a sad occasion, with some relatives or friends weeping. The weeping is because of separation. There is a profound reality and finality about death. Death is the end of life – life as we know it on this earth. It is the end of the road, and at the end of the road you will meet God. Imagine being at a funeral in which these realities are reversed. Imagine seeing the cold corpse sit up and begin to talk. What would you think of the man who said to the corpse, ‘Arise’! If you had been at a funeral in the town of Nain in Israel just two thousand years ago this is what you would have witnessed. The funeral would have been especially sad because the dead person was the only son of his mother and she was a widow. The man you saw speaking to the corpse saying, ‘Arise!’ would have been Jesus of Nazareth. 

Jesus began his ministry in Galilee. He preached the kingdom of God and also healed the sick people and cast out demons. Luke has told us how he healed a leper and put a paralytic back on his feet. Jesus healed the centurion’s servant who was about to die. What greater work could Jesus do to demonstrate his divinity, to demonstrate that the Spirit of Yahweh was upon him (4:18)? Jesus would reveal his divine power and authority by raising a man from the dead. He would, at the same time, reveal his compassion for individual human beings. The widow’s son is the first of three people we are told about whom Jesus raised from the dead, the others being Jairus’s daughter and Mary’s brother Lazarus.

1. Compassion 

Jesus left the city of Capernaum and head southwest into the hill country. It would have been a day’s journey to the town of Nain, which was just a few kms from Nazareth. A large crowd of disciples and others followed Jesus. The disciples went wherever Jesus went. Local followers probably joined the crowd. As Jesus and his followers came towards the entrance to Nain he met another crowd coming out of the town. This crowd was led by a woman who was weeping. Behind her some men were carrying a coffin, which in NT times would have been a simple stretcher. Jesus quickly assessed the situation. The woman was without a husband. She must have been a widow. There was no family with her. The deceased must have been her only child. It was in fact her only son. A large crowd came behind her. This was a terribly sad funeral with the parent burying their own child. It was terribly, terribly sad because this child was the only son of a widow. 

A poor widow often came to our door in India. She was poor because without her husband she had no source of income. In that culture she had little opportunity to work. Most widows in India resort to begging. The plight of the widow in Israel would have been similar. The widow Jesus met this day had just lost her beloved son as well as her only source of sustenance. ‘When the Lord saw her, he had compassion on her’ (7:13). For the first time Luke calls Jesus ‘the Lord’. He has just told us of the authority and power that Jesus exercised over the sickness of the centurion’s servant. It was entirely appropriate to call him ‘Lord’ or ‘Master’ (Jn 13:13). ‘It has undoubted fitness in this scene in which Jesus will show himself to be Lord over death itself’.

The Lord Jesus saw this woman. He did not turn away or just walk past her. He noticed her. He looked and saw she was weeping. He had compassion for her. 'When the Lord saw her his heart went out to her' is how the NIV translates this verse. The word ‘compassion’ literally means, ‘to be moved in one’s bowels’; bowels were thought to be the seat of love and pity. Compassion means to be deeply touched and moved in the heart. When Jesus saw Mary weeping at the grave of her brother he wept. 

Jesus understood and felt the horror of death. He knew that death was not part of the creation in the beginning- he was there. Death came because of sin. Death came because Satan succeeded in tempting Adam and Eve to disobey God. Death reminded Jesus of Satan and sin. It also reminded him of his mission. The Father sent him into this world in order to die. Jesus would soon be hanging on the cross and his own mother would be weeping. Jesus knew it was his Father’s will for him to die because this was the only way he could conquer Satan and sin. He had to take the penalty for our sin in order for us to live. He would rise from the dead victorious over sin and death. We live with his promise of an eternal home where there is no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying (Rev 21:4). 

Jesus had compassion on this weeping widow. Do you understand how Jesus felt? Do you have compassion for those who mourn the loss of loved ones? Do you have compassion for those who weep because they are powerless in the face of death? Weep with those who weep we are told (Rom 12:15). But we also give hope to those who weep without hope. You cannot raise a dead person as Jesus did, but you can tell the lost that those who believe in Jesus Christ will not die but live. Jesus said, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me though he may die, he shall live’ (John 11:25). 

Robert came to my door the other day. He was doing a survey of some sort. He began to tell me about his life. He was divorced with one son. That son had recently died at just 20 years of age. As we talked I told him what I did. He said the usual things about meeting people of different religions and accepting everyone. But I offered him a copy of John’s gospel and he took it. I pray he reads the words that you have just heard, and that he understands them and believes in Jesus.

2. Power

‘Do not weep’ Jesus said to the widow. He was about to give her a good reason to stop weeping. He passed behind the widow and touched the open coffin (7:14). Those carrying it stopped immediately. For Jews, touching a dead body made them ceremonially unclean. It was highly unusual to do such a thing. But they would see something even more unusual. Jesus did not speak to the pallbearers. He spoke to the dead man. Jesus said, ‘young man, I say to you, Arise!’ (7:14). How amazing! Some of those watching may have thought Jesus was crazy. There were lots of people watching him at this moment because he had stopped the funeral procession. What was going on? What was this stranger doing? What was he saying? Jesus’ disciples were also watching. They had seen Jesus heal many people and cast out demons. But now he was speaking to a dead man, a man being taken for burial, and saying to him, ‘Arise’! If the people did not hear directly they would have heard his words being whispered in the crowd. 

‘Arise’ said Jesus, and the dead man ‘sat up and began to speak’ (7:15). The man did not simply stir and have to race off to a life-support machine. He sat up and started to talk. Could any greater evidence of life be given? We are not told what the young man said because it was not important. He was dead but was now alive, and all glory belonged to Jesus. 

You can imagine today’s press reporting on this incident. They would be asking this man what it was like to be dead. ‘Did you see God or any angels?’ They would be tragically ignorant of the almighty power of God by which this man was raised from the dead. It is tragic, is it not, when people today read this story and are unmoved. They remain ignorant of the power and authority of Jesus, of his power and authority over life and over death.

3. Glory     

How did the crowd from Nain and the crowd with Jesus respond to this mighty work of Jesus? They were gripped with fear (7:16). They were filled with awe. They were in the presence of a great prophet they said. They would have heard about the prophet Elijah and how he raised the son of the widow of Zarephath (1Kings 17). Leon Morris writes, ‘This is an inadequate view of Jesus, but it probably represents the highest title the townsmen could give anyone’. Jesus is a great prophet; but he is more than a prophet. Jesus raised this young man from the dead without prayer. He raised Jairus’s daughter without prayer (8:54). He simply said, ‘Arise’. In his own power, the power of the Son of God, he raised the dead.  

The people gave all the glory to God. They at least attributed the miracle to the right God - the true God. They said, ‘God has visited his people’ (7:16). What they said was perfectly true, even if they did not fully understand what they were saying. Jesus truly was God visiting his people. 

God so loved the lost that he sent his only begotten Son into the world. He gave his only begotten Son that whoever believes in him should not perish but have everlasting life (John 3:16). Jesus is the resurrection and the life. Do you believe this about Jesus?  Do you believe in Jesus Christ, and believe that in him you have already passed from death to life?     

Questions from John the Baptist                                  

 Luke 7:18-23

Jesus’ ministry in Galilee was in full swing. Crowds were flocking to hear Jesus and to be healed by him. He healed them and he preached the kingdom of God. He was meeting some opposition from the Jewish leaders, especially the Pharisees, but they were not very influential in the province of Galilee. Where was John the Baptist at this time, the man who prepared the people for the coming of Jesus? John was in prison (Luke 3:20). John lived in the desert, where he dressed in a camel hair coat and ate locusts and wild honey. He burst onto the scene before Jesus, warning people to flee the wrath to come (3:7). He baptised those who repented of their sin and turned to God. As a prophet, John the Baptist had his own disciples. Some of these went off to follow Jesus while others stayed with John, even when he was locked up by Herod. 

1. Send
John’s disciples kept him informed of what was happening on the outside, particularly what Jesus was doing. When John sent two of his disciples to Jesus they found him healing people, casting out evil spirits and giving sight to the blind (7:21). All that Jesus did was out in the open. He did not say or do things in secret. Beware of any ministry that wants to do things in secret. It is a mark of false religions and of sects that they want to have secrets within the leadership. Think of the Masons. What about the Papacy? Jesus was completely open in what he did and said. 

These two disciples were sent by John the Baptist to ask a particular question of Jesus: ‘Are you the coming one or should we expect another?’ (7:19). What an amazing question for John to ask! This was the same John who not only baptized Jesus but said of him, ‘Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29). How could this man, this prophet of God, now be questioning Jesus in this way? Was he having doubts about who Jesus was? Some maintain that John had no questions himself but sent these two disciples to Jesus to confirm their own belief in Jesus. John knew his end was near and wanted those he left behind to believe in Jesus as the Messiah. ‘But this is too artificial to carry any conviction’ wrote Leon Morris. There is no need to turn the focus away from John himself. 

John was a prophet, but still a man. He was living under the Old Covenant. He knew the Scriptures. He was a Jew who looked to the coming of Messiah. In the power of the Holy Spirit he announced his coming and identified Jesus as the Messiah or Coming One. That does not mean that he fully understood the nature of Jesus’ ministry. John was a fiery preacher. He warned people of the wrath of God that was coming. He said one mightier than him was coming. This one would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire. He spoke of this one as the judge, the one who would separate the wheat from the chaff (3:16, 17). But John did not hear of Jesus doing anything like this. All he heard about was Jesus healing people. He heard about mercy rather than judgment. John’s faith was not failing; it was more a matter of his patience. 

2. See

“Jesus answered and said to them, ‘Go and tell John the things that you have seen and heard’” (7:22). Jesus did not express any disappointment with John -far from it! He went on to praise him as the greatest of all the prophets. Nor did Jesus give them any formal declaration of his being the Messiah.  He simply told them to go and tell John what they saw and heard. Jesus listed the fruits of his work: the blind see, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear and the dead are raised. These things would have reminded John of the words of another prophet called Isaiah. Jesus was in fact, pointing John to the Scriptures, to what was written about Messiah. Read Isaiah 35:5-6 – ‘the eyes of the blind shall be opened … and the ears of the deaf unstopped’. Jesus was doing just what was written about him in the Scriptures. Jesus ministry was foretold in another chapter of Isaiah, chapter 40:3-5. John was aware that he was preparing the way for the One to come after him, the Messiah. ‘The poor have the gospel preached to them’ (7:22). Isaiah also told this particular thing about the Messiah. ‘The poor among men shall rejoice’ (Isa 29:19). ‘The Lord has anointed me to preach good news to the poor’ (Isa 61:1). Jesus told John’s disciples that this was exactly what he was doing. Jesus referred to these words in his Nazareth manifesto (Luke 4:18). 

‘Go and tell John the things you have seen and heard’ said Jesus. He was fulfilling what was written about Messiah in the Bible. Jesus was gently reminding John of what was written. Popular teaching about Messiah had departed from what was written. Many thought Messiah would come with great power and deliver the Jews from Roman oppression. John was incarcerated because of a corrupt administration, backed by the Romans. He felt the full force of imperial power. We can understand his desire for justice and freedom.

When the apostle Paul went to the city of Berea, he preached in the synagogue of the Jews. The people listened to him and they also ‘searched the Scriptures daily to find out whether the things he said were true’ (Acts 17:11). Paul was not offended by this any more than Jesus was offended by the questions of John the Baptist. A faithful minister of the word will be prepared to give an answer to those who question what he says and what he does. We must always test, against the Scriptures, the things that men preach, to see if what they say is faithful to the word of God. This is difficult of course, if they are not preaching from the word of God! We must examine not just what they say, but also what they do. Jesus invited John’s disciples to examine all that he did and said. Jesus’ ministry was full of grace and truth (John 1:14). Let each one of us be serving the Lord with a ministry that is full of grace and truth.

3. Stumble

‘Blessed is he who is not offended because of me’ was the final word that Jesus spoke to John’s disciples (7:23). Why would anyone be offended by Jesus? The gospel is good news. It is a simple, straightforward message. It is a gospel that even children can comprehend. Jesus does not play tricks with us. But still thousands are offended because of Jesus. Why? They are offended by the grace and truth that are found in Jesus. 

One day I saw a woman fall down some stairs. She lay flat on her face at the foot of the stairs. Some girls rushed to help her up. They were her students. Do you know what this woman did? She yelled at those girls saying she did not need any help. ‘Leave me alone’ she yelled. Many people respond to the grace of Jesus in the same way. Jesus says, ‘come to me all you who are weary and burdened’. To all who are dying he says, ‘follow me and I will give you life’. But many tell him, ‘go away, I do not need your help’. J. C. Ryle writes, ‘So long as the world stands, Christ and his gospel will be a stumbling block to many. To hear that we are lost and guilty sinners, and cannot save ourselves, - to hear that we must give up our own righteousness and trust in One who was crucified between two thieves, - to hear that we must be content to enter heaven side by side with publicans and harlots, and to owe all our salvation to free grace, - this is always offensive to the natural man. Our proud hearts do not like it. We are offended.’ 

Pride is the deadliest of sins. Pride leads people away from Jesus like nothing else. Sinners do not like the truth, especially the truth which tells them they are sinners (Rom 3:23). The truth hurts, as we say. But we also say that without pain there is no gain. What pain is involved in following Jesus? Simply this, the hurt to our pride. So many prefer to live the lie, rather than to hurt their pride. So many prefer to live the lie rather than humble themselves and repent of their sin. ‘Free grace’ is what Ryle said. When we do humble ourselves and repent of our sin, Jesus forgives us and we are set free from our bondage to sin. We are set free from the burden of living the lie. Free grace sets us free. The grace of Jesus in forgiving us is entirely free. 

Do not think you can earn his grace and favour in any way. Many try to do this in order not to offend their pride. They like to think that they can help themselves, at least a little bit. They think that salvation is by grace plus good works. If this is what you think it will stop you being offended by the Cross, but you will be offending God grievously. Why? Because he gave his only begotten Son to save you from your sin. He gave Jesus to die for you. Do not make the Cross of Christ of no effect. Do not insult the Spirit of grace (Heb 10:29). ‘Blessed is the man who is not offended because of me’ said Jesus (7:23). Jesus was aware that he would cause some to stumble (eg John 6:66). It is a blessing, a divine blessing, when a person does not stumble because of Jesus. It is a blessing of the Spirit of God. 

Jesus did not in any way change what he was saying and doing because he caused offence to some. He did not send an apology back to John saying he was sorry if he was offended – not that John was offended. Jesus did not apologise to the religious leaders who were offended by what he said and did. Yet today we see preachers desperately trying not to offend people with the gospel. In their preaching they try to please everyone, in contrast to the preaching of Jesus, and the apostle Paul. The preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ will cause offence to many. Blessed are you if you are not offended.

Jesus reflects on John                                    



Luke 7:24-35

Jesus went through the towns and villages of Galilee healing the sick and preaching the gospel. One day he was approached by two of John the Baptist’s disciples. John could not go himself because he was in prison. They came to ask Jesus if he was the Messiah or not. Jesus sent them back with a reassuring message for John. After they were gone, Jesus took the opportunity to speak to the crowd of followers about John. Some in the crowd, maybe quite a few, had been baptised by John the Baptist. Those who had come to John were told by him that Jesus was the Son of God, and ‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29). 

In the passage before us we read what Jesus had to say about John the Baptist. He spoke positively about John, saying how the Scriptures referred to him. He spoke positively about John, even though his life and ministry was quite different to the life and ministry of Jesus. John represented the end of the Old Covenant. Jesus came with a New Covenant. Jesus proclaimed ‘the time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe in the gospel’ (Mark 1:15). 

In a religious discussion on the radio the host expressed surprise that the three great religions of the world, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, have so much in common. Their teaching, particularly moral teaching, and their worship, particularly the lack of idols, have similarities. If this host had known the history of these religions he would not have been so surprised by these similarities. Christianity is the fulfilment of Judaism. The OT is common to both. Judaism tragically rejects the NT which tells us that Messiah has come. Islam arose out of Judaism and Christianity. It is like a sect promoted by one man. This man changed the story of Abraham to make Ishmael the son of promise. He perverted the gospel, making himself a prophet and denying Jesus to be the Son of God. 

1. John’s ministry

‘What did you go out in the desert to see?’ Jesus asked the crowd (7:24). He was asking them about John the Baptist who lived in the desert, where he ate locusts and wild honey, and dressed in a camel hair coat. They went out to see John as he preached with power a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. Those who repented he baptised in the Jordan. What did they think about John the Baptist?

Jesus posed a couple of rhetorical questions. Was John like a reed blowing in the wind? Reeds were found in the countryside, especially along the river. Was John easily swayed by popular opinion? Did he preach what itching ears wanted to hear? Was he a populist preacher? Certainly not! Was John like a prince who emerged from a royal palace? Did people flock to him because of the grandeur that surrounded him?  Were they like the thousands who flocked to the royal wedding the other day?  Hardly! John was a pauper, not a prince. What then did they go out to see in John the Baptist (7:26). Why did crowds flock to hear John and be baptised by him? Because he was a prophet! Because he spoke and even dressed like the prophets of old, prophets we read about in the Scriptures. 

For over four hundred years there had been no prophet in Israel. God was silent. He did not send any man to speak his words. Suddenly John the Baptist burst onto the scene. He was dressed like a prophet and he spoke like a prophet. He spoke with authority. He warned of the coming wrath of God. Yes, John was a prophet indeed.

2. John’s greatness 

But there was something else about John. He spoke about someone coming after him who was mightier than he was (3:16). He not only spoke about this One, but pointed to Jesus of Nazareth saying, ‘Behold the Lamb of God’. Jesus told the crowd that John was a very special prophet. He was the man the prophets of old spoke about as the messenger, the one to prepare the way of the Lord (Mal 3:1, Isa 40:3). John had the unique task of announcing the arrival of the Messiah. He had the unique task of baptising the Messiah, the Son of God. For this reason he was the greatest of all the prophets. There was no greater prophet than John the Baptist.

But John belonged to the Old Covenant. With the coming of Jesus a New Covenant was instituted, the covenant of grace. With the coming of Jesus a new kingdom was inaugurated; the kingdom of God. Jesus came in fulfilment of all that was in place under the Old Covenant. He fulfilled the law; he fulfilled the temple with its sacrifices and priestly ministry; he fulfilled the prophetic ministry. 

In the past God spoke through the prophets. John was the greatest, and the last, of the prophets. ‘In these last days God has spoken to us by his Son, who he appointed heir of all things… and who sat down at the right hand of  the Majesty on high’ (Heb 1:1-3). In this new kingdom even the least is greater than John the Baptist. So wonderful is this kingdom of God that even servants, even tax collectors and prostitutes who enter in are greater than the prophets of the Old Covenant. 

Verses 29-30 are put in brackets in some versions, indicating that they are a comment by Luke, the gospel writer. Our NKJ version leaves these verses out of quotation marks, which has the same effect. You will note that the word ‘Him’ is verse 29 is in italics. This is because in the Greek there is no object to the verb ‘heard’. This is where the problem arises - not that it is a serious problem. Some versions insert the word ‘things’ – ‘the people heard these things’. Our NKJV has ‘Him’ with a capital, indicating Jesus, while the KJV has no capital indicating John – the latter is preferable. It is best to read these two verses as a continuation of what Jesus was telling the crowd about John the Baptist. 

As we just indicated, the least in the kingdom of God could be a ‘terrible sinner’, like a tax collector (publican). Tax collectors were among those who came to John the Baptist. They came repenting of their sin and asking, ‘what shall we do’ (3:12). Tax collectors who were baptised by John the Baptist were in the crowd following Jesus. In doing so, they showed that they listened to John and saw him as the forerunner of the Messiah. They were now following the Jesus, the Son of God. 

All that was written in the Bible was true. What was written about John was fulfilled, and what was written about Messiah was fulfilled in Jesus. Such is the unity of the Bible. There is no contradiction. There is no confusion. God’s plan is perfect. God’s way is right. This is what is meant by, ‘the tax collectors justified God’ (7:29). The Pharisees and lawyers on the other hand rejected the will or plan of God. Some of these were hanging around, spying on Jesus. They had not submitted to John’s baptism and now they were rejecting Jesus. ‘They were concerned with the law of God but not the will of God’ wrote Leon Morris. They did not examine their own hearts. If they had done so, they would have seen their own sin and repented, as both John and Jesus called them to do. It is not God’s will for any to perish but that all should come to repentance (2Peter 3:9). At the same time, from the doctrine of election we know that God has chosen some and rejected others. 

3. John and Jesus

‘To what shall I liken the men of this generation’ asked Jesus, as he concluded his address to the crowd (7:31). He had just referred to the Pharisees and experts in the law who rejected John the Baptist. The same men now rejected Jesus. What did they want? John was a complete ascetic who lived in the desert eating only locusts and wild honey. He never touched wine. The Pharisees thought him a bit strange. They said he was demon possessed (7:33). 

When Jesus appeared on the scene, he went to a wedding in Cana of Galilee. He also went to a dinner hosted by Matthew the tax collector. The Pharisees turned around and said Jesus was a friend of tax collectors and sinners. They called him a glutton and a drunkard. They said he also had a demon. Just what did these men want! Clearly they were impossible to please. Jesus likened them to children who were never satisfied (7:32). He quoted a little poetic couplet which children apparently used when other children would not join their games. They would join neither their dancing nor their weeping. You know children like this, I’m sure. Do you also know adults like this? In our Lighthouse club kids come up whingeing, ‘Mr Dennis I don’t like this game, it makes me tired’. The next game involves sitting down in a circle. ‘Mr Dennis, I don’t like this game it’s too boring’ - the very same child will say this!

It is impossible to please some people. The worship service is never at the right time for some. Some are never happy with the songs or with the Bible that is read. Some are never happy with the preacher or his sermon. The fundamental problem is, as J.C. Ryle puts it, ‘they do not like God himself’. It is futile trying to please some people because they will never be pleased until God works on their stubborn and proud hearts. 

‘Wisdom is justified by all her children’ said Jesus (7: 35). In other words, God is shown to be just or right by such responses. By rejecting John, and rejecting Jesus, they showed that they did not want to hear the truth. People who reject this and reject that, and are never satisfied, lack wisdom. They are blind to God’s revealed truth. Remember what happened to those who grumbled against Moses in the desert (Num 16:31f). 

A sinful woman forgiven                                        


  Luke 7:36-50

We come to one of the most moving of all the personal encounters that Jesus had during his ministry in Galilee. We last saw Jesus at the city of Nain where he had compassion on a widow. He gave her back her only son after raising him from the dead. Wherever Jesus went he healed the sick and preached the kingdom of God. This preaching included a call to repent and believe in the gospel or good news (Mark 1:15). Jesus said, ‘Come to me all you who labour, and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest’ (Mat 11:28). He called to those who were weary and burdened by life and by their sin. The woman who came to the Pharisee’s house to anoint the feet of Jesus must have heard what Jesus said. She may even have met Jesus at some time- we cannot be sure. She certainly knew the wonder of his grace. 

There are three people in this account: Simon the Pharisee, the sinful woman and Jesus, the Son of God. We will look at each and learn from them. Jesus called the Pharisee ‘Simon’, which was a very common name at that time. This is not Simon Peter, nor is it Simon the leper who lived at Bethany (Mark 14:3). The other three gospels tell of Jesus being anointed by a woman at Bethany shortly before he went up to Jerusalem for the last time. Apart from Jesus being anointed by a woman, and that on the head rather than the feet, there is no connection between those accounts and this one in Luke.    

While the Pharisee is named, the woman is not. She is identified as a ‘sinner’ which probably means a prostitute. Jesus knew her name but graciously does not reveal it. The Pharisee knew her only as a sinner. The woman was not Mary Magdalene, as some think, and as portrayed in popular books and movies. Mary Magdalene is named in the very next chapter. She is never referred to as a prostitute. With these matters cleared up, let us now look at this moving narrative and the characters involved.

1. Simon the Pharisee
Jesus had previously been to a feast hosted by Matthew the tax collector. Now he goes to the house of a religious zealot to eat – Luke does not call it a feast. Jesus showed no partiality. He did not fear being defiled by a certain place, certain food or certain people. Jesus did not look on outward things; he looked on the heart. The Pharisee looked at this woman and judged her by her appearance, and by the things she did. Jesus looked at her heart. He also looked at the heart of this Pharisee.

The state of a person’s heart is, of course, reflected in what they do and say. What did the Pharisee do and say? It was more a case of what he did not do when Jesus came as a guest to his house. He did not offer Jesus water to wash his feet, as custom dictated. He did not greet his guest with a kiss; nor did he anoint his head with oil. Jesus was not properly honoured with such gestures. ’You did not anoint my head with oil’ (7:46). Jesus used a word for olive oil which was abundant and cheap in Israel. Simon did not even offer olive oil for Jesus to refresh his dry hair and skin. 

Just why this Pharisee invited Jesus to his house we are not told. Was it out of curiosity? Was it because Jesus had gained such a large following that Simon thought it would be a good thing to be seen entertaining him- even at arm’s length. Or was it in order to spy on Jesus? Whatever the reason, it was not his intention to honour Jesus in any way. There are people who like to be seen doing the right thing. You will find them in churches even today- though arguably less than in previous generations. It is not as fashionable to go to church today, but some still think it is the right and proper thing to do. Then there are those who have the good intention of one day coming to church.

There are also people who, like the Pharisee, want to see sinners kept out of the church. There are those who, as J.C. Ryle says of the Simon the Pharisee, ‘are profoundly ignorant of the nature of Christ’s gospel’. They love the church but hate any notion of salvation by grace alone, through faith alone. They think the church is for respectable people, people who have a pedigree or prestige of some kind. 

‘Simon, I have something to say you’ said Jesus (7:40.) Rather grudgingly he answered, ‘Teacher, say it’. And later he answered, ‘I suppose the one he forgave more’ (7:43). Simon said more to himself than he said to Jesus. When he saw Jesus letting this 'sinner' touch him he mumbled, ‘If this man were a prophet he would know what kind of woman she is’ (7:39). Jesus knew perfectly well who this woman was. He also knew what Simon was muttering to himself. Jesus is very good at knowing what people at mumbling about- and what they are gossiping about. He even knows our thoughts – which can be frightening, or comforting, depending on your thoughts. The woman who came to Jesus weeping said nothing, but Jesus knew her thoughts. They were thoughts of love for the one who forgave her sin and set her free. 

2. Sinful woman 

Privacy was not a big thing in NT times; nor is it nowadays in many cultures. If we were invited to a home in a village in India it was not unusual to have many onlookers. Homes are much more open than ours; dinners are not held behind closed doors. Jesus was invited to the Pharisee’s house, probably with other guests, but they did not meet behind locked doors. When a certain woman in the city heard where Jesus was she went there to anoint him with oil; not olive oil but fragrant oil or perfume. As you know, there is a big difference in price between a bottle of olive oil and a bottle of Chanel No 5. Although the woman had access to the house she knew she would not be welcome. It took great courage for her to leave her quarters on the dark side of town and come to the house of a religious leader. But she was determined to show her gratitude to Jesus who ‘first loved her’.

The woman found Jesus reclining at the table. People did not sit at a table in those days but reclined on low couches, leaning on their left arm with their feet pointing away from the table. As she stood there at his feet she was overcome and started to weep. Was she overcome with sorrow for her sin, or was it with joy at the amazing grace of Jesus in forgiving her sin? The two things go together do they not? This is what we learn from this passage. The woman’s tears fell on Jesus’ feet (7:38). She bent down to wipe his feet with her long hair. She then kissed the feet of her Saviour and Lord- and kept on kissing them (7:45). Remember Simon did not even greet Jesus with the kiss of a friend. Kissing a persons feet is perhaps the greatest act of humility. 

The woman had brought with her a small bottle of expensive perfume. It would have been one of the most precious possessions of this sort of woman. Oil was normally poured on a persons head, but this woman did not feel worthy to do that. She broke open the bottle and poured it on the feet of Jesus, the Son of God. The woman held nothing back; she gave her tears, she gave her hair, she gave her expensive perfume; she gave her pride, she gave her heart and life to Jesus. Could she have given more? What have you given to Jesus out of love for what he has done for you? (Rom 12:1)

3. Son of God

Simon the Pharisee was not impressed by what this woman was doing- but Jesus was. He knew her heart just as he knew Simon’s. The conversation around the table hushed to a whisper as everyone gazed at Jesus and this sinful woman at his feet. Jesus broke the silence by telling Simon a short parable, and then asking him a simple question. What a wise teacher Jesus is! There were two debtors who owed another man some money. One owed him 500 denarii and the other 50. A denarius was roughly a day’s wage. Neither could pay the debt. One day the creditor decided to cancel their debts. The question for Simon was, which one would love that man the most. The answer was obvious. Simon had to agree that it was the man who was forgiven the most. If he did not realise where Jesus was going with this question he was soon to find out. 

Jesus was teaching Simon, and all at the table, and all standing around, a very important lesson. It is a lesson that we must be careful not to get wrong however. Simon gave the right answer, but what was the point of the parable? After rebuking Simon for his attitude towards Jesus, and pointing out the very different attitude of the sinful woman, Jesus explained the parable. The person forgiven little, loves little, while the person forgiven much, loves much (7:47). 

What does this mean- or not mean? 

Firstly, Jesus did not mean that this woman was forgiven because of her love, so abundantly demonstrated in this scene. She had many sins – who doesn’t! She was forgiven her many sins ‘for she loved much’ (7:47). In other words, her many sins were forgiven therefore she loved much. Her love was the consequence, not the cause or condition, of her salvation. It was the result of her forgiveness, not the reason behind it. 

This woman was not seeing Jesus for the first time. She had heard what he preached. The Holy Spirit had convicted her of her sin; she had repented and received forgiveness, just as Jesus said. Jesus reassured her of that forgiveness as she knelt weeping at his feet. He was also assuring Simon and the others that he had forgiven her, sinful woman that she was. In the end Jesus said to her, ‘Your faith has saved you. Go in peace’ (7:50). Not her love but her faith in Jesus saved her. It was not her display of affection or anything else that she did that saved her. She was saved by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone.  

Secondly and briefly, Jesus was not saying that terrible sinners will love him more than people who have lived what we call a good life. In God’s eyes Simon was just as much a sinner as the prostitute. The difference was she saw her sin and repented, while he did not see his sin. When you come to Jesus and see him as this woman did you will be similarly overwhelmed by your sin, and your unworthiness to be in the presence of the Son of God. You will see that all your good works are as filthy rags. You will not claim a pinch of your own righteousness because even that pinch will be, in the language of the apostle Paul (Phil 3), but a pinch of dung!

How much do you love Jesus? How much have you been forgiven? Just a little?
Women help support Jesus                                    


 Luke 8:1-3

When Jesus called his disciples, and chose twelve as apostles, he chose twelve men. These men were with him all the time, learning from him. But certain women were with him also. Presumably they learnt from him also, as Martha’s sister Mary did (Luke 10:39). The men were later sent out to preach the kingdom of God and heal the sick. The women gave invaluable support to Jesus and his apostles in this ministry. Jesus healed women and cast evil spirits out of women. He forgave their sins just as he forgave the sins of men. Out of gratitude and deep commitment to Jesus, women supported him in the ministry. The Son of God did not start performing miracles to supply his needs. He accepted the gifts of women who followed him.

This chapter begins with the words, ‘after these things’. Some see Jesus as setting out on another tour of Galilee. We read that ‘he went through every city and village’ (8:1). There is no mention of synagogues, which suggests to some that he was no longer welcomed in synagogues. He may have been based in Capernaum but went out to meet the people in their own places. He saw their families and their living conditions. He ministered to them in their needs. He continued his ministry of healing and casting out demons, although in this passage only his preaching is mentioned.

1. Preaching
Any form of ministry should be done in the power, and in the name, of God. In ministry to the poor in India it was, and is, common to provide medical help. Hospitals may be set up and doctors and nurses brought in to treat the sick. Should the gospel be preached in this context? Some say ‘no’ because the people are vulnerable. They say that the gospel can be preached later by a trained preacher. Is this the pattern we see in Jesus’ ministry? He said, ‘I must preach the kingdom of God … (because) for this purpose I have been sent (4:43).

In whatever ministry the Lord calls us to do we should be preaching the gospel. If we are visiting the sick we should be sharing the gospel. If we are running a youth club we should be preaching the gospel. If we are raising a family we should be preaching the gospel. People without Christ are lost. They are living without hope. No matter who they are, they need to hear the gospel. You cannot change anyone’s heart but you can preach the gospel and pray that the Holy Spirit will change their heart.

In every place he went Jesus preached and proclaimed the good news of the Kingdom of God (8:1). There are two words in the Greek, one meaning ‘preach’ and the other ‘evangelise’. Maybe we could say he preached and he shared the gospel. He spoke to large gatherings and he spoke to small groups and individuals. Jesus did not pass by individuals as some popular preachers tend to do. He stopped to speak to a little man in a tree, and to a blind beggar sitting on the roadside. He told them the good news of the kingdom of God.  

The twelve were with Jesus (8:1). They were learning how to make disciples. As Jesus was ascending into heaven he told them to ‘go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature’ (Mark 16:15). He told them to ‘go and make disciples of all the nations’ (Mat 28:19). This is what they did. For many of the postles we have no record of their ministry. But the ministry of the apostle Paul is well documented. He went from place to place bringing the gospel of Jesus Christ. He preached in synagogues and lecture halls. He preached on the river bank and in the market place. Where ever he went he preached the gospel of Jesus Christ because, ‘there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved’ (Acts 4:12).  

Jesus called only men to the ministry of preaching. It is the same in the church. Only men were appointed elders in the church. Does this mean women had no place in Jesus' ministry? Does this mean women have no place in the ministry of the church? Certainly not!

2. Providing

It was not just the twelve who accompanied Jesus as he travelled about, but certain women also (8:2). Luke tells us something about three of these women – there were many others (8:3). He tells their names and a little of their background. He also tells how they ministered to Jesus and the twelve.

Mary Magdalene was one of these women. ‘Magdalene’ probably means she came from the town of Magdala in Galilee. Jesus had delivered her from demon possession- seven demons in fact. Demon possession had nothing to do with morality. There is no suggestion here or anywhere else in the Bible that Mary had lived an immoral life. She was afflicted by evil spirits and Jesus set her free. She was truly grateful to him, for only the power of God could set her free. 

Joanna is less well known to us, and to the general public that likes to portray Mary Magdalene according to their own imaginations. But Joanna is well known in the Bible. She is named here and also among those who witnessed Jesus death and burial (Luke 24:10). Joanna was the wife of one of King Herod's stewards or house managers. She would not have been poor. We are not told of her husband’s faith, but she was a follower of Jesus.  

Susanna is unknown apart from this reference. But what a reference it is! Susanna was among the women who ministered to Jesus Christ, the Son of God. What a tremendous privilege was hers. Maybe she had been healed or delivered of demons like Mary. What is certain is that she, along with Mary and Joanna, loved Jesus, and like the unnamed woman in the previous chapter, they loved much because they had been forgiven much. They gave themselves to serve Jesus in whatever way was acceptable to him. 

How did these women serve Jesus? They provided for him from their substance or their own means (8:3). What does this mean? In the Greek the word means ‘being’. It means they gave themselves to Jesus as a living sacrifice (Rom 12:1). They gave themselves and all they had. Paul said of the Macedonian churches that they ‘gave themselves first to the Lord and then to us by the will of God’ (2Cor 8:5). 

Jesus left his work as a carpenter when he began his ministry at the age of thirty. He was led into the desert where he became hungry. But he refused Satan’s suggestion to turn a stone into bread. Jesus later multiplied the loaves and fish to feed the crowd. But for his own needs of food and shelter he accepted the support of his disciples, particularly from women. Jesus was not too proud to be supported in this way by women. Jesus never turned away anyone who came to him- not back then, nor today? Is this your experience? He welcomed men, he welcomed women, and he welcomed children. While women feared going to the Jewish leaders they did not fear going to Jesus. Jesus treated women with more respect than anyone else, be they men or women.

It is a fallacy to think that women necessarily treat women better than men do. In India my male colleague was supervising a project that was running fine, with a lady teacher working hard and happily. For some reason he put another lady in charge of the project. The hard working teacher left after a great deal of mistreatment. Even in the church some think that elders cannot effectively minister to women. If the elders are Christ-like, as they should be, why should they not minister to women, as well as men – and to children also? If this is not the case, the problem is with the elder, not the Biblical office.

In the OT women who needed counsel went to Moses. Two women who were in dispute about a baby went to King Solomon. They did not say, ‘he is a man, he will not understand our problem’. With God-given wisdom Solomon solved their problem. It is not a matter of gender but of having the wisdom of God. Let us not be influenced by humanistic thinking. Worldly thinking is to divide people into classes based on age, education, gender, job, race or whatever. In his word God says, ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Gal 3:28). There is equality but not identity.

3.Privilege  
‘We read of the apostolic band as having a common purse from which purchases were made for food and gifts for the poor (John 13:29) but not of how it was supplied’. The women gave out of their means or out of their possessions (8:3). They may have been like Dorcas who made garments for the poor (Acts 9:39), or garments that could be sold and the money put into the purse. These women considered it a privilege to serve Jesus in this way. They did not complain about inequality or lack of recognition. They did not aspire to being like the apostles. They rejoiced in what Jesus had done for them, and they rejoiced in being able to be with the Lord and serve him. Whatever these women had they regarded as belonging to the Lord. Whatever gifts they had they used them to serve their Saviour and Lord every day of their lives.

We know Mary Magdalene was the first person to visit the tomb of Jesus after the Sabbath. She and the other women who had come from Galilee were at the Cross and they saw where Jesus’ body was entombed. Joanna is named by Luke as going with Mary early on the first day of the week to anoint the body of Jesus. They really had given themselves totally to Jesus. Where were the men? Where were the apostles? They had all run off in fear – except Peter and John. Then Peter denied Jesus. But these women remained faithful. They were determined to honour Jesus even in his death. It was to Mary that the risen Jesus first revealed himself. And she told the apostles everything.

The church today is greatly blessed because of women who have followed in the footsteps of Mary Magdalene, Joanna and Susanna. Their service is pleasing to the Lord. Let us all be stirred up to use our gifts in the church which is the body of Christ – to use them not for our glory but for His.  

Parable of the sower- hard and rocky ground      


  Luke 8:4-15

The parable of the sower is a well-known parable. You probably heard it as a child. What more can be said about this parable? Well, it is found in all three synoptic gospels- just one of a few parables that are- so the gospel writers regarded it as important. We have come to this parable as we move through the gospel of Luke, so I trust we will be blessed as we look into it, even if it is not for the first time.

‘A sower went out to sow his seed’ (8:5). On the hills of Palestine the soil is quite variable. In some places it is shallow, with rocky outcrops. Walking paths run through the fields for people to move in and out of their village. After some cultivation, seed was broadcast from a shoulder bag. Some say the seed was broadcast before cultivation. The seed would have been harrowed or planked in after sowing. Jesus described what happened to the seed that fell on four different places or four types of soil. Some fell on hard ground, some on rocky ground, some on weedy ground and some on good ground. We will try to look at each of these.

After Jesus told this parable his disciples asked him what it meant - and he told them. He said, ‘To you it has been given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God’ (8:14). We are going to be looking in hidden things or secrets. Let our hearts be open to understand these precious truths. ‘The seed’ Jesus said, ‘is the word of God’ (8:11). Who is the sower? If we look at another parable in Mathew’s gospel we read, ‘he who sows the good seed is the Son of Man, (Mat 13:37). Jesus was moving around preaching the kingdom of God. He was seeing different responses to the word he preached. He later sent his disciples out to preach the gospel. The gospel continues to be preached today, and the responses to the word continue to be the same.  

1. Hard ground

‘Some seed fell along the path’ (8:5). It fell on ground that was hard packed from the foot traffic. What happened to this seed? The birds wasted no time in swooping down to devour this seed. ‘These are the ones who hear but the devil comes and takes the word out of their heart lest they should believe and be saved’ (8:12). This parable is about hearing, believing and being saved. 

Jesus knew what he was talking about with regard to the devil. He had been tempted by Satan. People who do not believe in the devil, or pay no regard to his tactics or his power, are the first to be picked off by the devil. The devil is busy 24/7. He does not want one more person to be saved. He is doing utmost to keep men and women from hearing the word and, if they do hear, to keep that word from entering their heart. He wants that word to be like water off a ducks back - to mix metaphors.

Where do people hear the word of God? They hear it when the Bible is read. They hear it what the word is preached. ‘How shall they hear without a preacher’ (Rom 10: 14). Where is the word preached? Mostly commonly in the church. Satan’s wants to silence preachers. He is doing this in many ways. He wants to stop people hearing the word. He is doing this in many ways. How can Satan stop anyone going to church? Let me suggest a few ways. As you are getting ready to come to church a relative or friend drops by. What do you do?  Your child is invited to a party on Sunday morning. What do you do? You have been sick but manage to go to work. Do you manage to get to church? 

The word is also heard when the Bible is read at home. Can Satan keep you from reading your Bible? You may have visitors at the time you have family prayer. Do you invite them to join you in reading the Bible? Maybe they have not heard the word before. The phone may ring while you are reading your Bible and praying. What do you do? Do you say, ‘we are reading the Bible - can I call you back?’ You are finding it hard to get to work on time. What part of your morning routine do you skip?

‘But the seed on the path refers to people who are not saved’ you say. That is correct. But remember your reading the Bible and your coming to church may have an effect on whether others hear and are saved - your children in particular. Your staying at home for your visitors means God is less important to you than they are -right?  

Even while hearing the word of God, Satan tries to distract people. He tries to get the other ear with some sort of distraction. He tries to distract people with visual things. Some churches have pictures and icons plastered over the walls. Nowadays they have pictures flashing across the screen. Some say these help with understanding the word but the hearer is more likely to be hindered than helped. How will they hear without a preacher! Let us be aware of distractions when the word is being heard. People going in and out are distracting to others. Children can be distracting, but you can focus on the word if you choose. Some are distracted by what others are wearing. Beware of being distracted by worries and stray thoughts. Leave your work and family concerns at the door, or better still, give them to the Lord so you can listen and receive the word. And when you walk out, be sure to take what you heard with you. Meditate on what you read and heard. ‘Let the word of God dwell in you richly’ (Col 3:10).

An evangelist in India was acutely aware of the devil prowling around when he was preaching the word. Often he was preaching to idol worshippers. He would earnestly pray before the meeting. He would have others praying during the meeting. He asked for the doors to be closed so no one could come in or go out. He knew he was in a spiritual battle. He wanted the word of God to be clearly heard and to enter the hearts of those who heard it. He prayed it would be established and bring forth fruitful lives. 

2. Rocky ground

What happened to seed that fell on rock or stony ground? The soil in such places was shallow. The seed germinated and shot up. It looked like the rest of the paddock; but only for a short time. When things got a bit dry these plants started to wither. They withered away because the soil was shallow and they lacked moisture (8:6). 

The ones on the rock are those who hear the word and respond. They respond with joy. They are enthusiastic about the gospel. They may join a church, a big church, and get involved in everything. Life is great. They are sailing along fine, but then something happens. It may be trouble in the fellowship. It may be trouble in their personal life. There may be relationship problems, sickness or loss of a job. If the word has not sunk deep into their hearts through good teaching or study of the Bible they may fall away.

It is sometimes said of the church in Africa that it is a mile wide and an inch deep. Millions have heard and responded to the gospel but they have not had consistent teaching. Their understanding of the Bible is very superficial. When trouble comes they fall back into their old slavery. When a false teacher comes they follow him/her into a new slavery. Are not some churches in our country a bit like this? Great music and singing must be accompanied with in-depth teaching of the word of God. A person singing loudly and waving their arms might appear to be a person of great faith. However, let that person be tested before drawing this conclusion. Some receive the word with joy but have no root, and in the time of testing fall away.

Such a person may have been promised a trouble-free life. But Jesus said, ‘in the world you will have tribulation or troubles’ (John 16:33). You will face times of testing. You will be tempted, just as Jesus was. Jesus could have said, ‘away from me Satan’ - as he did on one occasion. But he chose to answer from the Bible. If you know the Bible you will be able to do the same. This is what Satan is afraid of. Those who hear the word and let it dwell in their hearts make his life very difficult. 

The apostle Paul understood the importance of teaching the word. He travelled extensively, preaching the gospel. He saw many come to faith in Jesus Christ. But he did not for a moment think that was it; that his job was over. He made sure new converts were taught the truths of the Bible. He did not allow new converts to become elders. By the Spirit he told Timothy that in latter times some will depart from the faith. ‘Till I come’, he wrote, ‘give attention to reading, to exhortation and to teaching’ (1Tim 4:1, 13).  

Regarding the rocky ground, Matthew records Jesus as saying, ‘when tribulation and persecution arises because of the word, immediately he stumbles’ (Mat 13:21). Persecution is, of course, a time of testing. Paul had to flee for his life shortly after he was converted. On his first missionary journey he was set upon and stoned at Lystra. 
In every age Christians have faced persecution because of the word of God. Persecution sorts out those who have roots and those who do not. In the Bible we read of what happened to Stephen. He was a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit. The word entered to the very depths of his heart. His heart was filled with the knowledge and the love of Jesus Christ. In Hebrews chapter 11 we read of other men and women who were tested and persecuted for their faith. You can read of yet others in the history books. Above all we know that Jesus Christ our Saviour and Lord was tested and persecuted even unto death. He did not stumble or fall. He stood firmly in the will of God. If ‘your life is hidden with Christ in God’ (Col 3:3) you will stand also, not in your own strength but in his. ‘Be of good cheer’ said Jesus, ‘I have overcome the world’.
Parables                                          




            Luke 8:4-15
Kings do not like being told of their sin. Not many people do. It took a brave man of God to go and speak frankly to a king. Elijah had to flee for his life after going to King Ahab and his wife Jezebel. When John the Baptist spoke to King Herod about his sin he was put in prison. King David sinned against God. Who would go and tell him his sin? David was a godly man but that does not necessarily mean he would listen to someone rebuke him. The Lord sent Nathan to David. He told David a story about two men, one rich and one poor, one having a very large flock of sheep and the other just one little lamb (2Sam 12). As David listened to the story he got angry at the rich man for what he did. The Nathan said to David, ‘You are the man!’ David was convicted of his sin in having Uriah killed so he could take his wife. The story or parable achieved its purpose. He who has ears to hear let him hear!

1. What is a parable?

Parable literally means ‘to place alongside’. It is a parallel. It is not exactly an allegory in which all the elements have a parallel. It is more like an extended simile. The kingdom of heaven is like this, or like that. You may know a book called 'Animal Farm' in which every animal represents a person in the communist system. This is an allegory. The parable may have just one truth hidden in the story, as with Nathan’s parable to King David. In the parable of the sower a number of truths are concealed.

The parable Jesus told were from everyday life. The scenes painted by his words were familiar to the people who were listening. Many of his parables were about rural scenes because many of the people were farmers. When he talked about a man sowing wheat they knew what he was talking about. Through the parables Jesus connected with the people. Living in the city as we do we may have to make a little more effort to understand the scene; although we have the advantage of being more educated than most of the crowd following Jesus.  

By this stage in his ministry Jesus had become very popular. He was popular because of his healing, but also because of his preaching. He spoke as one having authority. Great multitudes would gather to see and hear him. On this particular occasion the crowd was so great that he got into a boat and pushed out into the lake a short distance. He sat in the boat and told this and other parables (Mat 13).  

2. Why parables

‘Jesus looked for more than superficial adherence’ as his popularity grew. He began to use more and more parables in his teaching. This parable of the sower is the first detailed parable in Luke’s gospel. He had used a shorter parable to teach Simon the Pharisee in the previous chapter. Leon Morris suggests Jesus’ increased use of parables was because they ‘yield their meanings only to those who are prepared to search for them.  The parables demand earnest thought and spiritual earnestness. They separate the sincere seeker from the casual hearer’.  

Now there is an interesting word- ‘separate’. Jesus used parables to separate people. ‘But Jesus came to unite people’ you say. He came to unite those who hear him and believe in him. When Jesus looked at the crowd he saw those who would believe and those who would not believe. He saw those who would hear and understand, and those who would hear and not understand. Jesus did not see the rich or the poor. He did not see the Jew or the Gentile, saying, ‘there is a special group of people’. He did not even see his own family and say, ‘they are special’. Look a bit later in this chapter. His mother and brothers were trying to reach him but Jesus said, ‘my mother and my brothers are those who hear the word of God and do it’ (8:21). Jesus saw those who would believe in him and those who would not. The parable makes it clear that only a few will hear and go on to produce fruit, fruit that will last. ‘You did not choose me but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit’ said Jesus (John 15:16). 

Why should Jesus speak in parables? Why not speak plainly so everyone can understand? Is this what you are asking? There are people who say, 'if I am to believe I must see Jesus do a miracle'. They see miracles but still do not believe because they are spiritually blind. Jesus showed himself to be the Son of God but many did not believe. He spoke in parables that those who are blind will stay blind, and those who see will see more clearly.  

His disciples actually asked Jesus why he spoke in parables (Mat 13:10). He answered, ‘to you it has been given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God, but to the rest it is given in parables that seeing they may not see, and hearing they may not understand’ (8:10). Jesus was quoting Scripture. 

The prophet Isaiah was commissioned by God to go and tell the people 

‘Keep on hearing, but do not understand,

Keep on seeing but do not perceive’ (Isa 6: 9).

If the people heard and understood the prophets message they would turn and be healed. They did not want to turn away from the things of this world. They had turned away from the Lord to go after material things. Their ears had become dull and their hearts hard. They kept up with the vestiges of religion, making occasional sacrifices and attending festivals. But their hearts were on other things. They wanted the Sabbath to be over so they could get back to business. The ministry of Isaiah would further harden their hearts in preparation for divine judgment. Those who were engrossed in material things would remain in the dark. But those whose hearts were open to spiritual truths would see the light. Jesus was facing a similar situation. He was faced with a hardening of hearts towards him. We are faced with a similar situation today. Many are locked into material things. They give no thought to their soul and its eternal destiny.

I watched an interview with a lady who was very active in a church in this city. She went to a big church while studying medicine. She even attended the Billy Graham crusade in 1959, but did not go forward when hundreds of others did. She went as a missionary to Africa to help the poor people. When she returned she started the movement for the ordination of women in the Anglican Church. Later on she started to campaign for the rights of the victims of rape. I listen carefully for any mention of the name of Jesus. All I heard were the words ‘theology’, ‘religion’ and ‘human rights’. The interview was conducted after she had been diagnosed with cancer. With but a short time to live she reflected not on Christ but on her achievements. If she had more days to live she would probably start another campaign she said. 

That seeing they may not see and hearing they may not understand! How solemn are these words that Jesus quotes from Scripture. Some people spend their whole life in the church without seeing Christ. The truth of the gospel remains hidden to them. They may be very active in the church. They may attend to the sacraments but never know the mysteries of the kingdom of God. The sacraments of course do not save. They are signs and seals for those whose hearts have been enlightened by the Holy Spirit.

‘A sower went out to sow his seed’ (8:5). The seed fell in different places. It fell on different types of soil. Some want to call this the parable of the soils, but Jesus calls it the parable of the sower (Mat 13:18). The seed represents the word of God and the soils the different responses of the human heart. Does the parable teach that the response to the word depends upon the human heart, as represented by the soils? Yes and no! The human heart is not outside the sovereign purpose and power of God. This parable does not contradict the doctrine of election. Human responsibility is highlighted, but look at what Jesus says to his disciples. ‘To you it has been given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God’ (8:10) - mysteries are the hidden truths of the gospel. Given by whom? Given by the Lord of course! Jesus explained the parable to the disciples who came to him and asked him what it meant. The rest had no questions. They simply heard an interesting story. It was like water off a ducks back to them. 

3. Who has ears to hear!

It is said that parables are earthly stories with heavenly meanings. Parables both conceal and reveal truth. Jesus concluded his parable saying, ‘he who has ears to hear let him hear!’ (8:8). You would think that such words might cause people to think and ask, “what does he mean, ‘let him hear’”? ‘Did we miss something?’ A few did stop to ponder these words and ask this question. But many went away without really hearing what Jesus was saying.

We need to be careful that we hear the message being preached. The preacher’s task is to proclaim the word of God. He is to read it, rightly divide it and explain it. The apostle Paul told Timothy to preach the word – convince, rebuke and exhort. A sermon is not a political speech. Preaching is a spiritual exercise. The preacher is not declaring man’s ideas, but the truth of God. He is not to preach what itching ears want to hear. If he does use stories or anecdotes or parables they should have a relevant lesson. This is the challenge for the preacher.

The hearer also has a challenge or duty. You should come to worship praying that you will have ears to hear. We worship God in spirit and in truth. Our ears must be open to hear what is being preached. If you are sleeping, wake up and listen. If you are distracted by things around you or by thoughts from outside then pray that you will not be distracted. Pray that the word will not only enter your ears but your heart also. 

Remember, ‘the word of God is living and powerful, sharper than any two- edged sword’ (Heb 4:12). ‘Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom’ (Col 3:16). If the word of God does not impact your life, bringing conviction of sin and repentance, bringing comfort and peace, bringing joy and rejoicing, you are among ‘the rest’ as Jesus calls them, those who do not understand the hidden truths of God.         

Parable of the sower- weedy and good ground     

    Luke 8:4-15

I try to grow a few vegies in the backyard, as you may know. Some weeks ago I planted some beetroot seed. They came up and looked fine – small, reddish-coloured plants. But when I looked this week what do you think I saw? These weeds have taken over. They are smothering the beetroot plants. I think that some have already gone. I must get busy and try to save what I can. I think I will remove the beetroot and replant them in new ground. 

We continue looking at the parable of the sower. Jesus told this parable to a great crowd of people. He concluded by saying, ‘he who has ears to hear let him hear’ (8:8). It was an interesting story that all could relate to. But it was more than a story. It was a story with a lesson -a number of lessons. What are these lessons? Thankfully, his disciples asked Jesus what the parable meant and he told them. We have looked at the seed that fell on hard ground, and on rocky ground. Today we will look at the thorny or weedy ground, and then the good ground.  

1. Weedy ground

When Adam sinned, God cursed the ground. He made thorns and thistles, or horrible weeds, to grow in the soil. What a curse weeds are to the farmer! In another parable Jesus used the picture of tares or weeds sown in a wheat crop. They were sown by Satan. Weeds remind us of the wicked one, the angel who rebelled against God. They remind us of the prince of this world. The birds snatching away the seed from the path represented the devil. The devil is also behind the curse of the weeds.

In the scene pictured by Jesus, some seed fell among thorns or weeds (8:7). The weeds sprang up, as weeds do, and choked the plants that were sown. The soil was not hard or shallow, but was full of weeds. What does this mean? These are those who, ‘when they have heard, go out and are choked with cares, riches and pleasures of life, and bring no fruit to maturity’ (8:14). Matthew elaborates to the ‘cares of this world’, and the ‘deceitfulness of riches’ (Mat 13:22). These people heard the word and took it in. They had even established a good root system. They fall away, not because of persecution, but because of prosperity. These people have the potential for spiritual growth but, as Leon Morris writes, ‘life will hold just so much, and these people fill their lives with so many things that there is no room for spiritual fruit’. How terribly tragic!

‘The cares of this world!’ What threatened to choke the spiritual life out of Martha? Jesus told her she was ‘distracted with much serving’. She was ‘worried and troubled about many things’ (Luke 10:40f). She was not doing anything wrong. It was a matter of priorities. Are you running around, getting into a flap about everything? Listen to what Jesus said to Martha. Mary had chosen what was best. Listen to what Peter says – ‘cast your cares on the Lord because he cares for you’ (1Peter 5:7). This is not just good advice; it is teaching you must heed, lest Jesus be choked out of your life. Are the cares of this world filling your life? If not, then you belong to a very small group. Have you found a person lately who does not proudly say, ‘I am just so busy’? Martha, remember, came to Jesus to criticise her sister for not being busy. Being busy is the mantra of our day. Even the children have taken it up. If you cannot say, ‘I am too busy’, you do not belong. If you are not too busy then the devil will soon make you busy. He will find you a project around the house, a TV show you must watch, a shop you must go to, a club to go to, a game or a party you cannot miss. Anything to stop you sitting at the feet of Jesus to listen to him. 

Riches and the pleasures of life have choked the spiritual life out of so many in our day. Maybe you are thinking of such a person. They are not in church because they are out working to make more money. They do not trust God to supply their needs. They are not in church because they are out spending the money they made and enjoying life. 

Moses was brought up in Pharaoh’s palace. He had all the treasures and pleasures the world had to offer. But his mother had taught him well. One day he realised that these things were not enduring. He turned away from the short-lived pleasures of sin. He turned to the Lord. He realised that far greater riches are to be found in Christ than in this world. Moses looked to heavenly things rather than earthly things, to eternal rewards rather than the brief rewards offered by this world. What rewards are you looking to? Are you looking to the things of this world that are passing away, or to eternal rewards that are found only in Jesus Christ?  

Satan tempted Eve with earthly rewards, that fruit that looked good and promised so much. He tempted Jesus with earthly rewards. He will tempt you with earthly rewards. Will you, like millions of others, respond like Eve, or respond like Moses and like Jesus himself? Some seeds grew for a while but were choked out by the deceitful of riches and the pleasures of this world. 

2. Good ground
We come to the fourth and final type of ground on which the seed fell, good ground. Seed that fell on this ground ‘sprang up and yielded a crop/fruit a hundredfold’ (8:8). Matthew says, ‘some a hundredfold, some sixty and some thirty’ (Mat 13:8). Why does Jesus mention these numbers? The commentators I have read pass over this matter, although some indicate the harvest will not be uniform. All the good ground produces a crop but the yield varies. It is interesting that a head of wheat contains on average thirty grains. If a head can hold only thirty grains how can the plant produce more? It multiplies the number of tillers. It produces another head- sixty - and then another - ninety or a hundred. Amazing! Jesus knew all about the growth of wheat, and every other plant that he created. Clearly, Jesus was thinking about a bountiful harvest with a hundredfold increase. Are we to think of fruit as being one believer proclaiming the gospel such that one hundred others believe? Why not! Jesus said, ‘go into all the world and make disciples’. Disciples are people! 

The good ground represents what sort of heart? It is not a hard heart, filled with self and pride. That was the hard soil. It is not a shallow heart which seeks acceptance and popularity. That was the rocky ground. It was not a full heart, a heart so filled with the things of this world that there is no room for Jesus. That was the weedy ground. The good ground represents those ‘with a noble/honest and good heart’ (8:15). Actually both these words can be translated as ‘good’. We speak of someone as having a ‘good heart’. We mean they listen and have time for others. They are not full of themselves. ‘Noble’ is a word we do not hear much these days- why is that? The sense here is of a heart that is listening and is receptive to the word. 

The person with a noble and good heart hears the word and holds it fast (8:15). They hear and understand the word (Mat13:23). They say, ‘this is the most important thing I have ever heard. I know this is the truth. I will cling to it with all my being. I will love the Lord with all my heart, all my soul, all my mind, and all my strength. I will love him all my days’. The word grows deep into their heart and takes control of every aspect of their life.  

Jesus spoke of ‘bearing fruit with patience’ or patient endurance (8:15). He told his disciples that he chose them to go and bear fruit, fruit that will remain. What will remain when this world comes to an end? Only redeemed and resurrected human beings will enter the kingdom of God. The things of this world will all pass away. Some missionaries have done great work in helping people. They have built hospitals and schools and church halls. Later these structures might be named after them. But what fruit will remain. To my family it is a great joy to see a convert from Hinduism going on with the Lord after 25 years. By God’s grace her children are walking with the Lord, and they now have their own children. She continues inviting children to her village home to tell them about Jesus. Is this not the fruit that Jesus looks for?  

Other things are included in bearing fruit. Jesus said, ‘he who remains in me and I in him bears much fruit’ (John 15: 5). That sounds like a commentary on the good soil that we are looking at. The seed, which is the word of God, has grown deeply into the heart to then produce much fruit. Writing to the Colossians, Paul said that the word of the truth of the gospel had come to them and was bringing forth fruit. He prayed that being ‘filled with knowledge of His will in all wisdom and spiritual understanding’ they would walk worthy of the Lord and be fruitful in every good work (Col 1:6-10). Being fruitful means to live in the way that is pleasing to the Lord. It means living in the way that brings honour and glory to the Lord. 

The believer in Christ is filled with the Holy Spirit. ‘If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ he is not his’ (Rom 8:9). Those who have the Holy Spirit belong to Christ. It is through the Holy Spirit that we bring forth fruit. The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control (Gal 5:22). It is when we are walking in the Spirit and displaying these fruits that we will be witnesses of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

To lead anyone to Christ you must be bearing these fruits of the Spirit. You must be praying for the word of God to touch the heart of those who hear the gospel, praying that their heart will not be hard ground or shallow ground or weedy ground but good ground. You must be praying they will bring forth fruit to the glory of God and Jesus Christ our Lord.         

Hear and do                                                  



Luke 8:16-21

When we arrived in India in 1983 I did not know a word of the local language. We were sent to language school to learn a new grammar, new words and a new script. Our three young children started to play with local children. I decided to start a small Sunday school for these children. With the help of my language teacher, I wrote out Bible stories to teach these children. This proved to be a great help in learning the language. I learnt by doing. The more I practised the language, the more I learnt.

The good ground, in the parable of the sower, represents those who hear the word of God and take hold of it with all their being. As the word took root and grew in their hearts it began to bear fruit in their lives - enduring fruit. There was no turning back for these hearers. There was no stagnation for these hearers. The more fruit they yielded the more they produced. They were like the tree planted by the river in Psalm 1. They produced fruit in season. They produced fruit all the time. The gospel writer reinforces the message of the parable using other sayings of Jesus, sayings about hearing and heeding what was heard. Matthew includes these sayings in other contexts in his gospel. The picture of putting a lamp on a stand so its light can be seen was probably used more than once by Jesus in his preaching (8:16, 11:33). 

1. How do you hear?

No one lights a candle and then puts it under a bucket or under a bed. Where are the lights in your house? They are in the ceiling or on the shelf. What would you think of a person who lit a candle and then put it under the table or under the bed? They must be stupid, or blind. A stupid person does not know the nature of light. The blind person cannot see light anyway.

‘Take heed how you hear’ said Jesus (8:18). If you have truly heard the gospel and believed in Jesus Christ you will be bearing fruit. You will have received the gift of the Holy Spirit and will be bearing the fruit of the Spirit- love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness and self-control (Gal 5:22). Fruit bearing is pictured here as light-bearing. If the light of the gospel has truly shone into your heart it will be reflected in your life. It is beyond comprehension that a person can continue being the same person after believing in Jesus. ‘If anyone is in Christ he is a new creation; the old has gone and all things become new. Now all things are of God who has reconciled us to himself through Christ Jesus, and given us the ministry of reconciliation. We are ambassadors for Christ’ (2Cor 5:17-20). If you are an ambassador you do not go around disguised as a local person. If you are an ambassador for Christ - and that is what you are if you truly believe - you do not go around disguised as a person of this world. You reflect the one who sent you. You reflect whose you are and whom you serve, the Lord Jesus Christ. 

There are a lot of beautiful lighthouses along our rugged coastline. I have pictures of many on a calendar. But these lighthouses were not built to be photographed and stuck on a calendar. They were built to give out light. They were built to give light that would save people from being shipwrecked. Why did Jesus save you? For what purpose did he save you?  So you could have a rich and fulfilling life? So you could get a good job and settle down and make sure you and your children have everything the world offers? Is your life as a Christian any different to the lives of other people in society? If not, why not? ‘I am going do something really mean to that person after what they did to me’ the young person said. But wait a minute! Is this what Jesus teaches us? Are you listening to Jesus and obeying him? ‘Let your light so shine before men that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven’ (Mat 5:16). Light from a lighthouse saves; it does not destroy lives. An ambassador lives in a way that makes the king or government he represents look good. Are you living as an ambassador of Christ? 

When was the last time you demonstrated a Christ-like behaviour? When was the last time you looked out for the interests of others, or of Christ and his kingdom? ‘All seek their own interests, not the things of Christ’ wrote Paul (Phil 2:21). When was the last time you prayed for an unbeliever to be saved, and spoke to them of Jesus, your Saviour and Lord? When you do pray, and when you do speak, you will be amazed at how the Lord helps you. Jesus promises to give you words to say when you open your mouth to speak of him (Mat 10:19). Remember, you have the Holy Spirit as your helper. You will come away thinking of other things you could have said, but if you have spoken of Jesus giving glory to him the seed has been sown. Have the word of God close at hand at all times; in your memory or in your pocket. Have in your hand the ‘sword of the Spirit which is the word of God’ (Eph 6:17). 

‘Whoever has, to him more will be given; and whoever does not have, even what he thinks he has will be taken from him’ (8:18). We are reminded of the parable of the minas and the man who hid his mina/coin in a cloth (Luke 19:11f). The master said, 'take this mina from him and give it to the man who has used his mina to get ten more'. Jesus was not endorsing taking money from the poor and giving it to the rich. He was speaking of spiritual things. He was speaking of bearing fruit in the kingdom of God. 

‘Use it or lose it’ some say. This is true is it not? If you stop pedalling you will fall off the bike. Right? Beware of stagnating in your Christian life; or worse still, falling back. Attend to the means of grace and let the word of God dwell in you richly. Then, when you have opportunity you will be ready to help someone, or give an answer to someone as the Lord enables you. When you do you will be pleased, and so will the Lord. He will send you out to serve him again. 

‘For nothing is secret that will not be revealed, not anything hidden that will not be known and come to light’ (8:17). This verse looks a bit out of place, but notice the word ‘light’ at the end. Everything will be revealed and come to the light. This connects it with the previous verse, and back to the parable. The parable was about hidden things, things that were revealed to the disciples who came to Jesus and asked. One day everything will be revealed by the Light of the world, Jesus Christ our Lord. This verse seems to point to judgment day. On this day the light will reveal everything. ‘All things are open to the eyes of him to whom we must give account’ (Heb 4:13). Meanwhile, ‘the word of God is living and active, sharper than a two edged sword, piercing even to the division of soul and spirit, and joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart’ (Heb 4:13). This is the same word that Jesus spoke of in the parable. 

There are people who call themselves Christians and live morally upright lives but the word of God has never entered their heart and they have no light. The truth is a mystery to them but they make a good show to the world. Some even study and preach, but have no light. For them, being a Christian means to keep the Ten Commandments and the Sermon on the Mount. If others keep these commands without being a Christian then well and good they say. Such people keep away from those who talk about being 'born again' or being 'true believers'. The Pharisees still have their followers today. ‘Take heed how you hear’ said Jesus. One day the light will reveal everything that is secret and hidden. Will it be a day of surprises?

2. Hear the word and do it
At this point Luke includes the record of Jesus' mother and brothers pressing their way through the crowd to reach Jesus. Matthew puts it immediately before the parable of the sower (Mat 12:46f), but neither give a precise time frame. They came to speak with Jesus as a member of their household. Maybe they wanted to take him home so he could help, or to make sure he took rest. Maybe they thought Jesus was ‘out of his mind’ (Mark 3:20). 

Mary’s husband, Joseph, is not mentioned. Maybe he had died. Who are the brothers referred to? Some theologians of the Roman Catholic tradition teach that Mary was a perpetual virgin, so these brothers of Jesus were not sons of Mary. They say they were from a previous marriage of Joseph, or cousins. While the term ‘brother’ can be used broadly, the natural sense here is of other sons of Mary. Jesus had sisters also (Mat 13: 56). 

Being perfect as he was, Jesus honoured his mother. But his primary duty was towards God. In his youth he told his parents, ‘I must be about my Father’s business’ (Luke 2:49). On this occasion he makes the same point. He answered saying, ‘my mother and my brother are those who hear the word of God and do it’ (8:21). This is a profound statement. Jesus is the only begotten Son of God. In this way he is unique. But those who believe, those who hear the word of God and do it, are adopted children of God and hence brothers and sisters of Jesus. Jesus was speaking of spiritual realities. He was speaking about the kingdom of God. He was looking beyond life in this world to eternal life.

How do you feel about Jesus calling you his brother or sister- as you are if you hear the word of God and do it? This reminds us that we belong to a spiritual family. Jesus did not disown or ignore his earthly family - and neither must we. But Jesus had an even greater priority, his spiritual family- and so must we. Looking at relationships within the church, and at splits that keep occurring, we might ask to what extent this great truth is understood. Surely it is a symptom of not hearing the word of God and doing it, as Jesus urges us to do in the parable and in these verses. Do you hear the word of God? Are you putting it into practice in your life?

Jesus stops the storm                                


       Luke 8:22-25

I was glad to hear that cyclone Yasi was not my fault. Since I breathe out around 1kg of carbon dioxide each day I thought I might be making the climate change and hence making cyclones more frequent and intense. But the experts said the cyclone was not because of climate change but a normal La Nina weather event. On the other hand, a storm that hit the Mediterranean Sea hundreds of years ago was caused by a man – a man called Jonah. The storm was sent by God to stop Jonah from disobeying God. On the other hand, the storm that hit the house of one of Job’s sons, killing everyone inside, was the work of Satan. Satan challenged God to allow Job’s faith to be tested. The outcome was a foreign invasion, a fire from heaven, and a great wind. Is it any wonder that the experts are finding the climate very complex? The experts are mere men and women after all. Are they factoring into their calculations Jonah’s experience, and Job’s experience? Are they factoring in the power of Jesus Christ of Nazareth that we read of in this passage from the Bible? 

Luke, the writer of this gospel, was a man of science. He was a man who carefully studied the life of Jesus from eyewitness accounts. We cannot dismiss what he writes as easily as some think. The Creator God has set in place laws that we call the laws of nature. These laws govern our climate and everything else in the universe. How thankful we are for these laws. But we see here that the God who made these laws can override them if and when he so chooses.

1.Sleep
One day Jesus got into a boat with his disciples and said, ‘let us cross over to the other side of the lake’ (8:22). It was on the evening of the day that he told the parable of the sower, according to Mark’s gospel (Mark 4:35). As they set out rowing or sailing across the lake of Galilee Jesus fell asleep. The lake of Galilee is about 21 km long and 11 km wide, a sizeable body of water. It is also at a low altitude – 200 m below sea level. It is surrounded by hills which are quite high on the northern and eastern sides. Valleys or ravines in these hills funnel the wind so that it whips up large waves on the lake. A friend of mine was stationed in Galilee as a United Nations peace keeper. He told me how quickly these gale force winds would come on the lake.

Jesus fell asleep. He was must have been weary from his ministry. Jesus was weary and he slept just as we do. Is that comforting to know? If you get weary in doing God’s work then know that Jesus understands. That is, weary in doing God’s work, not weary of doing God’s work, as J. C. Ryle reminds us. Paul writes, ‘let us not become weary in doing good, for in due season we shall reap if we do not lose heart’ (Gal 6:9). 

2.Storm
The boat Jesus was in probably belonged to one of his disciples. A number of them were fishermen. They were seasoned sailors who knew the lake well. They knew about sudden storms on the lake, but this one must have been particularly violent. The waves were crashing over the boat and it was filling with water. They were in grave danger. They rushed to wake Jesus, who amazingly was still asleep. ‘Master, master we are perishing’ they said (8:23, 24).

The disciples had given up hope of saving themselves. They were experienced and strong fishermen but the storm was too powerful for them. They feared they would drown. They went to Jesus with this bad news. They had seen Jesus heal lots of sick people, cast out demons and even raise a dead man. They had heard him say ‘your sins are forgiven’, knowing that only God can forgive sins. They had left everything to follow Jesus. But when they came to Jesus they were filled with fear. ‘Where is your faith?’ Jesus asked when they woke him up (8:25). 

How would you have responded to the storm if you had been in the boat that day?  ‘That is a hypothetical question’ you say. But you must have faced similar dangers in your life. Maybe you are facing a grave danger today – a life threatening disease, attack from enemies, or some other crisis. Are you living in fear, or in faith? It is natural to fear. Psychologists talk about the fight or flight response when we fear something. The disciples were fighting against the storm but were being overpowered. They could not flee the situation. They became desperate. In their desperation they went to Jesus. This was the wise thing to do. 

It is natural to fear but is it necessary? Is it the way we should respond as men and women who believe in Jesus? The disciples had Jesus in the boat with them. They were in the presence of the Son of God, the One who was with God in the beginning, the One through whom all things were made, and in whom all things hold together (Col 1:16,17). Did they really trust in Jesus? Did they really believe that with God all things are possible?

If Jesus rebuked his disciples saying, ‘where is your faith’, will he not rebuke you when you begin to fear? Nothing can happen to you outside the will of God. ‘Nothing can separate us from the love of God which is in Jesus Christ our Lord’ (Rom 8:39). These are not just words that we read; they are promises that we take hold of, promises that affect how we live. Are you walking in fear or in faith?  Do you have faith in Jesus Christ who stilled the mighty storm on the lake of Galilee? I am reminded of a book by Martyn Lloyd-Jones called, ‘From fear to faith’. It is a small book of just seventy pages. It is a study of the book of Habakkuk. Habakkuk was a prophet who said, ‘the just shall live by faith’ (Hab 2:4). The name Habakkuk means ‘one who clings’. He clung to the Lord saying, ‘yet will I rejoice in the Lord’ even as his nation was destroyed and the people carried off into exile.

3. Stilling the storm
The disciples woke Jesus up to tell him they were about to drown. How he could sleep during such a disaster was amazing; and it was disturbing to the disciples. ‘Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing’ they said (Mark 4:38). Did they expect Jesus to do anything apart from help them with the rowing? Matthew records them as saying, ‘Lord save us’ but just how they expected him to save them is not clear (Mat 8:25). They were not expecting Jesus to do what he did, that is for sure. Jesus got up and rebuked the wind and the raging water (8:24). What an amazing thing to do? None of them had thought to do this! Do you think the wind would have stopped if they had done this? Did they have the power to stop the wind? No. But God does.  

‘The heavens are yours, 

The earth also is yours, 

The world and all its fullness,

You have founded them’   (Ps 89:11). 

God created the heavens and the earth. God is omnipotent or all-powerful. He has power over the wind and the waves. He has power over demons and the devil. He has power over kings and rulers. He has power over men and their machines. 

When Jesus rebuked the wind and the waves they immediately stopped. There was complete calm on the lake (8:24). This was not the storm blowing itself out. These were experienced fishermen who knew the weather on this lake. They marvelled at what happened saying, ‘who can this be?' He commands even the wind and the waves and they obey him!’(8:25). The word ‘rebuke’ is interesting in this context. It is found in all the gospel accounts. Leon Morris writes, ‘this is a somewhat surprising verb and may imply that there was an evil force behind the storm’. Another commentator writes, ‘by rebuking the wind and the waves he actually rebuked the powers of Satan, which at that moment were active in the elements’. Was Satan actually trying to drown Jesus while he was asleep? 

Satan was behind the storm that killed Job’s children. He did this to test Job, the servant of God. But God is powerful to save from all Satan’s attacks. He is all-powerful. 

‘God is ready to help in time of trouble.

Therefore we will not fear,

Even though the earth be removed,

And the mountains fall into the middle of the sea;

Though its waters roar and be troubled’
(Psalm 46:1-3).

4. Salvation

When Moses came to the Red Sea he stretched out his hand and rebuked the sea and it dried up (Psalm 106:9). They saw God’s great salvation. When the priests carrying the Ark of the Covenant stepped into the flooded Jordan River it stopped flowing and the people crossed over on dry ground. Paul says that the Israelites drank of the spiritual rock that followed them, and that rock was Christ (1Cor 10:4).  

Jesus Christ saved his disciples from the dangerous storm that hit as they were crossing the lake. He is powerful to save you from the storm also. He is powerful to bring you through whatever crisis hits you in your life. He is powerful to save you from the attacks of Satan. Satan is out to destroy you. Be on your guard, and remember that Jesus is in the boat with you. Call to him and he will save you.  

Man with many demons                                              
           Luke 8:26-33

We were in a minibus winding our way into the hills of Orissa in India. We were going to visit a village where people of the Bonda tribe lived. Suddenly two men stepped in front of our bus. They were naked except for a loin cloth. Each was carrying a bow and arrow. The driver stopped and let them on the bus. As the two men stood in the isle the smell of their unwashed bodies drifted through the bus. Everyone sat in silence because Dr Iris Paul, the missionary lady working among this tribe, had just told us how violent these people were. At the slightest provocation, like taking more than your share of food, they would spear a person to death. These men on the bus had probably killed someone at some time. 

1. Pathetic
After Jesus calmed the storm on the lake he and his disciples reached the other side, across from Capernaum. When Jesus stepped out of the boat he was met by a demon possessed man. This man was a pathetic figure. He was also a man not to be messed with. He terrorised the people of the area. He was scary, and he was strong. Most people gave him a wide berth – but not Jesus. For a long time this man had lived among the tombs of this region of the Gadarenes (8:26). Some manuscripts (MSS) have ‘Gerasenes’ and a few ‘Gergesenes’. Near the village of Khersa on the eastern shores of the lake are ruins, and also caves, on a rocky hillside which runs down to the lake. Gentiles rather than Jews probably lived in this region; unless they were renegade Jews who kept pigs. The demon possessed man was such a problem in society that they had chained him hand and foot to keep him from harming others, and harming himself. But he broke the chains as the demons drove him into this solitary place. The demons possessed his mind and body so that he wore no clothes and sheltered in the caves where people were buried. 

We may not see such demon possessed men today but we do see many who are under the power of Satan and living similarly pathetic lives. I mentioned the Bondas in the hills of Orissa. There are tribes in the NE of India also. The Chakesang people once lived pathetic lives. Driven by the devil, they went out to kill men in neighbouring tribes. They kept the heads of their victims as trophies. In 1992 I had the opportunity to visit the Chakesang people. In their newly built church, before hundreds of people, I preached from this very passage. Jesus had set them free from bondage to evil and they were rejoicing in the Lord. 

Among the Hindu’s there is a group of devotees called Nagas. These men remind me of this demon possessed man that Jesus met.  They smear ash over their bodies but wear no clothes. They go around stark naked. They attract some attention but are usually strong men and deal violently with anyone inclined to make fun of them.  

But what about our western society? Are there not people similarly driven by Satan to live pathetic lives in our society? A strong, almost naked man is idolised in our society. Just look at reports into the lives of some football players. Just look at magazines and web sites promoting body building. They feature semi-naked men and women on the covers. We see people parading down our streets half-naked during the Mardi Gras. Would this demon possessed man that Jesus met have looked out of place in this street parade? 

‘Satan still urges many, in whose heart he reigns, into self-dishonouring and self-destroying habits of life’ writes J. C. Ryle. He goes on to say, ‘fearful it is to see what a wreck of body and mind Satan often brings young persons. Fearful it is to observe how he often drives them out of the reach of good influence and buries them in a wilderness of bad companions and loathsome sins! Fearful above all it is to reflect that in yet a little while Satan’s slaves will be lost for ever, and in hell’.

Maybe you know someone who is a drug addict or an alcoholic. Drugs are ruining the lives of so many young people in our community. How can anyone damage their own lives by such things? It is so insidious. It is of the devil. What else can you say when you see people emerging from pubs and getting into fights. What else can you say when you see people vomiting as they lie in the gutter. And we live in a civilised society! Yet we say people who run around naked, fighting each other in the forest are primitive. We look in horror at this naked and violent man that Jesus met. 

Is there any cause for hope? Yes there is. Jesus is the hope, the only hope we have. Jesus delivered the people of the Chakesang tribe from their bondage to Satan. Jesus delivered this demon possessed man that he met from the many demons that possessed his mind and body. Jesus is delivering men and women today from addictions to alcohol, drugs and other evils. Let us pray to the Lord, believing that he has the power to deliver from all evil. In the Lord's Prayer we pray, ‘deliver us from evil’. Some say, 'deliver us from the evil one’. Let us pray especially for young people that they will not be tempted to try substances and activities that will harm their mind or body.

2. Power

The day Jesus set foot on the opposite shore of Lake Galilee was a great day for this pathetic man. When he saw Jesus he cried out and fell down before him (8:28). He was not worshipping Jesus; he was begging Jesus to leave him alone. He knew who Jesus was. He screamed out, ‘what do you want with me Jesus, the Son of the Most High God’. Screaming and yelling are symptoms of Satan’s working. The Most High God is more of a Gentile than Jewish way of referring to God. The demon possessed man that Jesus met in the synagogue at Capernaum similarly cried out, ‘leave us alone’, but he called Jesus the Holy One of God (4:34). 

It was not the man himself who recognised Jesus; it was the demons possessing him. It was not the man himself crying out to be left alone, it was the demons possessing him and using his vocal system. Jesus was not about to leave this pathetic figure alone. He was a human being made in the image of God. He was a human being, made to glorify God his maker. He was not glorifying God in his present condition. He was suffering as a slave of Satan. 

‘Leave them alone’ the anthropologists and others say to missionaries taking the gospel to the tribal people of Africa, Asia or America. ‘They are happy running around naked and killing one another at will’ they say. ‘Leave them alone’ the politically correct say when you try to direct young people in the way they should live. ‘Leave them to their binge drinking, their drugs, their pornography and their sexual immorality’ they say. Some even want to legalise drugs. Secular humanists believe that the young should be left to make their own choices. But do they have the power to choose what is best? Jesus did not leave the pathetic man he met to his own resources. He was powerless to get rid of the demons possessing him. He needed help. He needed power greater than that of the demons. He needed the power of Jesus. Education about drugs and other evils is good, but it will not enable us stand against the power of Satan. We need the power of Jesus, the Son of God, to overcome evil. 

Jesus had ordered the unclean spirit to get out of the man (8:29). That was why the man was crying out. It was a scream of defeat. Jesus did not stop to ask this man about his condition and if he wanted help. He was not actually speaking to the man but to the demons. When he asked the man his name it was the demons who answered saying, ‘Legion, for we are many’ (Mark 5:9). It is difficult to understand the nature of demon possession but here is one sign – the man was not himself. He spoke in the third person. This man was obviously crazy but there was this extra aspect to his behaviour. Jesus recognised that he was confronted by thousands of demons that had taken up residence in this poor soul. 

3. Pigs

The demons were exposed by Jesus. The people of the region had done all they could to help this crazy man. They had kept him under guard and chained him up. But they had no idea why he was behaving so badly. The demons liked it that way. They were tormenting this man and his community without them knowing. The people were ignorant of the devil and his power. 

Jesus correctly diagnosed this man’s problems and followed up with the effective cure. He ordered the demons to leave. But would they go? Demons are spirits. They evidently seek bodies which they can occupy- if not human, then animal. They wanted to avoid going to the abyss. The abyss is where  evil spirits are imprisoned, before being cast into the fires of hell for eternity (Rev 20). The thousands of demons in this man begged Jesus not to send them to the abyss. They begged him to let them go into the pigs that were feeding on the nearby hill. Jesus gave them permission, so they went out of the man and into the pigs, and the pigs raced down the hill and drowned (8:33). 
How amazing! This is incredible! How are we to understand what happened– if we possibly can? We will look at this question and the response of the various witnesses next time, God willing. For now, let us remember how these demons were trying to destroy ‘Legion’s’ life. They wasted no time in destroying the pigs. Satan or the devil is active today trying to destroy the lives of men and women, young and old. If he gets the young, then all the better for him. 

But remember above all that Jesus, the Son of God, defeated Satan at the Cross and in his resurrection. Jesus became like us, ‘that through his death he might destroy him who had the power of death, that is the devil’ (Heb 2:14). In the name of Jesus you can resist the devil and he will flee from you.  

Reactions to the demoniac’s deliverance               


 Luke 8:34-39

In the city of Philippi there was a slave girl possessed of a spirit by which she could tell the future. Her owners exploited her for these supernatural powers. One day she came up to the apostle Paul and his partners crying out, ‘these men are servants of the Most High God who proclaim the way of salvation’ (Acts 16:17). In the name of Jesus, the apostle cast the evil spirit out of this poor girl. He set her free from this bondage. She was given back her mind and her life. Paul got no thanks for saving this girl. Realising their loss of business opportunity, her owners grabbed Paul and dragged him before the magistrate. He was stripped and beaten and thrown in prison. He was called a trouble maker for doing this good deed. Paul must have reflected on the response that Jesus got when he cast the demons out of the man in the Decapolis.  

1. Report

‘What do you want with me Jesus, Son of the Most High’ screamed the demon possessed man that Jesus met on the eastern shore of Lake Galilee. The people of this town were terrorised by this naked and violent man. He ended up living in the graveyard. Jesus ordered the evil spirits out of the man. After begging not to be sent to the abyss, he allowed them to go into pigs that were grazing on the hill nearby. The people watched as all the pigs raced down the hill and drowned in the lake. Those tending the pigs were gripped with fear and raced off to town to tell everyone what had happened.  

What are we to make of these things? Jesus allowed the demons to move from the man into the pigs. Demons have one aim and that is to destroy. They aimed to destroy the life of this poor man; they were torturing him before they finally killed him. The man often cut himself with stones (Mark 5:5). Would it soon be a knife? The destructive work of demons is clearly seen in what happened to the pigs. 

What also was clearly seen was that the demons had left the man. Demons are spirits. They are not seen by human eyes- but there work is. The demon possessed man saw with his own eyes evidence of the evil spirits leaving him and going into the pigs. If he ever doubted that these demons had left, he would have recalled what he saw on that day. It is not unlike us recalling our baptism or communion. These are visible signs of our deliverance from the rule of Satan in our life.

Some people accuse Jesus of destroying all these pigs. Others say that they were being kept by Jews who should not have been keeping pigs anyway. Some would accuse Jesus of economic vandalism; others of gross cruelty to animals. Let us be clear about two things: Firstly, it was the demons that destroyed these pigs. Jesus allowed them to go into the pigs. Yet he did so knowing what they would do. As sovereign Lord he was ultimately ruling over what happened. Notice that he tells the man to go and tell everyone what God had done for him (8:39). 

Secondly, the life of this man meant much more to Jesus than the life of the pigs. Those who believe that we are descended from the apes object to this idea. They place the same value on the life of a person made in the image of God, as on the life of an animal- in some cases less value. Idol worshippers in India will take their cow to the doctor before they take their wife because the cow had greater economic value. Not so different is the contrast being seen in our society between concern for animal cruelty and concern, or lack thereof, for the abhorrent killing of human babies in the womb. As people turn away from God, concern for human life decreases, while that for animal life increases. 

2. Rejection

The report of those tending the pigs gripped the imaginations of the people in the town and the countryside. It would also have gripped the pockets of those who owned the pigs! They rushed to see what had happened. What did they find as they reached the hill by the lake? They saw no pigs- unless some were floating in the lake. What they saw was the crazy man sitting at the feet of Jesus. It was not easy for them to recognise him because he was now clean and dressed. He was no longer running about naked and screaming at the top of his voice. He was ‘sitting at the feet of Jesus, dressed and in his right mind’ (8: 35). 
How did they respond to the amazing change in this man? Were they pleased? Did they start rejoicing in seeing him a normal man again? No. They were afraid (8:35). What were they afraid of? They ended up asking Jesus to leave because they were ‘seized with great fear’ (8:37). These were superstitious people. They saw the changed man, but how did this happen? By what power had this man been changed? It was a power they did not know about. They feared things that they did not know about, especially powers they could not control. That great power was standing there before them, and they were gripped with fear.

These people had been told how the demon possessed man was made well (8:36). Those tending the pigs, or someone else, heard the interaction between this man and Jesus. The demons were shouting at Jesus and begging him not to send them into the abyss but into the pigs instead. The crowd saw the results. Jesus had done something wonderful for their friend, who was now sitting at Jesus’ feet, but still they rejected Jesus because of fear.  

Why do people fear Jesus? We see such fear in people who refuse to come to church. We see such fear in people who refuse to listen to the gospel, and try to stop others from listening also. We see such fear when people want to stop prayers in the parliament, and in the schools. There is fear of the power of Jesus to change people’s lives; power to change sinners into people who sit at the feet of Jesus in their right mind. 

Pilate was afraid of Jesus, even though he gave permission for him to be crucified. He took water to wash his hands of Jesus’ blood. Festus, the Roman governor, told Paul he was out of his mind after he had listened to him preach the gospel. But King Agrippa knew Paul was not out of his mind. He knew what Paul was saying was true but he walked out saying, ‘do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian’ (Acts 26:28). What was Agrippa afraid of? You will have met people who are afraid that becoming a Christian will deprive them of having fun in life. They say, ‘when I have enjoyed life, (meaning a life of sin) and become old, I will think about Jesus’. Others are afraid of losing their friends, particularly their boyfriend or girlfriend. 

The people who came out and saw Jesus were superstitious. They probably saw the loss of their pigs as divine judgment. Jesus was responsible for this judgment. They were all guilty of sin and feared further divine judgment. In their ignorance they thought asking Jesus to leave them would mean escaping judgment for their sin. The demons responded to Jesus saying, ‘leave us alone’. Now the local people were asking Jesus to leave them alone. Do you sometimes want Jesus to leave you alone? Why? Do you fear what he wants you to do? It is only those who are bound up in sin who fear the judgment of Jesus. Jesus will indeed judge all sin, whether we like it or not. But when we welcome Jesus, and sit at his feet, we will know the wonderful saving grace of Jesus Christ.

‘Jesus got into the boat and left’ (8:39). Jesus did not force himself upon them. He quietly got into the boat and left. What a tragedy. Jesus left this region, never to return. The people walking in darkness saw a great light. They saw the Light of the world. But they preferred the darkness to the light. Do you know anyone who has made this tragic choice? If so, remind them that Jesus has gone away but will return in judgment.  

3. Remain

Last, but not least, we look at the reaction of the man who was cured. Here we see the right reaction to Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Here we see a man who no longer feared Jesus and his power. We see a man who had faith in Jesus. He knew the power of Jesus to heal and to set men and women free from evil. He could now pray, ‘deliver us from evil’, knowing that Jesus would answer that prayer. 
This man stood/sat as a testimony to the people who came out to see what had happened. He was like the man born blind who was healed by Jesus (John 9). The Pharisees who hated Jesus, because he made himself equal with God, could not deny that this man was healed. They asked him how it happened and he told them that a man called Jesus had healed him. Are you a testimony to the power of Jesus Christ as these men were? Are you sitting in peace at the feet of Jesus? Are you ready to tell anyone and everyone what Jesus has done for you? They may or may not listen, but let that not to deter you from telling them. 

What a beautiful picture it is, seeing this previously troubled soul sitting in peace at the feet of Jesus. Is this a picture of you? He wanted to remain with Jesus. Is this what you want most in life? Are you clinging to Jesus like this man? This man begged to go with Jesus. Are you praying and pleading with Jesus to remain with him all the days of your life?

As Jesus got into the boat to leave this region, the man he cured begged to go with him (8:38). But Jesus sent him away. How strange! The man must have been very disappointed. But what an honour! Jesus sent him away to witness and to glorify God. There was no concern for misplaced messianic expectations in this Gentile region. Jesus would return to the Jews. He must continue on the way to the Cross. Jesus sent him back to his earthly home and community. He sent him with a message. ‘Tell how much God has done for you’ (8:39). So the man went away to tell everyone in his town what Jesus had done for him. There is no conflict here between what ‘God had done’ and ‘Jesus had done’. Like the man, we are meant to understand that Jesus healed and saved in the power of God.  

We are not told the outcome of this mission Jesus sent him on. All we are told is that he obeyed and went. And that is all Jesus tells you to do. When you come and sit at the feet of Jesus he will send you out to serve him. He calls us to be witnesses of his grace and power in our own families and our own communities. He calls some to go further away, even to the ends of the earth. Will you go wherever Jesus sends you?

Woman with flow of blood                                    

          Luke 8:40-48

The people across the lake, in the region of Decapolis, were overcome with fear and asked Jesus to leave (8:37). Jesus obliged, but not before sending the man he cured of demons back to his people to tell all that God had done for him. This man was given a great responsibility. Did he do what Jesus told him? Are you doing what Jesus has sent you to do in your family, your community and to the ends of the earth? Jesus said, ‘You shall be my witnesses …to the ends of the earth’ (Acts 1:8).

Jesus sailed back across the lake, presumably to Capernaum. A huge crowd was waiting to greet him. These people were Jews who had already seen Jesus perform miraculous signs and heard him preach the Kingdom of God. They were not necessarily welcoming him for the right reasons. They welcomed Jesus not because of who he is, but because he could heal the sick, cast out demons and raise the dead. Jesus graciously continued his healing ministry and proclaiming the kingdom of God.

Jesus was met by Jairus, a ruler of the synagogue. This man’s only daughter was very sick -she lay dying (8:42). Jairus begged Jesus come and heal her. Jesus set out towards his house, but as he was making his way through the narrow city streets of the city something strange occurred. As Jesus pressed through the crowd, he suddenly stopped, turned around and said, ‘who touched me?’ (8:45). What a strange thing to say, thought Peter and others. Peter said, ‘Master, the people are crowding around and pressing against you’. He meant ‘What do you mean who touched you. Lots of people must be touching you as we jostle our way through this mass of people’.

If you go to India you will quickly find out about jostling crowds. It is not a place to go if you insist on personal space. I remember travelling on a city bus with someone standing on my foot all the way. I was hanging on, with one hand over my head, and holding my pocket with the other- my wallet was in that pocket. Another memory is that of negotiating a crowded city street on my bicycle. I gave up trying to ride. Eventually I ended up carrying it over my head, trying to free myself from the crush of people.

1. Flow of blood

Jesus was not just complaining about a lack of personal space. He was not just complaining because someone bumped in to him. He was touched by someone deliberately. He was touched by someone with a particular need. Her need was serious, but also secret. The un-named woman who touched the corner of Jesus’ cloak was suffering from a flow of blood. She had had this bleeding problem for twelve years. It was a debilitating and embarrassing condition. She had spent all her money going to different doctors, but none could heal her (8:43). Losing blood makes a person weak. This woman probably struggled to do her work around the house and in the fields.

The woman’s flow of blood brought other problems. In this society it meant social isolation. It meant she was ceremonially unclean and not allowed into the temple or the synagogue to worship God. It meant anyone who touched her became unclean for the day; they had to wash themselves and their clothes to become clean. This was the law of the Jews (Lev 15:19f).

2. Fear

Can you imagine not being allowed to come to worship because of a sickness you have? Maybe you have had a contagious disease and been quarantined for a week or so. This woman had been quarantined for twelve years. What a miserable life she had. This woman would have stayed at home most of the time in fear of contaminating anyone. In public she would have kept her distance lest she touch someone, making them unclean. Remember how lepers had to call out, ‘Unclean! Unclean!’ when anyone came near. Her life must have been much like that of a leper.

When the woman heard that Jesus was in town she determined to approach him for help. But she was afraid that Jesus, like other people, would not want to touch her. She would have to touch him secretly. The jostling crowd made this possible - but not easy. If anyone noticed her they would cry, ‘watch out for that unclean woman!’ The woman was afraid, but had sufficient faith to make the effort to touch Jesus and be healed. She pushed through the crowd following Jesus until she was close enough to touch him. She reached out her hand and managed to touch the edge of his cloak. She did this without him noticing – or so she thought. She quickly fell back in the crowd, hoping to leave the scene. 

Does this smack of superstition or magic to you? A woman thinking that by touching the robe of Jesus she would be healed sounds a bit superstitious don’t you think? We certainly see a lot of superstition today, even in the church. We see people travelling half-way around the world in order to kiss a statue or relic, or drink the water at some holy place, in the hope of being healed. We see ‘prayed-over’ cloths or other trinkets being sent out by tele- evangelists for people to touch and be healed. What we see this woman doing in no way sanctions such practices.

There is an interesting account in the Bible of handkerchiefs or sweat bands being taken from the apostle Paul for people to touch and be healed (Acts 19:11,12). We read that God worked unusual miracles by the hands of Paul. Paul would have agreed to this ‘unusual’ practice, a special practice for that special time. Reading on in this chapter of Acts, we see what happens to those who try their hand at magic, or manipulation of the Spirit of God. Unlike the ‘holy’ relics or cloths used in some churches today, those who touched Jesus’ cloak or Paul’s head bands were all healed. 

This woman who touched Jesus had faith in God, as Jesus later acknowledged (8:48). She did not cut off a piece of his cloak for a magic charm. She came in fear, but also in faith. Her faith was not strong. It was not like the centurion’s great faith. He believed that Jesus could heal his servant without even touching him (7:9). This woman, like many, believed that Jesus had to touch her, or she at least had to touch Him. That she did so secretly was because in her heart fear was still mingled with faith. She was a woman of little faith but Jesus still blessed her. If you have little faith you can still come to Jesus in that faith and he will bless you. 

3. Faith

While this woman’s faith was not strong, it was present and it was real. Jesus said, “if you have faith as a mustard seed you will say to this mountain, ‘move from here to there’ and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you” (Mat 17:20). Many have come to Jesus with little faith, and found that faith rewarded with abundant grace. Maybe you struggle to have faith and to trust in Jesus in times of difficulty. Maybe you have the tendency to fear what is happening to you. If this is the case, come to Jesus and see what he will do for you.

This woman’s faith brought her to Jesus. She managed to touch his cloak. When she did so she was instantly healed. Immediately her bleeding stopped (8:44). She was healed. She was happy- but still fearful. She did not start praising God but tried to slip away quietly. It is interesting to see some people slip into church, sit quietly and then slip away quietly. Should we not rejoice in the Lord and confess his great name. 

Jesus knew someone had touched his cloak. He knew that power had gone out from him, power to heal and power to save (8:46). Even when Jesus healed with a word it was a word of power, the power of God. The power came, not from some mantra or form of words, but from God. Jesus stopped and turned around. ‘Who touched me’ he said. No one owned up. Peter and others tried to reason with Jesus but he insisted on finding out who touched him. He knew who it was of course, but he wanted this woman to step forward of her own volition. He wanted her to tell everyone what God had done for her. He wanted her to do this, not only for the glory of God but for her own good. Jesus did not want this woman returning to her old life of fear. He wanted her to live the new life of faith. He wanted her to be free to come to him for help in her time of need. He wanted her to call God her Father- Jesus called her his daughter. He wanted her to confess the grace and power of God that she now knew. After spending all her money on human means, she found salvation was free.

4. Fullness 

What would life have been like for this woman if she had managed to slip away without being noticed? She would have had no assurance of being completely and utterly healed. She would have had to convince the priests she was healed, and then get ceremonially washed. Above all, she would not have heard the words of Jesus, ‘Daughter, be of good cheer; you faith has made you well/whole. Go in peace’ (8:48).

With Jesus’ eyes upon her, this woman came forward trembling. Now the eyes of everyone were fixed on her. She fell down before Jesus, telling him why she had touched him and how she had been healed instantly (8: 47). Confession before Jesus, and confession of Jesus, brought release to this woman – as it does to all who confess the name of Jesus. She heard Jesus call her his daughter- something he called only this woman in the whole NT. That meant she was in a new relationship with God. God was her Father. She heard Jesus say it was her faith that healed her. Her faith, like your faith, had its object in Jesus. She did not sneak up behind some priest or holy man (or woman) to touch their cloak! She did not sneak up on a lump of wood or stone expecting to be healed!

The word for ‘healed’ that Jesus used actually means ‘saved’ (8:48). It has the double meaning of saved from sickness and saved from sin. Like all his miracles, this healing was not just physical. The healing was a sign of the kingdom of God, the kingdom of power and grace. God’s grace and power are seen most importantly in salvation from sin. To the paralytic Jesus said directly, ‘your sins are forgiven’ (5:20).

‘Go in peace’ Jesus said to the woman (8:48). He was not just being polite. He was declaring that she now had peace with God. She had peace with God through the Lord Jesus Christ. She had the peace of Jesus in her heart, peace that would keep her heart from being troubled and afraid (John 14:27). Remember, what Jesus did for this woman he will do for you, if you come to him in faith, even a little faith. The Lord says, ‘if you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus Christ, and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved’ (Rom 10:9).

‘Little girl, arise’                               




  Luke 8:49-56

When Jesus returned to Capernaum, he found a huge crowd waiting for him. Within that crowd was a man whose only daughter was gravely ill. The man, called Jairus, had been anxiously waiting by the lake, scanning the waters for any sign of the boat carrying Jesus. Jairus believed that Jesus could heal his daughter but she was too sick to bring to Jesus. He came to beg Jesus to come to his house to touch her and make her well. Jesus agreed to go with him. 

What wonderful grace we see here on the part of Jesus - grace for the individual person. Seeing a great crowd lining the shore, Jesus might have been tempted to get up on a stage and start preaching and performing miracles. Men or women who can draw a huge crowd rarely have time for the individual. They are up on the stage trying to impress everyone. If individuals want to see them personally they have to make an appointment. Even some church leaders can be like this. But not Jesus!

Jesus was not focussed on the crowd around him. He was not trying to be more popular than other teachers. He saw Jairus and heard his plea. He set out for his house. On the way he felt the touch of the woman with a bleeding problem and dealt with her need. You can take comfort in the knowledge that Jesus knows you, and is concerned for you as an individual. You are not just part of a crowd, or just a number, in the eyes of Jesus. You are very special to him. ‘Yet I will not forget you’ says the Lord. ‘See I have engraved you on the palms of my hands; your walls are continually before me’ (Isa 49:16). You may sometimes think no one is listening to you, or that no one understands you. Jesus is always listening and he always understands you. He is always ready to help you in your time of need.

1. No hope

Jairus was the ruler of the synagogue. He was a man of some importance in the community. He was responsible for getting speakers and arranging the service. But he was not a critical legalist like some Jews. He did not demand that Jesus come straight away. He humbly begged Jesus to come. Jairus must have been both humble and patient because, while he was taking Jesus to his house, Jesus stopped to help a sick woman. Critical minutes were lost as Jesus drew this woman out of the crowd to tell her that her faith had healed her (8:48). Although Jairus saw Jesus healing yet another precious soul, it must have been difficult not to get impatient with Jesus. 

While they were stopped with this woman, Jairus got the news he was dreading. Someone came from his house to say his only daughter had just died. She was only twelve years old. His heart sank. Maybe he started to weep. There is no greater pain than that of seeing your child die. He lost all hope of his little girl being healed. There was no point troubling the Teacher any further. There was no reason for Jesus to come to his house now that his daughter was dead. 

Medical doctors can do amazing surgery nowadays. They can cure people with potent drugs. But they all have to say at some time, ‘Sorry; I was not able to save your loved one’. ‘Sorry Jairus, I was on my way. I was doing my best but these things happen’. This is what Jairus expected Jesus to say. But it was not what he heard.

2. No fear

When Jesus heard the message, he said to Jairus, ‘do not be afraid; only believe, and she will be made well’ (8:50). Jesus would have seen his face drop and maybe tears begin to roll down the face of this grieving father. He told Jairus not to fear but to have faith. He told him his daughter would be made well. 

Fear of death is the greatest fear of all. At a sixtieth birthday party my friend reflected on how his outlook on life had changed after he came close to death a few years ago. His story is not unique. The Bible solemnly tells us to number our days. People try to put on a brave face, or brush off the fear of death with celebrations, but it makes no difference. The sting of death is real. It is unavoidable – apart from Jesus that is. Jesus gives us hope in the face of death. Only Jesus could say to the grieving man before him, ‘do not fear'. Only Jesus could later say to the family, ‘do not weep’ (8:52).

On what basis could Jesus say to Jairus, ‘do not fear’?  Was it just platitudes or empty words?  ‘Don’t worry, everything will be alright’. He told Jairus to believe, or to have faith. What was he to believe? What was he to have faith in? What good was faith when his daughter was dead? 

Like Martha, Jairus would have believed in the resurrection of the dead – unless he was a Sadducee. But Jesus did not tell Jairus his daughter would rise again at the resurrection on the last day. He told him to, ‘believe and she will be made well’ in the here and now (8:50). He wanted him to believe that Jesus could still help him, even though his daughter was now dead. He wanted him to believe that with Jesus all things are possible. Never fear when Jesus is near. Do not fear, only believe. These words are not just for Jairus. They are for us also. The raising of this little girl is one of three such miracles in the gospels. We have already seen Jesus raise the son of the widow at Nain.   

3. No weeping

Jesus resumed his journey and arrived at the house. He found the family and friends all weeping. It seems that professional mourners had already arrived. They were playing their flutes and wailing loudly (Mark 5:38). There was a terrible commotion at the house of Jairus. Jesus told the mourners to stop weeping because the girl was ‘not dead, but sleeping’ (8:52). ‘But they laughed at him, knowing that she was dead’ (8:53). Luke the doctor and gospel writer assures us that the girl was dead. He does not suggest that these people were mistaken about her being dead- nor does Jesus. Jesus was speaking from a divine perspective. ‘What to man is death is no more than sleep to Jesus’ writes Leon Morris. The girl’s body looked as if she was sleeping. It was just that her spirit had departed. Jesus could bring her spirit back. Throughout the NT, believers are never said to die but to sleep (Acts 7:60).

After telling the mourners not to weep, Jesus told them all to go outside. Only the girl’s parents and three disciples, Peter, James and John, were allowed to stay in the room where the dead girl lay. This is the first time these three disciples are singled out by Jesus. They will later see him transfigured on the mountain. Despite their failures, they would later become leaders in the church. They were with Jesus to learn from him.

Jesus took the dead girl by the hand saying, ‘Talitha kumi’, which means, ‘little girl, get up’ (Mark 5:41). ‘Her spirit returned and she immediately got up’ (8:55). She got up and walked (Mark 5:42). Jesus told the parents to get her something to eat, a sure sign that she was indeed alive - in case they thought they were seeing things or having a dream. Jairus and his wife were astonished. They found it hard to believe what they saw. Jairus must have remembered what Jesus said to him when he got the sad news: 'do not fear; only believe'. ‘Just believe’ Jesus told him. ‘Just believe and she will be made well, or she will be saved’. Surely he now believed. He believed the words of Jesus. He believed the power of Jesus. He believed in Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

4. No tell

Do you believe that Jesus raised this little girl from the dead? You are not a sceptic I trust. Many today are just like the mourners who laughed at Jesus for saying the girl was not dead (8:53). But there was no funeral. Their services were required no longer. They could go home in their scepticism and ignorance about Jesus, the giver of life. 

There are sceptics today. They say that the girl was not dead but in a coma, and that somehow Jesus managed to bring her out of this coma. That is not what we read in the Bible. It is sceptics like this, not climate change sceptics, who need to be educated today. Ignorance and scepticism about issues of life and death abound in our society. It is tragic. It is a cause for us to be in prayer every day.  

Jesus told the parents not to tell anyone what had happened (8:56). Outside were those who laughed at Jesus. They laughed at this man who Jairus went to for help. They laughed at the man who Jairus believed could heal his daughter. They laughed at this man who Jairus believed could help, even when his little girl was dead. They laughed at this man Jairus believed in as the Son of God. 

Why should the sceptics be told of the wonderful work that Jesus did in the house that day? ‘It seems’ writes J. C. Ryle, ‘it seems a rule in Christ’s dealings with men not to force evidence upon them, but rather to withhold from scorners and scoffers those proofs of his own mission which he affords to others. As it was when he was upon earth, so it is now’. Those who laughed at the Lord are allowed to continue to laugh in their ignorance and lack of faith. Do you believe that nothing is impossible for God? Do you believe that ‘all things are possible to him who believes’ (Mark 9:23)? Dear friend, do not fear, only believe and Jesus will save you. 

Power to heal and to preach                                 


       Luke 9:1-6

Some years before we left India, the Lord brought an Indian man to work with me in the project I was coordinating. He was a believer who attended the same evangelical fellowship that we did. I was interested in helping the poor in the name of Jesus and he had the same interest. He watched me as I trained village leaders. He came to the villages with me. He was enthusiastic about the village Sunday school ministry that I was supervising. When the time came for us to return to Australia I handed the work over to this man. I remember giving him my Bluntstone boots and he really did walk in my shoes. He kept on with the village ministry, preaching the gospel and encouraging new believers. 

After a night of prayer Jesus called his disciples together and chose twelve to be with him (6:13). They were with Jesus as he went through the towns and villages of Galilee, preaching the kingdom of God, healing the sick and casting out demons. Great crowds started to follow Jesus. He was kept busy attending to them. The time came for Jesus to delegate some of the work to others, to those he had trained up for this very purpose. The time was also coming when Jesus would no longer be with them in body. The twelve, whom he called apostles, would continue the ministry of Jesus. The word apostle means ‘sent one’. The twelve were called, trained and sent out by Jesus. Still today, Jesus is calling people and sending them out to preach the gospel and help those in need.

1. Commissioned

When Jesus came back across the lake he found a huge crowd waiting for him. Jairus begged him to come and heal his daughter. While on the way a sick woman touched Jesus. Jesus never turned anyone away. The time had come for him to delegate. He called the twelve together and commissioned them to go out to the towns and villages of the region (9:1,6). These men had seen Jesus at work for some time. They had heard Jesus preaching for some months. They had learnt from Jesus and were now ready to minister in his name. But first they had to be commissioned. Jesus ‘gave them power and authority over all demons and to cure diseases’ (9:1). We are not told of the nature of this commissioning. Did Jesus put his hand on them or breathe on them? What was important was that Jesus gave them the power they needed to do what he was doing. This was a unique commissioning in that the twelve, though men like us, were uniquely called and commissioned by Jesus. 

What was the authority that Jesus gave the twelve? Jesus had been given all authority in heaven and on earth. The creator God gave authority over the creation to God the Son. This means that Jesus rules over the whole creation. There is nothing anywhere that is not under his authority. ‘Jesus is before all things and in him all things consist’ (Col 1:17). Kings and governors had no power over Jesus – unless it was given from above (John 19:11). Satan and demons had no authority over Jesus. When Jesus commanded them to go, they were gone. The centurion recognised the authority of Jesus in realms where he had no authority. Jesus has authority in all realms- in heaven and earth, in physical and spiritual realms. 

Power and authority go together. Some rulers say the word and nothing happens. They act as if they have authority, but in reality they have no power. No one listens to them. But when Jesus spoke things happened. ‘Just say the word and my servant will be healed’ the centurion said (7:7). Jesus gave the twelve this authority and power over demons. He sent them to cast out demons, just as he had been casting them out. He sent them to heal the sick, just as he had been healing the sick. And they went and did what he commissioned them to do. We emphasise that they did this work in the power given them by Jesus, or in the name of Jesus, because it seems that on at least one occasion they could not cast out a demon because of some failure in their life, namely the failure to pray (9:40).  

2. Centrality of preaching

Healing was always associated with preaching the kingdom of God in the ministry of Jesus. He told those he healed, ‘your faith has made you well’ or, ‘go and sin no more’. The twelve were to do the same. They were sent to preach the kingdom of God and to heal the sick (9:2). Healing the sick in and of itself is not gospel ministry, despite what many think. We see churches today totally involved in social welfare. The world is pleased with such ministry yet hates true gospel ministry. But the two must go together, as we see here in this passage. Jesus did not heal people and send them back to their old life. Remember the woman with the bleeding problem. He told her to believe and go in peace. 

Doctors in our hospitals get frustrated when they see drug addicts and alcoholics coming back time and again for medical treatment. They need more than medical help. They need spiritual help. Sadly our society expects medical doctors to help everybody, even those with spiritual problems. No wonder the system over-taxed.   

Jesus equipped his disciples to do more than heal the sick. They preached the good news. They told people about Jesus and about repenting of their sin and believing in Jesus. They went away as new people, new people in Jesus Christ. They were given hope and truly made whole. 

Concern for people’s physical need is, of course, part of gospel ministry. A minister of the gospel who ignores a person’s sickness will not get far with his preaching. He must minister to the body as well as the soul. Jesus was moved with compassion when he saw the sick or demon possessed. Gospel ministry must be done with compassion. Those who are sick or hungry must be helped in the name of Jesus. 'The minister who neglects the sick members of his flock is no true pastor’ writes J. C. Ryle. He writes, ‘the minister who allows drunkenness, blasphemy, uncleanness, fighting, revelry and the like, to go on among his congregation unreproved is omitting a plain duty of his office. He is not warring against the devil. He is no true successor of the Apostles’. 

3. Contentment

Jesus equipped the twelve with power and authority over demons and diseases, but what about practical matters. How were they to eat and sleep in these places they were sent? Again, these men had been with Jesus and seen him ‘living rough’, as we say.  But to go out on their own was another matter. In Mark’s gospel we are told that they were sent out two by two. When the seventy went out they were also sent in pairs (10:1). This ensured mutual support, encouragement and correction. It remains a Biblical principal in ministry. 

What were these men to do about food and shelter? Jesus said, ‘take nothing for your journey; no staff, no bag, no bread, no money and no extra tunic’ (9:3). They were to go without what is thought to be a beggar’s bag, a bag that was commonly carried by Jewish teachers. Jesus sent them out with nothing in their pockets or hands.   

There are two possible reasons why Jesus did this. Firstly, because the work was urgent. There was not time to waste in getting a lot of luggage together. Besides, luggage would slow them down. Mission work is urgent work. Preaching the gospel is urgent work. Do you ever stop to think of how many pass into a Christless eternity every day? It may even be your neighbour or your friend. Tomorrow maybe too late to tell them about Jesus! Secondly, the twelve were to depend upon God to provide for them. They were to go in faith, trusting the Lord to provide. Since they would be preaching about faith, they must be living a life of faith. Among the Jews it was customary for someone to take in visitors to their town. The twelve were to trust in God to provide this hospitality. Moreover, they were to be content with whatever was provided. Jesus told them not to go from house to house looking for a better place. ‘Whatever house you enter stay there’ (9:4). 

I was told of a young expatriate man who went to a village in India without anything of his own. He relied on the locals to give him a room, a bed and food- which they did. When he started to share the gospel they were not distracted by his possessions, as was often the case with other missionaries. Some missionaries get discouraged when the people keep asking for things (or just taking their things!) rather than listening to the gospel.

While it is more blessed to give than to receive, we must remember that our greatest blessing has come as a free gift. We have received the gospel of Jesus Christ as a free gift. An old lady was asked what life meant to her. After some thought she said, ‘to give- to give to others makes life meaningful’. This sounds very pious and many applaud this woman. But I feel sorry for her. People often give out of pride (or guilt). There is no humility in giving. Humility is associated with receiving. It is only the humble who enter the kingdom of God, because to enter you must repent of your sin and receive forgiveness from the Lord Jesus Christ. Have you received the gift of salvation from Jesus or are you too proud and self-sufficient for such grace?

4. Consigned to judgment

The last thing Jesus told the twelve was that if any village did not receive them they were to shake the dust off their feet as they left that place (9:5). This was a Jewish practice of decontamination and condemnation. It was testimony against such people. It was a sign of judgment and being consigned to hell.

Jesus was rejected at Nazareth and at other places. He did not contend with such people. He simply walked away, saying it would be worse for them than it was for Sodom and Gomorrah. People who walk out of church or refuse to listen to their minister should consider these things. Sometimes ministers of the gospel have to shake the dust off their feet, as it were. 

There is no defeat in gospel ministry. Let us never be ‘ashamed of the gospel of Christ, because it is the power of God unto salvation for everyone who believes’ (Rom 1:16). The Lord sends us out equipped with the gospel and the Holy Spirit. He expects us to pray and to keep on praying. When we do so the Lord will accomplish what he desires. Those who hear and believe will be saved. Those who refuse to listen will be condemned. You have been given a very solemn work to do. 
‘Who is this man?’                                    


    Luke 9:7-9
Jesus became more and more popular as he travelled around Galilee healing the sick, casting out demons and preaching the kingdom of God. Huge crowds followed him wherever he went. He commissioned the twelve to go out and minister in his name. When they returned he tried to find a place to be alone with them for a while. He went right out of the province but the crowd followed him even there. 

The gospel writer does not give details about the mission of the twelve, where they went or how they were received. Instead he keeps the focus on Jesus. To give the sense of passing time, he briefly tells about Herod’s reaction to the popularity of Jesus. He then picks up on the topic of who Jesus is again in verse 18. From these two passages we will look at the conscience of Herod, the confession of Peter, and the command of Jesus.

1. Conscience of Herod

Herod the tetrarch, or Herod Antipas, ruled over the province of Galilee under the auspices of the occupying power, Rome. Many called him king. He was the son of Herod the Great who ruled when Jesus was born. Herod Antipas is renowned for decapitating John the Baptist. John had rebuked Herod for marrying his brother’s wife and for other evils (2:19). He put John in prison and was later tricked into killing this innocent man. He lived with a guilty conscience. 

When Herod came to hear about this popular preacher and miracle worker called Jesus, he was perplexed. Why was he so worried? He was the ruler and he wanted to know who this fellow was that was stirring up the people. But it was more than just a political matter for Herod. It was very personal because some said it was John risen from the dead. His guilty conscience made him think this was the case (Mark 6:16). 

A person’s conscience can be their greatest enemy because we cannot be free from it. Herod thought he had silenced John forever when he saw his head on a plate. But his conscience was in no way silenced. It troubled him day after day. Many people are living with a guilty conscience. Every day they feel the guilt of something they have done or said. We hear of people whose guilty conscience gets to them after some years, making them return stolen goods, or go and say sorry to someone. They get peace after doing so. But what about things we cannot put right. Herod could not undo what he had done to John! What was he do? What can we do to get rid of guilt in our hearts?

‘How much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit, offered himself without spot to God, cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God’ (Heb 9:14). By all means, make right what wrongs you have done. By all means, set right those things in your life that are not pleasing to the Lord. May the Lord give you the strength to do so! Repent of your sin and set things right. Repent also of things that you cannot change and know that the blood of Jesus cleanses you from all sin (1John 1:7).

When he heard about Jesus, Herod wanted to see him (9:9). Did he want to see Jesus to ask forgiveness for his sin? Many had heard Jesus say, ‘your sins are forgiven’, but this does not appear to have been the case with Herod. He wanted to know if he really was John who had risen from the dead. If he was John reincarnated, or even if he reminded him of John by his preaching, he wanted to kill Jesus (13:31). Herod’s desire to see Jesus was not reciprocal. He had to wait a long time before seeing Jesus. According to the Bible it was after Jesus was arrested that Pilate sent him to Herod. Herod wanted to see a miracle, but Jesus answered him nothing (23:9). All this earthly king did when he saw Jesus was mock him.  

2. Confession of Peter

Once, when Jesus was alone praying, his disciples came along and he asked them a question (8:18). Mark tells us they were on the road to Caesarea Philippi when Jesus put this question. Jesus was heading to the north and away from Galilee for a while. There was a lot of talk about Jesus and who he really was. Herod had heard this talk and so had the apostles. Some said he was John the Baptist, others that Elijah had come back and still others that he was one of the old prophets risen again (9:8,19). Elijah was taken up to heaven in a whirlwind so never died on earth. The Lord said he would send Elijah the prophet before the coming of the Lord (Mal 4:5). Jesus indicated that John fulfilled this prophecy, but that did not stop the speculation. 

The questions about who Jesus was came at a time when expectation about the coming of Messiah was on the increase. The Jews were looking for Messiah to deliver them from Roman oppression. The Bible spoke of the Messiah but not in a way that matched these expectations. Because of these unbiblical expectations, no one considered Jesus as the Messiah; that was until this startling confession from the apostle Peter. On the road Jesus asked the twelve, ‘Who do the crowds say that I am?’ He then asked them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’ Answering on behalf of the twelve, Peter said, ‘You are the Christ of God’ (9:18, 20) – ‘Christ’ is Greek for ‘Messiah’. Peter did not go along with all the speculation. He spoke the truth about who Jesus is. 

Peter did not work this out himself. This truth was revealed to him by God the Father (Mat 16:17). Indeed, Mark tells us that Jesus had to rebuke Peter shortly after this because of his lack of understanding regarding how Jesus would suffer at the hands of men and be killed (Mark 8:33). Not that this lessens the wonder of this great confession by the apostle Peter. He confessed the truth about Jesus, even if he did not fully understand that truth. It was a bold and beautiful confession. It was a humble but not hesitant confession. Peter heard what the crowd was saying but did not agree- and he said so. 

Peter knew what he believed and he declared it, despite what the majority said, and despite the threats of the authorities. You will recall the blind man that Jesus healed in John chapter 9. This man’s parents were afraid to mention the name of Jesus because the authorities had threatened to put out of the synagogue anyone who confessed that Jesus was the Christ (John 4:32). When this poor man suggested that Jesus was a prophet from God the Jewish leaders laughed at him. 

Who is Jesus? People are still asking this question today. They are still coming up with all sorts of answers, though few of these are new. Some say his true identity is hidden behind these gospel records. Some are searching in caves and holes in the ground for something to tell them who Jesus is. Others are searching their own minds, and the minds of others. Daily, people are dying asking themselves who is Jesus. Is Jesus really the Son of God?  Is he really Christ, the saviour of the world? (John 4:42). What about you? Who do you say Jesus is? 

3. Commanded to tell no one

When Peter confessed that Jesus was the Christ of God, Jesus commanded them not to tell this to anyone else (9:21). What a strange thing to say. Why did he not congratulate Peter and tell him to go and share this good news. This is what we are told to do today – and rightly so. But at that time Jesus had not yet died and risen again. In fact, he was telling men for the first time what would happen to him. 

We have seen that the Jewish leaders were determined to stop anyone saying that Jesus was the Christ. It was dangerous to say what Peter had just said. But this was not the reason Jesus told them to ‘tell this to no one’. These were days of heightened messianic expectations. But these expectations were a distortion of what was written in the Bible. 

Jesus had just had a close shave after the feeding of the five thousand (John 6:15). The crowd was about to make him king by force. If this had happened he would have had Herod and the Romans come down on him like a ton of bricks. Besides, this was not what Jesus was on about. If people started saying he was the Christ in this hot political climate, the work God sent him to do would have been jeopardised. What work did the Father send him to do? Jesus said, ‘The Son of Man must suffer many things, and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised on the third day’ (9:22). Not even Peter understood this. This was not what he or anyone else thought the Messiah would do. 

Here, at this turning point in the gospel, we hear that Jesus is the Christ of God and then what this means in terms of Jesus’ life. Jesus called himself the Son of Man, probably to avoid misunderstandings about who he was. He truly was the Son of God. He truly was the Christ but he knew the people were not yet ready to believe this or understand what it meant. Still today, many do not understand what Jesus was sent into this world to do. Do you?

Jesus said he must suffer many things and be rejected by the Jewish leaders. Far from being the great military leader they expected, he would suffer and be rejected and killed by those who hated him. They would hate him without reason because all he ever did was heal and save people. He did of course, teach things that proud hearts did not like to hear. The rulers would soon kill Jesus. They would hang him on the cross to die. But let no one think that this was a victory for the evil one. Let no one think this was the end of Jesus. He would ‘be raised on the third day’ (9:22). Peter took Jesus aside and rebuked him (Mark 8:32) because he did not understand why Jesus had to die - even though it was clear from the Scriptures (Isa 53).

Do you understand why Jesus, ‘must suffer many things … and be killed’? He suffered on the cross because he was carrying your sin. ‘The wages of sin is death’ (Rom 6:23). If Jesus has not died for your sin, payment day is just around the corner for you. If you have repented, and believe in Jesus, then know ‘that the gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus our Lord’ (Rom 6:23). 

Feeding the five thousand                          



 Luke 9:10-22

When the twelve returned from their mission, Jesus took them off to a quiet place for debriefing. But he ended up with five thousand men in this quiet place. Jesus graciously healed the sick and spoke to them about the kingdom of God. As it got late in the day, the twelve apostles thought about food and a place for all these people to stay. They had come a long way and must have been getting hungry. 
At this point something remarkable happened. A boy took out his lunch box and offered to share what little food he had. This was the trigger for others to do the same, according to some Liberal scholars. Everyone had been sitting on their lunch boxes but now they opened them up and shared the food. This story teaches us what amazing things can happen when we all decide to share what we have. Is this what you think this account is all about? Is this what happened that day near Bethsaida? This is how people try to explain away the miracle that we see in this passage. Such an explanation deliberately distorts any plain reading of what is written here in the Scriptures. 

The feeding of the five thousand is perhaps the best known of all Jesus’ miracles. It is the only miracle recorded in all four gospels, apart from his own resurrection. Clearly, the inspired gospel writers saw something marvellous and wonderful in what Jesus did that day. Over five thousand people saw something supernatural happen that day. John tells us that they went searching for Jesus the next day so as to get more food. 

1. Find a quiet place
Towards the end of his first year of ministry (just before the Passover in AD 29), Jesus commissioned the twelve to go through Galilee preaching the kingdom of God and healing the sick. When they returned they reported to Jesus all that they had done. They had had a busy time and would have been exhausted- if their ministry was anything like that of Jesus. Jesus took them to a quiet place for rest and refreshment. In a quiet place they could pray and mediate on the things Jesus taught them. 

Do you have a place where you can go and be alone with the Lord? Luke tells us that Jesus often went somewhere to be alone and pray (e.g. 9:18). We have seen how busy Jesus was, but still he made time for prayer. He took the twelve aside so they could pray. Why is it that we think we can go on in life without prayer? If you do not already have a quiet place, then find such a place. Find such a place and use it every day to read your Bible and to pray. ‘Read your Bible, pray every day and you’ll grow, grow, and grow’.  

You also need extended periods of time when you can meditate on the word and reflect on your life. The Lord’s Day is good for such quiet meditation. Some churches have weekend retreats and camps, although these are often busy with studies and talks. At least they get people away from work, the TV and the computer! As missionaries, we returned home for 4-6 months every three years. Part of this time was set aside for rest, reflection and refreshment. I still remember times of mediation and prayer during these months away from the mission field.   

2. Followed

This quiet time with his apostles did not work out as Jesus planned. He took them by boat to Bethsaida, a town on the NE shore of the lake and outside the province of Galilee. The people there would not know him so well - although Andrew and Phillip came from Bethsaida (John 1:44). What happened was that people saw them leaving and ran after them, all the way around the lake. Some were there waiting when Jesus landed. In the end there were about five thousand men, plus some women and children at this place (Mat 14:21). We are told of one of these children, a young boy.

How did Jesus respond to this crowd? Did he get upset and selfishly demand to be left alone? No! He graciously received them. In a more detailed account, Mark tells us that Jesus was ‘moved with compassion for them because they were like sheep without a shepherd’ (Mark 6:34). Jesus did not think of himself and walk away. He always thought about others. He always had time for others as he undertook the will of his heavenly Father. How do you respond when someone with a need interrupts your carefully made plans? 

3. Food for bodies

The apostles had been so busy in ministry they had not even had time to eat (Mark 6:31). This time apart was for physical and spiritual strengthening. But rather than having a quiet meal and rest with Jesus they found themselves busy in ministry again. Jesus began teaching the crowd many things and the day wore on. Eventually the twelve went up to Jesus to explain that the people would be getting hungry. They knew this because they were getting hungry also. Since it was some distance to the nearest villages, Jesus should send them off before the light faded.

The apostles must have been taken aback when Jesus said, ‘you give them something to eat’, with a distinct emphasis on the ‘you’. How could they possibly feed so many people? They first thought of going to the shops and buying food. But for that they needed money. Philip made a quick calculation and came up with the figure of at least 200 denarii (John 6:7). That was equivalent to about eight month’s wages- a lot of money, which they did not have! Was there another way to feed all these people? What did Jesus expect them to do? He of course, knew what he would do (John 6:6). Jesus asked what food they had. They went to see and came back with five loaves and two small fish. They found these meagre rations with a boy (John 6:9). The boy is not made a hero in this account, although we see that Jesus is ready to use the little we have when we bring it to him- your little gifts of time, money or ability. Do not say, ‘I am of no use to Jesus’. Offer yourself and all you have to him as a living sacrifice. 

What good would these five loaves and two fish be in feeding so many, the twelve asked (John 6:9). After seeing Jesus do so many miracles, and doing great works themselves, they might have believed that nothing was impossible for Jesus. But they were men like us. Do you believe that all things are possible for Jesus – all the time? Jesus told his disciples to get the crowd sitting down in groups of fifty – just a hundred groups! ‘He took the five loaves and two fish, and looking up to heaven, he blessed and broke them, and gave them to the disciples to set before the multitude’ (9:16). It was the habit of Jesus to give thanks for his food. Remember, it is pigs that don’t give thanks for their food! 

The twelve apostles each had a basket from which they served the food. Jesus multiplied the bread and fish in a supernatural way until every last mouth was satisfied. In fact, the twelve ended up with their baskets filled with fragments left over. Jesus wanted nothing wasted. He also wanted everyone to clearly see the abundance of his provision for their bodily needs.  They all ate and were filled. Jesus sent no one away hungry.

4. Food for souls

What happened after this miracle? How did the twelve respond? How did the crowd respond? Matthew and Mark tell us that Jesus put his disciples back in the boat while he went to the hills to pray. Luke does not include the details of Jesus walking on the water and doing other things that we find in Mark’s gospel. Luke actually continues with Jesus praying and asking the twelve who they thought he was. Peter confessed that Jesus is the Christ of God, a fitting response to the feeding of the five thousand.  

John records the response of the crowd to this sign that Jesus did. They said, ‘this is truly the prophet who is to come into the world’ (John 6:14). Was he Elijah or the Messiah himself? They were ready to take Jesus and make him a king, an earthly king. But Jesus went off alone. This miracle was a sign, not of Jesus being an earthly king but the only begotten Son of God sent into this world to save lost sinners. Jesus saw the five thousand as sheep without a shepherd. He saw hungry souls, souls that had been starved of the truth by Satan and sin. Jesus told them he was the bread of life sent down from heaven.

Just as Jesus had satisfied their hungry bodies, he could also satisfy their hungry souls. He called upon them to believe in him and live – live the abundant life that God intended, live the everlasting life that God gives to all who believe in Jesus. ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have everlasting life’ (John 3:16).   

‘Do not work for food that perishes, but for food that endures to everlasting life, which the Son of Man will give you, because God the Father has set his seal on him’ (John 6:27). Jesus wanted them to have this bread of life. He wants you to have this bread of life. He wants you to taste and see that the Lord is good. He wants you to feed on him in your heart by faith. Are you caught up in the ways of the world? Are you always talking about the latest treat, the latest diet or some cooking show on TV?  We are to enjoy food as the gift of God but not to let it rule our lives. Maybe you could use this passage to turn a conversation about for food for the stomach into one about food for the soul. 

It is a tragedy that so few give thought to their soul, and the food that their starving souls need. Some think that they can reach the soul through their stomach. They stuff themselves with food to take away their worries. They drink and take drugs in order not to think about their miserable lives. If they would only come to Jesus and believe in him they would not be living such miserable lives. Jesus said, ‘I am the bread of life’. ‘He who comes to me will never hunger, and he who believes in me shall never thirst (John 6:35).  

No cross, no crown                                    



 Luke 9:23-27

Many years ago my brother got a ‘call up’ letter in the mail. He was called up to serve in the army. He was called up because he is a citizen of this country. To refuse this call to serve his nation was looked upon as treason. He would have been asked to ‘show cause’ why he should remain a citizen of this country. Citizens have duties. They have a duty to give their life for their country when called upon to do so. Have you ever been ‘called up’ to serve your country? If you believe in Christ you have received such a call. If you are a citizen of the kingdom of God you have been called to serve King Jesus. If you refuse to leave all and follow Jesus you show that you belong to another kingdom, and that you serve another king, the prince of this world. 

What does it mean to be ‘called up’ by Jesus? What is involved in following Jesus? We know that we are saved by grace alone, through faith alone. We are called up because we are already born-again citizens. Jesus was telling his disciples what following him would mean in the days ahead. He did not want them to be under any illusions about what following him would mean. Let us not be under any illusions about what following Jesus means. 

1. Self denial

When was the last time you denied yourself in some way? Some denied themselves a drink in the recent ‘Dry July’. Some churches observe Lent as a time of self-denial. I heard of a woman denying herself chocolate during Lent. Is this the sort of self-denial Jesus was talking about, a short time of giving up something and then feeling proud?  No! Jesus spoke of giving up everything, for ever. A bit drastic do you think? Well, Jesus did not think so. In fact, he says you will in great danger, the danger of hell, if you do not deny yourself, take up your cross and follow him (9:23). Jesus said this ‘to them all’ (9:23). He was not just talking to the twelve. He said it to the people and his disciples (Mark 8:34).  

After Peter confessed that Jesus is the Christ of God, Jesus went on to tell the twelve that he must suffer, be rejected, be killed and be raised on the third day (9:22). Things were moving fast in Jesus’ revelation of himself and his work. Here he goes on to speak about coming again in glory (9:26). The twelve were struggling to keep up, and get their heads around all that Jesus was saying. What Jesus was saying was not just things that would happen to him. It was not just news to be read today and forgotten tomorrow. His disciples were vitally involved in these things. Everyone is vitally involved in these things. We cannot hold these things at arms length. 

‘If anyone desires to come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily and follow me’ (9:23). The word ‘desire’ is variously translated as ‘wills’, ‘wishes’ or ‘would’. Following Jesus does not come naturally. There is nothing about Jesus to attract us to him (Isa 53). We have to ‘will’ to do so. It is a desire stimulated by the Spirit of God. Jesus says there are two things we must do if we are to follow him: we must deny self and we must take up our cross daily (98:23). Firstly, ‘deny self’. To deny means to say, ‘No’. We must say, ‘No’ to the desires of our own bodies and emotions. We must say, 'No' to the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes and the pride of life (1Jn 1:16). We have these desires by virtue of being born human, human sinners. These desires belong to this world. They belong to the citizens of this world, not citizens of heaven. These desires or lusts are not of the Father but of this world (1Jn 1:16). As we turn away from these desires, we turn towards Christ. 

Have you heard the phrase, ‘let go and let God’? It is true to some extent. We are to let go the things of this world that we, by our sinful nature, cling to. We are let go of everything we are, and everything we have (not just chocolates!). To ‘let God’ sounds very passive, which is not how Jesus puts it in this passage?  For sure we must trust God and rest in him, but Jesus says we must deliberately take up our cross daily and follow him.

This sounds like tough going. What did Jesus mean by taking up your cross? When we hear the word ‘cross’ we think of the cross of Jesus. That is okay, but as yet Jesus had not spoken about his cross. What did his disciples understand by these words? They actually saw lots of Jews, insurgents according to the Romans, carrying a beam on their shoulders as Roman soldiers led them off to be crucified. To carry your cross meant suffering and death. For Jesus this was literal. For his disciples it was more figurative or spiritual, although some would be martyred. Jesus was making it clear that everyone who followed him must be ready to suffer, and die for him- nothing more, nothing less. 

The apostle Paul understood what Jesus was saying. He wrote, ‘I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I will live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me’ (Gal 2:20). A true soldier pays no regard to his own well-being. He gives his all for king and country. Jesus further explains what it means to deny self and follow him in the next verse (9:24). He speaks about losing your life for his sake. Whoever does so will live. Think of Stephen, the first martyr, or countless other saints down through history. Paul understood these words also. He may have been thinking of them when he wrote, ‘for me to live is Christ, and to die is gain’ (Phil 1: 21).  

2. Self-destruction
From declaring what it means to follow him, Jesus goes on to warn of the consequences of not doing so. ‘Whoever desires to save his life will lose it. What shall it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses his own soul’ – or is lost or destroyed himself (9: 24, 25, Mark 8:36). The disciples must have struggled to understand what Jesus was calling them to do, but the stakes were high. They could not ignore what he was saying. He spoke about eternal destruction. You may have heard these words before. Do you understand what Jesus means? The stakes are just as high for you as for the disciples! ‘The absurdity of the man who secures his own life in preference to participation in the salvation provided by God emphasizes the fateful consequences of denying Jesus even when human life is at stake. When a man has forfeited eternal life, he experiences absolute loss’ (Lane). 

Jesus was not just talking about serious losses on the stock market. He was talking about the end of the stock market as far as you are concerned, if that is your greatest concern in life. He was not talking about paying all your debts to the bank. He was talking about paying all your debts in hell. What shall it profit me if I gain the whole world and lose my own soul? That is the question we must all ask. 

No amount of money can redeem a soul from death. ‘To redeem a life is costly – none sufficient price can pay. But God will redeem my soul from the power of the grave’ (Ps 49:8,15). If God in Christ has redeemed your soul from death, from the pit of destruction, why should you be trying to save your life? Why should you be afraid of ridicule, and even death, for the sake of Christ and the gospel?

Some Christians- many Christians? - think they can have everything this world offers and have Jesus also. Is this what you understand from Jesus words? If so you are very mistaken. Jesus spoke of carrying a cross, not driving a BMW. Jesus spoke of being mocked not praised by the world. If you are following Jesus you will be hated by the world (Jn 15:18).

You are either following Christ or you are following the world and Satan. You either sacrifice yourself to him or you are ashamed of him. If you believe that Christ went to the cross bearing your sin, if you understand the amazing grace of God, then, ‘present your body as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is you reasonable service, and do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewing of your mind’ (Rom 12:1). Again the apostle Paul understood what Jesus was saying in this passage.

Jesus makes it clear that after death comes the judgment. Make no mistake about what awaits you after death – the judgment. Jesus spoke of when he comes in his glory and his Father’s glory (9:26). People might turn away from Jesus today but there will be no turning away on judgment day. Jesus may look weak and insignificant today but when he comes again the picture will be very different. If you are ashamed of Jesus and his words today he will be ashamed of you when he comes in judgment. 

There are people in the church who are ashamed of things Jesus said and did. Why else do they try to cut them out of the Bible? Why do they want to deny the miracles of Jesus? They do not want to offend the scholars and the scientists of this world. Even being silent when we should be making known the words of Jesus is evidence of shame. Let us confess our sin in this regard and be faithful witnesses, and proud soldiers of Jesus Christ.

3. See Christ  

Jesus concluded this brief but important message with an assurance that some standing before him would, ‘not taste death till they see the kingdom of God (9:27). Some, but not all, would see ‘the Son of Man coming in his kingdom’ (Mat 16:28). What kingdom event was Jesus referring to? Some think he was referring to the transfiguration, others to Pentecost, and others to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD70. What is the context? Jesus had just referred to his second coming (9:26). This will be the full and final coming of Jesus and the kingdom of God. The kingdoms of this world will not exist after this. Jesus was not saying some standing there would see this because he did not know when he would return. Besides, there will be no dying after Jesus returns. 

The coming of Jesus will mean judgment, and some of those standing there would get a taste of judgment some forty years later in the terrible destruction of Jerusalem in AD70. But Matthew wrote of ‘seeing the Son of Man coming in his kingdom’. It was like seeing Jesus in his royal majesty. All three gospels immediately describe how Jesus took Peter, John and James up on the mountain where they saw him transformed into his heavenly glory and speaking to men who are in heaven. 

Will you take hold of this vision of the risen Christ in all his glory and keep it before you every day. Will you turn away from looking to yourself and lusting for the things of this world, to looking at Him who went to the cross for you and is waiting for you in his heavenly glory?

Jesus Transfigured                                                       


 Luke 9:28-36

‘Moses went up on the mountain and a cloud covered the mountain. Now the glory of the Lord rested on Mt Sinai, and the cloud covered it six days. And on the seventh day He called to Moses out of the midst of the cloud’ (Exod 24:15-16).

God said to Elijah, ‘go out and stand on the mountain before the Lord. And behold the Lord passed by’ (1Kings 20:11). Elijah heard a still small voice, the voice of the Lord.

‘Peter, John and James went up on the mountain to pray and as he (Jesus) prayed his face was altered and his robe became white and glistening. And behold two men talked with him who were Moses and Elijah’ (9:29-30).  

Glorious revelations have been given to great servants of the Lord. Moses is associated with the Exodus and the giving of the law or the old covenant. Elijah was the great prophet used by the Lord to bring revival in Israel. Peter, James and John would be messengers of the new covenant in Jesus Christ. They would be in the new exodus, the new deliverance that Jesus, the Son of God would accomplish. In verse 31 the word 'decease' is ‘exodus’ in the Greek.

We often hear or read of people having revelations of heavenly glory or things beyond the grave. Their books may sell in the thousands, but how do such stories compare to what we read in the Bible? Are these people of the calibre of Moses, Elijah or Peter? Why should we listen to such stories when we have the inspired word of God in our hands? Such stories will tell us nothing new, at least nothing new that is true.

1. Transformed

‘Now it came to pass about eight days after these sayings’ (9:28). Matthew and Mark have ‘after six days’. There is no reason to see any anomaly here. This was six days after Peter’s confession of the Christ of God; and Jesus announcement of his suffering, his being killed and then raised on the third day. It was after Jesus told his disciples they must take up their cross and follow him, and warning them not to be ashamed of him or his words. 

The road ahead for Jesus was one of suffering and humiliation. His disciples might have wondered just who they were following, despite their confession. The road ahead for them looked similarly bleak from a worldly perspective. But Jesus spoke of his glory. He spoke of his coming again in heavenly glory (9:26). Such a promise should have comforted them, but maybe it was all surreal and a long way off. The disciples knew from their Bible about Moses going up on the mountain. They heard the Bible read every Sabbath in the synagogue. Yet they struggled with what Jesus was telling them, especially what he said must happen to the Christ or Messiah. His transfiguration occurs within this context.

People today struggle much more than the disciples did to understand these things. For all our education we are becoming a more and more Biblically illiterate society. Children can tell you more about Harry Potter and the latest movie out of Hollywood than they can tell you about Moses or Elijah. Things in the Bible are totally foreign to them. This is to be expected of course if their parents let them spend hours every day in front of the TV or computer. Children at this present moment will be watching TV. What a tragedy! They will be a tragedy to their families and to society in the years to come. Even now, we are seeing the results of this on the streets of London. How will they learn about Jesus if they do not hear the Bible read and explained!

Jesus was alone praying when his disciples joined him (9:18). A week later he went up on the mountain, probably Mt Hermon, to pray (9:28). He took the same three disciples with him that had seen him raise Jairus’s daughter from the dead. As Jesus was praying his appearance changed. His face shone like the sun and his clothes became dazzling white. Mark says they were like snow, whiter than anyone on earth could wash them. We are reminded of Paul’s vision of the risen Jesus on the Damascus road – ‘a great light, brighter than the sun’; and of John’s vision – ‘hair as white as snow and eyes like flames of fire’ (Rev 1:14,16).

Have you tried looking into the blazing sun? You will not do so for long because it is too bright for our eyes. The disciples were sleeping when a bright light woke them up - sounds like it was night time. It was not the sun in the sky but the transcendent glory of the Son of God that woke them. They were dazzled by the brilliance of his heavenly glory.

2. Two others

As Jesus was up on the mountain praying, not only was he transfigured into his heavenly glory but two inhabitants of heaven appeared with him. Moses and Elijah appeared in glory and talked with Jesus (9:30, 31). They talked about his exodus or departure, meaning his death in Jerusalem. Heaven was watching with interest what was going to happen in Jerusalem. Indeed, it was all planned and purposed by the Father in heaven. Moses and Elijah had seen this in the distant future when they were on the earth. They now watched from heaven as the time came very near. Jesus was about to accomplish the greatest deliverance in the history of the world, our deliverance from sin and death.

Why Moses and Elijah? Most point to them as the lawgiver, and representative of the prophets, respectively. ‘The law and the prophets’ is how Jesus described the OT (Mat 5:17). I find it interesting that neither of these men had a known burial place. Moses was buried by God and Elijah was taken up in a whirlwind. It is also interesting that Elijah was being spoken of in relation to Jesus’ identity. Jesus clearly was not Elijah. They saw the two of them together on the mountain. Peter’s confession was in this sense confirmed. John the Baptist was a prophet like Elijah but in no sense a reincarnation. The disciples had a glimpse of Elijah in his heavenly glory. One day they would also be with Christ in heavenly glory. But Peter was not yet thinking along such lines. He was very much tied to this earth. 

3. Tents

Peter managed to bring the conversation down to earth. He wanted to bring these heavenly men back to earth. 'Master, it is good for us to be here' he said to Jesus. ‘Let us make three tents/booths: one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah’ (9:33). The gospel writer more or less makes an apology for Peter by writing, ‘he did not know what he was saying’ (9:3 3). Peter was understandably shaken by what he saw. He would soon be shaken further by what he heard! Where did the idea of tents/booths come from? Maybe it came from the Feast of Tabernacles or Booths when the Jews built little shelters and lived in them for a week as a reminder of their days in the wilderness. 

What Peter said was foolish, but not necessarily of no importance. Was it like another temptation to avoid the cross? He was suggesting that Jesus remain on the earth in his state of heavenly glory. But Jesus had to suffer humiliation and death before returning to his glory with the Father. 

4. Terrifying voice

While Peter was making his suggestion about tents, ‘a cloud came and overshadowed them, and they were fearful as they entered the cloud’ (9:34). The disciples had been asleep when the brilliant light of heavenly glory shone around them. They were shaken by what they saw. They were more shaken when this cloud came over them and they heard a voice come from the cloud. They fell to the ground to hide their faces (Mat 17:6). ‘This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him’ (9:35). They were in no doubt that this was the voice of God. They were left in no doubt as to who Jesus was. Just a week before this, Jesus had asked them who they thought he was. ‘The Christ of God’ said Peter. He now heard that Jesus was the Son of God. Jesus is both the Christ and the Son of God. The title, ‘chosen one’ had messianic overtones, as the one chosen and appointed by God for a unique ministry (Isa 42:1). 

Jesus had heard these words before - at his baptism. To hear them again would have been very encouraging. Maybe the disciples heard them at his baptism also, or at least heard of them. But this time they were the ones addressed by this voice. They were instructed to listen to the beloved Son of God.  

Peter had not been very willing to listen to Jesus up to this point. Like many today he thought he knew better than Jesus. Imagine a man thinking he knows better than the voice of God from heaven. Peter did not agree with Jesus when he spoke about his suffering and being killed (Mark 8:32). Jesus had to rebuke him; now the voice from heaven was telling him to listen to Jesus, the Son of God. Do you have to be told again to listen to the word of God as we have it in the Bible?

When the voice stopped, the disciples looked up and Jesus saw standing there on the mountain alone (9:36). They had seen and heard truly amazing things. They had seen Jesus in his heavenly glory, as well as great men of the past talking with Jesus. They had heard the voice of God, just as Moses had heard the voice on the mountain long ago. They told no one these things, not at that time anyway. 

The disciples never forgot what they saw and heard. How could they? Peter later wrote, ‘we were eyewitnesses of his majesty… and we heard this voice which came from heaven when were with him on the holy mountain’ (1Peter 1:16-18). Peter wrote two letters in the Bible, and was probably influential in the writing of Mark’s gospel. John wrote a gospel and letters also. These were the men who saw Jesus in his heavenly glory. These were the men who, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, wrote parts of the Bible. Men and women who are wise will read what they wrote and take heed to their words. Will you?

A faithless and perverse generation                        


Luke 9:37-45

Have you ever been in the Singapore airport terminal? It is a huge place with colourful carpets and not a speck of rubbish to be seen. In brightly lit shops, beautiful clothes, perfumes and jewellery are sold. You can dine in super-clean cafes. Even the toilets are spotlessly clean. From Singapore we flew to Delhi. The heat and humidity was stifling. The old taxi rattled along the road. We saw people living in squalor by the side of the road. In our hotel room the sheets were dirty, the tap leaked and the toilet was broken. We ate the food and got sick. What contrasts have you experienced in going from one place to another?

1. Down the mountain

Three of the apostles went up the mountain with Jesus to pray. Jesus spent the night in prayer, but they were overcome with sleep. That was until they were dazzled by the brilliance of the heavenly glory of Jesus, Moses and Elijah. They also heard the voice of God saying, ‘this is my beloved Son. Listen to him’ (9:35). They had a real ‘mountain-top’ experience. It was as if they were in heaven. 

The next day they came down from the mountain, despite Peter’s attempt to maintain this glorious scene. What they found at the bottom of the mountain was a stark contrast to what they saw at the top. They were plunged back into this fallen world. A man with a demon possessed son cried out to Jesus. They were back in the realm of Satan and sin. 


From the heights of glory the writer brings us down to the depths of human despair and depravity. Luke describes in vivid detail the plight of this poor boy and the failure of anyone to help him. The disciples could not cast out this demon, nor were they ready to listen to Jesus when he spoke about his death. They were failing badly. Luke goes on to tell about their fighting over who would be the greatest, and fighting with others who were casting out demons. We will look at their fighting another time God willing. 

2. Destructive demon

At the foot of the mountain a huge crowd was waiting to see Jesus. This was now the norm for Jesus- huge crowds wherever he went. Till now the crowds were welcoming and appreciative, but this would soon change. Mark tells us that Jesus found a dispute going on between the disciples and some Jewish scribes. Luke goes straight to the plea made by a distraught father. 

Suddenly a man in the crowd cried out to Jesus. He pleaded with Jesus to help his only son who was displaying the symptoms of epilepsy. His body convulsed and he frothed at the mouth. The demon made him deaf and dumb, but sometimes he would cry out. It was a demon that caused his fits. He often fell into the fire or into the water. The demon was trying to break or destroy this poor boy (9:39). ‘Because the demon knew he would be exorcised he determined for the last time to do his evil work in his unhappy victim with such cruel violence that he might kill him’. The devil is out to destroy, to destroy whoever he can, in whatever way he can. Young people are his special target. He probably thinks if he gets them young they are his for life. His older victims help in his work of destroying young lives. 

While we may not see demon possession like this nowadays, we still see many young lives being destroyed. Let us not doubt that the devil is alive and just as powerful today. He is on the prowl. He is out to devour whoever he can. Moreover, we are just a powerless to resist the devil as this boy and his father were -unless we resist him in the power of Jesus. 

It appears that the devil is having a lot of success these days. We see more young people self-harming and destroying their lives than ever before- and this not just old people’s talk. The evidence has been seen on the streets of London and on our own streets. Why did these young people, some mere children, go out smashing shop windows and looting? Why do young people have no purpose in life? Who has the answers? I heard the British Prime Minister saying it was because families are without fathers and schools are without discipline. Where are the fathers? New family structures do not need fathers, we are told. We are also told not to discipline our children but let them find out for themselves how to live. Seems like they are doing just that!  

Few of these children would have ever been inside a church. Their parents never sent them to Sunday school. Church was too old-hat for their modern, new-age parents. ‘Who needs the Bible and the Ten Commandments’ they say. When will they understand that the word of God, here in the Bible, is the word of life, the same for all generations, the same yesterday today and forever? 

Dear parent, if you are careless about teaching your children the Bible and bringing them to church, do not be surprised if one day there is a knock on your door with news that your son or daughter has been arrested for looting or drunkenness or drug taking. Dear parent, if you fail to teach your children about Jesus remember you are failing to tell them the truth, and jeopardising their eternal salvation (John 14:6). 

The distraught father brought his son to Jesus. As he was coming the demon again threw his son down and he looked as if he was dead. But Jesus rebuked the evil spirit. He healed the child and gave him back to his father (9:42). If you want your child to be healed or helped then bring him or her to Jesus. Bring them without delay. Do not sit at home worrying because you cannot manage. Bring your child to Jesus. Pray for your child and teach them the Scriptures. When our first child was born I remember walking the streets with worry. This baby would not stop crying. What would we do?  With prayer- prayer every day- and the teaching of the Bible, we came through and so did the child. Pray for wisdom and listen to God’s word, not the words of the so-called ‘experts’, and your child will live. 

The boy’s father had asked the disciples to cast out the demon but they could not. Presumably he was referring to the twelve, minus the three that were with Jesus on the mountain. A week before this they had been on a mission healing the sick and casting out demons in the name of Jesus. What went wrong this time? Mark tells us that they later asked Jesus why. He pointed to the need for prayer. It seems that while he was on the mountain they were busy arguing, rather than praying (Mark 9:14). They had forgotten that they were in a spiritual battle, not a battle of egos. 

What did Jesus say? ‘O faithless and perverse generation, how long shall I be with you and put up with you’ (9:41). Who was he speaking to? The father showed faith in bringing his child to Jesus. But there was an air of unbelief in the crowd and even in the disciples. Some may well have been saying, ‘let’s see what these disciples can do for this boy’. The disciples were probably trying to cast out the demon in this atmosphere of unbelief. They had let down their guard as it were, and started acting in their own strength. 

The demon possessed boy was not all Jesus saw as he looked out on this crowd. He saw a whole generation ruled by the devil, a whole generation in bondage to sin and death. He saw men and women whose hearts and minds were in just as much turmoil as the body of this poor boy. Their thinking was perverse, twisted and distorted. They believed the lie and were living the lie, the lie of Satan.  

3. Death

Jesus was healing sick and broken bodies but this was not all he was sent into this world to do. At the beginning of his ministry he said he was sent to heal the broken-hearted and release the captives (4:18). As he looked on this crowd he saw unbelieving and perverse hearts. He saw hearts, not just bodies, that needed healing and renewal. Jesus’ miracles were in fact signs pointing to this greater work that he would do. To do this work he had to die. He must give himself as a sacrifice for sin. Only by his blood could the sin of these people be forgiven. Only by forgiveness could they be set free from the penalty of sin; that penalty is death. In the power of death is the power of the devil (Heb 2:14).

Jesus announced to his disciples that he must suffer, and be rejected, and be killed (9:22). The cross became his focus from now on. He would soon be heading to Jerusalem. So while the people were amazed at the majesty of God when they saw the boy healed, Jesus turned his thoughts, and the thoughts of his disciples, towards his impending death. He told his disciples to listen carefully to what he had to say (9:44). The voice of God on the mountain had already told them to do this. Jesus told them he was about to be betrayed into the hands of men. He was about to be betrayed unto death.

But they did not understand what he was telling them, and they were afraid to ask him about these things (9:45). How tragic! Not so much that they failed to understand, but that they failed to ask what he meant. To be slow to understand is one thing, but to not ask for help to understand is another. Why did they not ask? They were afraid. Afraid of what? It was fear based in pride and unbelief. It was perverse fear.

Some people have no understanding of eternity, of the resurrection, or of heaven and hell, and they do not want to understand. They are ignorant and proud of it. Ask them about life and all they can talk about is sport, cars, gadgets or food. They prefer to remain in the dark about the eternal destiny of their soul. Others have questions but they are afraid to ask. Maybe they are afraid to show their ignorance. Let us never be like this. Jesus once said, ‘ask and it will be given to you’. ‘How much more will the Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him’ (Mat 7:7, 12). 

We cannot imagine Jesus ever making anyone feel ashamed at asking him a sincere question. They were afraid because of their pride. Are you ready to ask questions about sin and salvation, and about Jesus who is the way the truth and the life? How we rejoice when we see children and adults searching their Bibles and asking more mature believers ‘what is truth?’      

Persistent pride                                 




Luke 9: 46-50 

Everyone thought it was marvellous when Jesus cast the demon out of the poor suffering boy. They marvelled at all the things Jesus did. When he fed the five thousand they wanted to make him their king. They thought the promised Messiah would lead them in throwing the Romans out of their country. These things did not escape the attention of the twelve apostles. They acknowledged Jesus as the Messiah of God, but what sort of Messiah? Jesus told them he must suffer and die, and be raised on the third day (9:22). He then told them he was about to be betrayed (9:44). But his words were not sinking in. With such a great following they were thinking Jesus might soon declare himself to be king. 

1. Least will be the greatest

With their thoughts fixed on Jesus becoming king, the twelve began to consider their own places in his kingdom. Who would get the prestigious portfolios in the cabinet?  Who would get to be second in charge?  Such thinking spilled over into words and an argument, as they travelled the road back from the mountain near Caesarea Philippi to Capernaum. It was when they reached their house that Jesus asked them what they were arguing about on the road (Mark 9:33). They were too ashamed to answer him. They kept silent. They thought they could hide these things from Jesus. How foolish! Is it possible to hide anything from Jesus?  No! Jesus knows everything we say and all we do, even in secret. He even knows what we are thinking.

In the great new cyber world people think they can hide their identity. They upload all manner of disgusting material thinking no one will know who is sending the message. It is shocking to see what some write when they think they will not be identified. It is shocking what some, outwardly respectable people, download to view in the secrecy of their own rooms. People get addicted to pornography, and worse, in their own secret cyber world.  

‘Jesus perceived the thoughts of their hearts’ we read in verse 47. Jesus knew what the disciples had said on the road. He even knew what they were thinking. Are you aware of this fact or are you still trying to hide things from Jesus? We must not only transform our living when we come to Jesus, we must also transform our thinking. It is only when we transform our thinking that our living will be transformed. We must pray for our hearts to be renewed daily so that we will no longer think in a worldly manner (Rom 12:2). 

As we follow Jesus, let us not begin to fall back and start thinking in worldly ways, as we see here with the disciples. Put off the old man, ‘which grows corrupt according to deceitful lusts, and be renewed in the spirit of your mind’, and ‘put on the new man’ (Eph 4:22-24). It is worldly thinking that leads to ‘the lusts of the flesh, the lust of the eyes and the pride of life' (1John 2: 16). We should have the mind of Christ (1Cor 2:16). 

The disciples were arguing about who would be the greatest. They were thinking worldly thoughts. Their corrupt sinful nature was rearing its ugly head, even in the presence of Jesus. In that sinful nature no sin is so deeply rooted, and so ugly, as pride. No thoughts are so difficult to control as proud thoughts, thoughts that tell us we are better than other people. Such thoughts lead to coveting, to jealousy, to anger and to violence. ‘What cause fights and quarrels among you’ asks James (James 4:1). They come from desires that war in your heart. You lust after things but don’t get them. That’s when you start fighting. This was the behaviour the disciples were exhibiting.

Pride rears its ugly head early in life. Not long after a child can say, 'mine', they are snatching things away from others. Experts tell us that this is normal behaviour. Indeed it is - it is normal sinful behaviour. Yet children do have a sense of innocence and humility. They are totally dependent upon their parents. It takes some years before they go to their parents and, like the prodigal son, say, ‘give me what is mine because I am leaving’.  

Jesus knew what his disciples were arguing about. Knowing their thoughts, he took a little child (paidion) that was present in the house and put it by his side (9:47). Jesus would use this child to teach them a lesson, a lesson about humility. The first part of the lesson was this: unless you become like a little child you will not even enter the kingdom of heaven, let alone be the greatest in this kingdom. Those who ‘humble themselves like this little child are the greatest in the kingdom of heaven’ (Mat 18:3-4). People who are arrogant and ambitious, people who are strong and smart, may get to the top in the kingdoms of this world, but in the kingdom of God it is different. In fact, it is the exact opposite. In the kingdom of God, ‘he who is least among you will be the greatest’ (9:48). It is those who humble themselves before the Lord that will be lifted up (James 4:10). 

How do we humble ourselves before the Lord? This is the second part of the lesson. With the little child by his side, Jesus said, ‘whoever receives a little child in my name receives me’, and the Father who sent me also (9:48). In receiving the poor and the powerless of this world, you are welcoming Jesus. In welcoming a little child you are showing humility just like Jesus. The disciples once told parents not to bring their children to Jesus. That was worldly thinking again. The kings of this world have no time for children; children do not vote and do not pay taxes. But the king of heaven has time for children. Jesus rebuked his disciples saying, ‘let the little children come to me … for of such is the kingdom of God’ (Luke 18:16). 

Jesus himself demonstrated the humility of a little child. He demonstrated this quality wherever he went. The disciples would soon see the ultimate depth of humility. Jesus would soon be rejected and be killed, and he would not open his mouth in protest. The disciples were obviously finding it hard to accept this teaching. Jesus had told them, ‘if anyone wants to follow me let him deny himself and take up his cross daily’ (9:23). But they were not thinking about this as they argued on the road.  

Humility, not pride, is the key characteristic of the Christian life - or should be. J.C. Ryle writes, ‘of all creatures none has so little right to be proud as man and of all men none ought to be so humble as the Christian’. Is it pride or humility that rules in your heart today? Do you consider others better than yourself? Remember, the more child-like you become, the more Christ-like you become.  

2. Leave him alone

The proud hearts of the disciples is further revealed in another incident that occurred on the road. This time it was one of the sons of Zebedee, one of the sons of Thunder that spoke to Jesus. He proudly told Jesus how they had ordered a fellow to stop casting out demons in the name of Jesus. What was his reason for judging this man – ‘he was not one of us’! (9:49). Here was a man doing good and doing it in the name Jesus yet the disciples tried to stop him. What sort of spirit was in these men? The words of James again come to mind. ‘What causes fights and quarrels among you’? One moment they were fighting among themselves about who is the greatest, and the next they were fighting with some poor fellow just because he did not belong to their particular group. 

Who was this fellow John told to stop doing what Jesus himself was doing - and what they had been doing until their recent failure? We are not told of his background. All we are told about is his work. Jesus makes no judgment upon this man or his work. He was not undermining the work of Jesus so he should be left alone. What did Jesus say? ‘Do not stop him for he who is not against us is for us’ (9:50). Sectarianism is such a terrible thing, yet it is so common among Christians. Ryle writes, ‘thousands, in every period of church history have spent their lives in copying John’s mistake. They have laboured to stop every man who will not work for Christ in their way from working for Christ at all’.  

On a short tour in Scotland some years ago the tour guide asked if we knew what Scotland was famous for. I knew it for its place in the Reformation with men like John Knox. I knew it for the doctrines and form of worship handed down to us. But the tour guide said something different. She said it was famous for royalty and wars. Some of those wars have been within the church. Has the church always heeded these words of Jesus - he who is not against us is on our side? 

Having read some history of the church in the Pacific, I think the same question can be asked of the church in these islands. Has there not been too much sectarianism? It is probably a question all churches could ask, and be ashamed of the answer. Is this not one reason why there so many different denominations? If they are not against us are they not for us, and for the kingdom of God?  This in no way means we have to tolerate false teaching, teaching that is against Jesus and the truth.

We must not assume that those who are not part of us are not with us in preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ. We must not proudly look down on the work or the worship of others. Some Christians spend so much time and effort in judging others they have no time or energy to reach the lost with the glorious gospel of Jesus Christ. Nor must we assume that Jesus needs us to stop those we think are not for us. Who are you to judge another servant of God? (James 4:12). ‘Who are you to judge another’s servant? To his own master he stands or falls’ (Rom 14:4). When the seven sons of Sceva tried casting out demons ‘by the Jesus whom Paul preaches’, what happened? (Acts 19:13f). Paul did not condemn them. The man with the demon gave them a solid beating. Jesus will judge as he sees fit. Remember that ‘each of us will give account of himself to God’ (Rom 14: 12).

In conclusion, remember that if you believe in Jesus you belong to the kingdom of God. In this kingdom humility is rewarded, not selfish pride. In this kingdom the least in the eyes of the world will be the greatest. Can you imagine the difference? Are you living the difference? Remember secondly, that in this kingdom you should not be judging others, especially brothers or sisters in Christ. Jesus said ‘he who is not against us is on our side’. 

Face set on Jerusalem                                 



Luke 9: 51-56 

We come to a milestone in Luke's account of the birth, life and death of Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God. Luke’s ‘orderly’ account does not necessarily mean a strictly chronological account, but it is progressive in moving from the birth to the death and resurrection of Jesus. Jesus began his ministry when he was about 30 years old (3:23). The first year of his ministry was based in the province of Galilee. This ministry was characterised by the preaching of the kingdom of God, healing the sick and other miracles. Crowds followed Jesus wherever he went. He faced some opposition from the Pharisees, and had King Herod after him in the end, but it was a year of popularity. 

Jesus told the twelve men he had chosen that he must suffer many things, and be killed, and be raised on the third day (9:22). He was the Messiah or Christ of God but not the Messiah that many Jews were hoping for. Jesus said he would be rejected by the elders and betrayed into the hands of men (9:44). Jesus knew he would be killed in the holy city of Jerusalem. All adult Jews went up to this city at least once a year, to offer sacrifices in the temple. Jesus went up went he was just 12yrs old; he would have gone up for the Passover in subsequent years. But on this occasion, towards the end of his first year of ministry, he was going to Jerusalem because the time had come for him to be ‘received up’ or ‘taken up’.

1. Road to Jerusalem

To be ‘taken up’ is generally understood to refer to Jesus’ ascension to heaven; the word is found only here in the NT. Reference to his ascension, however, includes reference to his death and resurrection. Jesus said he must be raised on the third day. He knew what would happen to him in Jerusalem. But knowing did not stop him from going. He knew it was the will of his Father. ‘When the time had come for Him’ (9:51). Jesus walked according to a divine timetable. He did not follow the path that was easy or pleasing to himself. ‘He steadfastly set His face to go to Jerusalem’ (9:51). Jesus was resolute in this decision to go to Jerusalem. He was not filled with doubts. He was not tossing up his options. He knew it was the will of God, even though it meant suffering and an early death.

Have you even taken the hard road, knowing it to be the will of God; or is Jonah more your model? When God gave Jonah a hard job he ran in the opposite direction. You would never do that, would you?  Jesus said, ‘take up your cross daily and follow me’ (9:23). Is this what you are doing? Are you following Jesus even when the going is tough?  Are you ready to die for Jesus? Imagine if coming to worship meant you would beaten up and maybe end up in hospitable. Would you still come to church? That is what some Christians expect when they go to church, even today. It is what we must expect more and more as we approach the end. Will you be here worshipping Jesus at the end? If not, why are you wasting your time today?

Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem. He did so in obedience to the word of God. He did so out of love for you. What if he had fled like Jonah? What if he had decided to stay in Galilee? You would still be in your sin. You would still be on the road to hell. Do you think about such things when you make your decision about coming to worship? Do you think about Jesus setting his face to go to Jerusalem and the cross when the Lord calls you for some ministry? What commitment do you have to serving him? Are you committed to reading the Bible at home or to others? Are you committed to reaching lost souls with the gospel, even if they are only little ones of no significance to the world? 

Jesus steadfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem. Remember these words the next time the devil whispers in your ear, ‘You have more important things to do than going to the house of God' or, 'You are not well enough to go to church today’.

2. Rejection in Samaria

Jesus ‘sent messengers before his face’ (9:52). To go from Galilee to Jerusalem he had to pass through Samaria- or else cross over the Jordan and go the long way around. Look at a map in the back of your Bible to get some idea about the geography. Remember, the Bible is not just a book of wise sayings or beautiful thoughts. It is set in a real place and in real time. You must learn some history and some geography if you are to understand the message. 

The people who lived in Samaria were not full-blood Jews. They worshipped the God of Israel, but after their offer to help Nehemiah and crew rebuild the temple was knocked back, they became hostile towards Jerusalem. They set up their own place of worship on Mt. Gerizim. When Jesus was going from Jerusalem to Galilee he had no problem (John 4). But when he was going up to Jerusalem it was a different matter (9:53). The Samaritans were known to beat such people and even kill them. 

Jesus sent messengers ahead to a Samaritan village to prepare a place for himself and his disciples to rest the night. Maybe he was wary of how they would be welcomed, or more probably he did not want to land up unannounced with a large party of travellers. ‘But they did not receive Him’ (9:53). The Samaritans refused to have Jesus and his companions stay in their village; such was their hostility towards people going up to Jerusalem. And such was their ignorance of who it was that wanted to stay in their village. What a blessing they missed because of this hostility. Jesus went on past their village to another village (9:56). Beware, lest Jesus go on by your house because you do not welcome him. He may not come your way again!

Being told to get out and leave a house or a village is not at all pleasant. It has happened to me. I have been asked to leave a house during a pastoral visit. I have been asked not to come to a village because of hostility towards the gospel of Jesus Christ. We are tempted to get angry and seek vengeance on people who reject us. This is exactly how James and John, two of Jesus’ disciples, felt. Maybe they were the messengers, or maybe they heard the message when it was relayed to Jesus.  These ‘Sons of Thunder’, as Jesus called them (Mark 3:17), were furious at being rejected, and they wanted immediate revenge. Thankfully they consulted Jesus first. 'Lord' they said, 'do you want us to call down fire from heaven and consume then, just as Elijah did?' (9:54).

James and John were zealous young men, but their zeal was often misdirected. They were zealous for themselves -or at least their mother was (Mat 20). John was zealous to stop another man casting out demons in the name of Jesus (9:49,50). Jesus had to rebuke him for being so partisan. The apostle Paul was a zealous young Jew who went about arresting those who believed in Jesus. He was zealous without knowledge. You will meet some zealous Christians who are without knowledge. They may be respectable people who know much of the Bible but their hearts are still as hard as stone. They are lacking in grace, just like James and John. Some know the Scriptures but do not know the grace of Jesus (John 5:39,40).

Beware of those who have zeal without knowledge. Beware of those who fail to demonstrate the grace of Jesus in the face of personal hurt and provocation. Beware of seeking vengeance for yourself, because it is written, ‘vengeance is mine, I will repay’ says the Lord (Rom 12:19). 

3. Rebuked by Jesus

James and John were rebuked by Jesus and did not go ahead with their violent curse. Christians have not always heeded this word. Down through history the church has, at times, resorted to a violent response to opposition. Moreover, the lives of many individuals have been harmed because Christians have acted in the way that James and John wanted to. The disciples were slow learners. But who are we to criticise! Have you learnt anything from Jesus of late?  Maybe you have slipped back into old ways. Some have not learnt anything because they have not heard the preaching of the word. We can only pray that they have learnt something from Jesus in their daily Bible reading at home! 

The disciples did not have the right spirit (9:55). God has given us a ‘spirit of power and of love and a sound mind’ (2Tim 1:7).The right spirit is the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is given to all who believe, but beware of quenching the Spirit, either by misdirected zeal, or by a lack of zeal. If the Holy Spirit is present in your heart then fan the flickering flame with zeal for the things of God. 

Jesus said he had not come to destroy people’s lives but to save (9:56). He came to seek and to save the lost. He saw the poor lost souls as sheep without a shepherd. He had compassion on them so he preached the gospel and healed them; preached the gospel and healed notice- not just healed. There have never been so many lost souls in the world as there are today. Many such souls are here is our society, despite the abundance of food and clothes and good things. Many such souls are young people whose parents have failed to tell them the truth of Jesus Christ.  Their parents were too busy working or enjoying the things of this world to tell them the truth. Are you such a parent? If so repent and tell your children the truth, the truth that will set them free from bondage to sin and everlasting torment in hell.

No looking back                                                    

            Luke 9:57-62

Our first year on the mission field was horrific. I had never been out of this country, apart from New Zealand. I had never met an Indian and never tasted Indian food. With three young children we were sent to a guest house in the hills to learn the local language. India is a hot place. It snowed a couple of weeks after we arrived. There was no hot water, apart from a bucket brought in the evening. The children started vomiting one after the other. The electricity went off and we had to find candles and a match in the dark. How were we to cook without electricity or gas? 

I could go on but I tell these things not to say how we suffered or how committed we were. If we could have taken the next plane home we would have. Another missionary did just that- and left his wife behind! Such was the initial shock of living in this new place. But I had resigned my job in the NSW government. People told me to take leave in case things did not work out, but I went ahead and resigned anyway. Moreover, many at home had given money to send us and were praying for us. It would have been embarrassing to land back home. We had ‘burned our bridges’ as they say.

Have you burnt your bridges in coming to Christ? Is the way still open for you to go back? I was speaking to a man the other day who had done just that. He did not get anything out of going to church he said. Do you know what it means to be a follower of Jesus Christ? Have you counted the cost, or are you one of those people who say in amazement, ‘what cost?’

Luke places this account of three potential followers of Jesus - we are not told if they ended up following Jesus- he puts this account just after Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem. On the way a Samaritan village did not let him stay. He went to another village. Would they let him say? There may have been some anxiety behind the rage of James and John. ‘Where are we going to stay the night if these Samaritans do not take us in? Will we have to sleep on the roadside in danger of robbers or lions?’ ‘The Son of Man has no place to lay his head’ said Jesus (9:58).

1. Cost

On the road someone said to Jesus, ‘Lord, I will follow you wherever you go’ (9: 57). The person is not identified by name or other characteristic, apart from a desire to follow Jesus. More than a desire actually - it was bold commitment. The word ‘commitment’ is rarely heard these days. The new generation does not want to commit to a person in marriage, to an employer or employee, or to anything apart from self. ‘If it feels good to me then I will do it’ they say. Even a persons promise means little these days, as we see in politics. We are seeing a whole new ethic in which truth and commitment are things of the past. My brother worked for over forty years in a business. His new boss found it expedient to put him off. 

Lack of commitment has crept into the church. Lack of commitment to Christ is at the root of this attitude. This is not new- it is just more widespread today. Jesus had people come to him for all sorts of reasons. Some were attracted by his miracles. Jesus could heal them and give them food – or whatever they wanted.  Others were just following the crowd. Why have you come to worship today? Why have you come to Jesus? Peter said, ‘Lord, you have the words of eternal life’. I hope that is why you are here. 

Jesus was not blind to this person’s commitment, or lack thereof. He told him clearly what it would be like following him. Jesus had no place to call home, at least not in this world. He depended on people to take him in, and this did not always happen. He did not know where his next meal would come from. Do you know what that means? Many in the church today would be paranoid if there was nothing in their fridge, and even more so if they had no fridge. Jesus never promised anyone a life of luxury. If you want all the things and the comforts of this world then go to Satan. He is fattening up thousands for the fires of hell.

We must count the cost of following Jesus. What are you prepared to give up, or not give up, in order to follow Jesus?  What are you prepared to suffer for Jesus? Think about it, and make your list. Be honest! Cross off your home, your children, your secure job, if you cannot give these up. Many have done so. ‘Lord, how can you ask me to leave my job and serve you?’ ‘Lord, how could you let my child die?’ Is it too costly to follow Jesus? If you cross a single thing off your list you cannot follow Jesus. Jesus demands you give everything over to him; he demands whole-hearted commitment- just as you demand whole-hearted fidelity from your husband or wife. You can keep nothing when you come to Jesus. All must be handed over to him. 

The rich young ruler was eager to follow Jesus. He was living a good life and keeping the commandments. But was he prepared to give over everything to Jesus? ‘Sell all you have and give to the poor, then come and follow me’ said Jesus. He was very rich. He went away sad. Are you ready for Jesus to put you to the test?  

2. Conditions 

Jesus said to a second person, ‘Follow me’ (9:59). This time Jesus took the lead and called someone to follow him. But not all who are called are chosen (Mat 22:14). Jesus called Mathew the tax collector to follow him. Matthew ‘left all, rose up and followed Him’ (Luke 5:28). But this person on the road wanted to make a bargain with Jesus. He wanted to set a few conditions of his own – foolish fellow. ‘First let me go and bury my father’, he said (9:59). It has been pointed out that if the father was already dead, this man would have been busy with the funeral and not on the road with Jesus. So what the person meant was, ‘let me stay back and look after my father till he dies’. 

What a noble son he was! He was doing what a good son should do. Did Jesus commend such commitment to family? Jesus said, ‘let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and preach the kingdom of God’ (9:60). What he meant was, let the spiritually dead, those who know nothing about the kingdom of God, bury the dead. When their father dies they will bury him with great ceremony, take their inheritance – or maybe fight about the inheritance – and then get on with life in this world. But those who have heard and understood the call of Jesus see another kingdom, the kingdom of God. This kingdom surpasses any worldly kingdom. Having seen this kingdom, and entered it, we never look back to the passing kingdoms of this world.  

‘You go and preach the kingdom of God’ said Jesus (9:60). You cannot bargain with Jesus or make conditions for following him. Not that Jesus is a harsh master. He is the good shepherd who cares for his sheep. He is like a good parent; unless you think a good parent bargains with their child. ‘Go and clean your room please’. ‘But Mum, I am busy on the computer; but Dad I have to go out with my friends’. A wise parent demands obedience and good children will obey without conditions. 

If you think Jesus listens to all your excuses for not coming to worship him you are terribly mistaken. Coming to worship is part and parcel of following Jesus. Let me say from experience in mission and in churches that a person who is not serious about worship is not fit for service in the kingdom of God. We are in a battle dear friends – a spiritual battle. We are called to fight the good fight of the faith (1Tim 6:12). Imagine joining the army and making conditions for your service. Imagine men in the heat of battle saying, ‘I want to go home to my comfortable bed and good food’. There is no place in the army for such men. Nor is there a place in God’s army for people whose commitment is not total and unconditional.

3. Commitment

‘Lord, I will follow BUT’. ‘But first let me go and say goodbye to my family’ (9:61). This person wanted to follow but could not leave family or friends. He was looking back. Jesus could have said, ‘remembers Lot’s wife’. As she was escaping the city of Sodom she looked back. She escaped no further. Looking back is very dangerous in the spiritual life. Burn your bridges and do not look back. Give up the lust for money and do not go back. Give up filthy language and do not go back. Give up filthy jokes and music and movies and do not go back. Give up porn and do not go back. Give up impure thoughts and do not go back. Burn your bridges. Remove temptation. Fix your eyes, your ears and your tongue, and above all your mind, on Jesus. Where do you learn to do this? Do I have to say it again?

‘How come you were not in church last week?’ ‘Oh, my uncle dropped in and I had to look after him’. ‘Oh, I had to visit my relative in hospital’ ‘Oh, I had to go to a wedding’. How tragic it is that weddings are now held on the Lord’s Day. Ministers hear these and all sorts of excuses, just as Jesus heard the excuse of this third would-be follower. 

Jesus told this potential follower a short parable about farming. It is not easy to plough a straight furrow- even with a tractor. I tried to teach students in India how to drive a tractor and how to plough. You have to set your eyes on a fixed point up ahead and keep the tractor going straight to this point. Most students wanted to look behind to see if they were going straight. The moment they looked back they went crooked. No looking back is the rule for ploughing, and for the Christian life.  

A chorus goes like this

‘I have decided, to follow Jesus – no turning back

The cross before me, the world behind me- no turning back

Though all may leave me, still I will follow- no turning back’

May the Lord help us to hear and heed his word, that we may follow Jesus always!
Harvest time                               




            Luke 10:1-2 

A young relative of mine manages five farms over in SA. At present he is gearing up for harvest. He has thousands of hectares of barley and wheat to harvest. When he starts there will be no stopping. As soon as the dew lifts in the morning the machines whirr into action and do not stop until the dew falls around midnight. At present he is checking all his machines to make sure they do not break down. He is also getting his drivers together, men he has trained on the job and who are reliable. He does not want them dropping out half way through the harvest. 

‘The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few’ said Jesus. He was not talking about the wheat harvest but the harvest of souls. ‘The fields are white for harvest’ he said on another occasion (John 4:35). As Jesus went about the towns and villages of Israel he saw lots and lots of lost souls; people who were harassed and helpless, people without God and without hope in life.

Jesus did not comment on people’s clothes or their hairdo. He was not interested in their new car or new house. Jesus looked beyond outward things to the hearts of people. And he saw a great emptiness in their hearts, an emptiness that he could fill. They needed to hear the gospel, the good news of the kingdom of God. Jesus was the good news they needed to hear, and he is the good news lost souls still need to hear. Jesus Christ is the Son of God and the saviour of lost souls. 

The woman who met Jesus at the well went off home saying to everyone, ‘could this be the Christ?' (John 4:29). Peter said to Jesus, ‘you are the Christ of God’ (Luke 9:20). We find here the right question to ask and the right answer to give. Oh that thousands of empty souls today would ask the right question, and that they would get the right answer. ‘To whom shall we go; you have the words of eternal life’. But will they find the right answer if no one is there to tell them? 

1. People

‘After these things the Lord appointed seventy others’ (19:1). ‘After these things’ is pretty general, but in the context Jesus had left Galilee and was on his way to Jerusalem. He was going to Jerusalem where he would be crucified. Soon he would be taken out of this world. In a short time he had many other towns and villages to visit. Some think these places were in the Trans-Jordan region which was mainly Jewish. 

Jesus appointed seventy of his disciples to go and prepare for his visit to these places. If it was the Jordan region they had already heard the preaching of John the Baptist and maybe repented of their sin. These disciples would go to each and every village to preach ‘the kingdom of God has come hear you’ (10:9). They did so in preparation for the coming of Jesus. They went ‘where Jesus himself was about to go’ (10:1).

Why did Jesus need these disciples to go ‘before his face’? He did not do this in Galilee, although he did train up the Twelve and send them out to preach the gospel and heal the sick. By now he had trained up more disciples. Also at this time his field of work expanded. He moved out of Galilee into the rest of Israel. 

Jesus was aware of the tremendous need in the world and was systematically going about the preaching of the kingdom of God. He sent out the Twelve. Now he sends out seventy others. After his resurrection he would give the great commission (Mat 28:19).

In all this we see how God ordained for disciples, for human beings, to take the gospel to Israel and to all the nations. These disciples were to preach the gospel and heal the sick. They were to show and tell the love of God in Jesus Christ. While literature and radio and internet aid in the spreading of the gospel they are not sufficient in themselves. Jesus sent out people. Jesus said ‘go and make disciples’. Paul wrote letters but not as an alternative to going in person and establishing churches. Still today the Lord is sending out men and women to heal the sick and proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ.   

2.  Pairs

The Lord appointed seventy others also, and sent them out two by two (10:1). Jesus sent the twelve out in pairs – just as he named them in pairs (Mark 6:7). He sent the seventy out in pairs. The early church followed this pattern when Paul and Silas, and Barnabas and Mark were sent out (Acts 15:39, 40). 

Was this pattern in order to make their witness more credible, or to provide mutual support and encouragement? Maybe it was for both. We are not told why, but it was the practice and should be the practice today. If a single person goes out they are usually sent to join a team of missionaries. A married couple can be an effective team of two. 

‘Seventy others’ we read in our translation of verse 1, but some reliable translations have seventy two others. This is one of the most difficult textual problems in the NT according to the NT scholar Leon Morris; so we will not try to solve it just now! Another question is why seventy? Some see this number as symbolic of the nations in the world in Jewish understanding.  But it is interesting to find this number, in fact both numbers in the OT. Moses appointed seventy elders to help him, or seventy two if Eldad and Medad are included (Number 11:16f).

This means 35 or 36 pairs went out to prepare for the coming of Jesus. How many villages did each go to? It may seem like a lot of villages! But in the land of India there are over 500,000 villages, and many of these have not yet heard the gospel. How long did these teams spend in the villages they entered? It was some days (10:7) - maybe even weeks. In pagan villages it may even take years of faithful ministry to prepare the people to receive the gospel of Jesus Christ.

3. Preparation

The seventy were sent to villages where Jesus himself was about to go (10:1). As we have been saying they went to prepare for the coming of Jesus. These disciples would work hard in preaching and healing but it was a work of preparation. They would not change any hearts by their works or words. The people might become fond of them and listen to them night and day, but only Jesus can change hearts. Only Jesus can truly say ‘follow me’ and see people leave all and follow him.

But Jesus does not appear in towns and villages today saying follow me does he? Well, he does by his Spirit. When Jesus returned to heaven he sent the Holy Spirit. It was the Holy Spirit who sent out Barnabas and Paul on the first missionary journey (Acts 13:2). It was the Holy Spirit who directed them where to go. 

It was in the power of the Holy Spirit that people’s hearts were changed upon hearing these men preach the gospel. The Lord opened her (Lydia’s) heart to heed the things spoken by Paul (Acts 16:15). Do you pray that the Lord will open the heart of the person to whom you share the gospel of Jesus Christ?  

4. Prayer 

The harvest is great but the workers are few; therefore pray… (10:2). I used to wonder why Jesus did not say ‘therefore go’. If workers are needed then send them out and get the job done. That is what practical people like us might do! 

But remember what I said about the farmer in SA. What if I went down to Centrelink, grabbed a few young men, took them over to the farm and said to Jason ‘here are more workers for you’. ‘Do they know how to drive a header’ he would ask. ‘Will they stay till the job is finished – I can’t afford to have them leave in the middle of the harvest’. 

The harvest Jesus speaks of is a spiritual harvest, a harvest of souls for the kingdom of God.  He is the Lord of the harvest. Like Jason he will choose men and women and send them into the harvest field. He wants men and women who are trained and who will stay in the job till the end.  

Jesus chose the Twelve who were with him for some time before he sent them out. He trained them in the task. These seventy were disciples or followers whom Jesus had trained and was sending out. Are you ready to be sent out by Jesus? Are you being trained for the purpose? Being trained means to know the Bible, to know it well enough to explain it to others and not be confused. 

The harvest still belongs to Jesus. Still we must pray to Jesus to send out workers. The church at Antioch was worshipping the Lord; they were praying and fasting, when the Holy Spirit told them to set apart Barnabas and Saul (Acts 13:2). These men or Barnabas at least, had been taught by the apostles.

The church has the responsibility to teach and train man and women in ministry. You cannot go out and preach the gospel if you do not know what the gospel is!  Are you growing in your knowledge of the gospel such that you are able to share it with those to whom the Lord may send you? Are you praying to the Lord of the harvest to send out workers, in the understanding that you might be one of his workers? 

Remember, the harvest is great and the workers are few.  Are you praying? Are you ready to go? Workers are needed wherever there are lost souls. There are lots of lost souls in villages and cities in India and Indonesia, in Iran and Iraq. There are lots of families and communities in our own country and our own city with lost souls. What does Jesus say as he looks upon lost souls?  What do you say? 

Serious business                                 




 Luke 10:3-9

The world population recently passed the seven billion mark. What do you think when you hear such news? Many are asking how the planet will support this huge population. Where will we get enough food for everyone? Where will all these people live? World leaders are worried. Are you worried? Would Jesus be worried about this huge population?  Would he not say to us, as he did to his disciples, ‘the harvest is great but the workers are few’ (10:2). Despite the calculations of some, there is room in the Kingdom of heaven for many more souls; many more souls glorifying the Triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

1. Sent

Jesus told his disciples to pray the Lord of the harvest to send workers into his harvest. Even before they prayed, he had appointed seventy of them to go out in pairs to all the cities and towns in Israel. He said, ‘Go your way; behold, I send you out as lambs among wolves’ (10:3). He was not sending them on a holiday or on an adventure. Nor was he sending them into the unknown. He was sending them into hostile territory. Wolves do their best to destroy and devour lambs.

The towns into which the disciples were being sent would not necessarily be welcoming. Sinful men and women do not like being told to repent and turn from their sin. They do not like being told to believe in Jesus when they already believe in themselves or some other gods. Missionaries must be prepared for all sorts of responses to the gospel. But they must not give up preaching the gospel for that is what they are sent to do.  

2. Simple living

Jesus told the seventy not to carry a purse, a bag or an extra pair of shoes (10:4). He previously told the Twelve the same thing (9:3). Why did he tell them travel so light? Firstly, it would enable them to move faster. In the context they were not to waste time in packing and saying goodbyes. Moreover, since they had to carry whatever they took with them they would move faster if they had less. It is interesting to see what missionaries carry with them onto the mission field. We had friends who brought a fridge and washing machine, along with all their photo albums. Sadly, the shipping container took in sea water on route and lots of their stuff was totally ruined. Others have taken three years supply of toilet paper! All our travel on the mission field was by train or bus, so we had to be careful how much we packed. We told our children they could take whatever they wanted for the trip but they had to carry it. I looked back on the days when we just dumped everything in the car and drove off. 

Secondly, these seventy disciples were to depend upon the Lord to supply their needs. They were to find a family who would host them during their stay. They were to accept whatever food they were given and not carry lots of food, or even money to buy food. They were to humbly accept whatever hospitality was given by the locals. Remember how the Lord feeds the birds of the air. Will he not provide for his chosen people (Mat 6:26).

‘Greet no one along the road’ (10:4). They were to travel light and not get distracted on the way. They were on urgent business. There was no time to waste. Jesus was not telling them to be rude or unfriendly, but greetings in that culture had a ritual of their own. We may not have such rituals but still we waste a lot of time in small talk. As I sat on the plane the other day all I heard was talk about the football grand final. TV and computers are great time wasters for us. Jesus might tell disciples today to leave their mobile phone and TV behind. Let us be alert to the time wasting trivialities in our life. The harvest is great but the workers are few. Therefore pray, and go as Jesus sends you. 

3. Son of peace

When the pair of disciples reached the city or town Jesus sent them to, they were to enter a house and stay there. How they chose such a house we are not told. Presumably, they were invited by someone, according to local custom- they were no longer in Samaritan territory. They were to enter the house saying, ‘peace to this house’ (10:5).  This was a prayer of blessing upon the household. ‘Pray for the peace of Jerusalem … peace be within your walls’ said the Psalmist (Ps 122:7, 8). 

‘And if a son of peace is there your peace will rest on it; if not, it will return to you’ (10:6). A 'son of peace' simply means a 'man of peace', a man who is a peacemaker rather than a troublemaker. People might take them in for different reasons; not always honourable reasons. This announcement of peace would not sit well with a man who was hostile to their mission and set on making trouble for them. During this prayer of blessing the pair would discern if the owner of the house was a man of peace or not. If you go into a house and ask if you can pray or read the Bible you will soon find out what sort of people live in the house. On a pastoral visit a minister will ask for a Bible to be brought so he can read with the family. If, after ten minutes, no one can find a Bible he knows quite a bit about that family. If he has to pray above the noise of the TV he knows somewhat more about this family. Sometimes the minister will leave a house with the sad realization that his prayer was not at all appreciated. 

Jesus said that if a ‘son of peace’ was not there, ‘your peace will return to you’ (10:6). This probably meant the disciples were to leave that house and go to another in which there was a ‘son of peace’ who will be helpful and hospitable. That first house would receive no blessing from the Lord.

4. Stay content

Jesus further instructed his disciples not to go from house to house (10:7). When they were welcomed and found a ‘son of peace’ in the house they were to stay put, even if the food was not so good and the bed uncomfortable. They were to graciously accept whatever the host offered them and not go looking for a better place. 

If the Lord sends you out as a missionary you must be ready to make adjustments to your lifestyle and your diet. On my first visit to a tribal village I sat on the floor to eat dinner, which was served on a leaf plate. I looked around for a fork or spoon but none was given. I had to try eating with my fingers. The meal was very special in this poor village- it was chicken curry. As special guest, I was given a real treat; on my plate was the head of the chicken! It was in this same village that a poor widow came up to me with a garland made of biscuits. Looking at her shrivelled body, I knew she needed the biscuits more than me. I was embarrassed by her gift but did not refuse her offer. I learnt that day not only to be a generous giver but a humble receiver.

Jesus twice told the seventy to eat and drink whatever things were set before them (10:7, 8). Jews have many food laws – as do Muslims and Hindus. Was Jesus telling them to forget their laws about food? The apostle Paul wrote to Timothy warning him about those who command that certain foods are not to be eaten (1Tim 4:3). ‘For the worker is worthy of his wages’ (10:7). It is interesting that the apostle Paul used this exact phrase when writing to Timothy (1Tim 5:18), the only time such a gospel phrase is used in Paul's letters. This points to the gospel according to Luke being around when Paul wrote to Timothy. Both Jesus and Paul were speaking of gospel workers when they used this phrase. The person appointed for the work of ministry should be supported in that ministry. A minister of the gospel must not be greedy, but should to be provided for in a fitting manner. 

5. Simple message  

The seventy were given a simple task to undertake in the communities they visited. The task involved words and deeds. We have learnt how they were to live in that community and this was important if they were to be credible witnesses. They were then told to, “heal the sick there, and say to them, ‘the kingdom of God has come near to you’” (10:9). Say to them, ‘the kingdom of God has come near to you’! How simple can the message be? Do you worry about what you will say? Some Christians say, ‘I cannot go into the harvest field because I am not able to speak’. They make excuses, just like Moses did. ‘Lord I am slow of speech and cannot talk well’ (Exodus 4:10). Did the Lord accept Moses excuses? No! He will not accept your excuses either. 

How hard is it to say ‘the kingdom of God has come near you’? How hard is it to say, ‘repent and believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved’? How hard is it to invite someone to come to church and hear about Jesus? How hard is it to give someone a portion of Scripture or a Bible? If you cannot find words to say learn some verses from the Bible. Quote John 3:16. You can open the Bible and read the words of God. The word of God is living and powerful, sharper than a two edged sword (Heb 4:12). Next time someone tells you all their troubles offer to pray with them.

Seven billion people! How will they hear about Jesus? Who will tell them? The message is simple. The task is straightforward, but it is urgent. Will you go and tell the lost that Jesus is risen from the dead and he is Lord of all?

Consequences of rejection                                 

Luke 10:10-16

As summer approaches and the weather gets warmer we think about going to the beach for a swim. But the surf can be a dangerous place. The waves can be rough, and there may be a rip. We are told to swim between the flags where life savers keep an eye on us. Some beaches have loud speakers so that when a shark is spotted we can be warned to get out of the water. Have you ever seen anyone stay in the water when such a warning is given? You would say that person is either deaf or stupid.

Yet many pay no heed to the gospel of Jesus Christ, with its message of salvation in the face of judgment and destruction. They choose to reject a warning that is much more serious and urgent than a shark warning. Jesus may return at any moment. He will return in judgment. He will separate those who have heard and heeded the warning from those who rejected or ignored the warning. There will be no fence sitters in that day. You will either be in or you will be out of the kingdom of God. 

1. Know this

Jesus appointed seventy others and sent them out in pairs to places he was about to visit. He told them to tell the people in these places, ‘the kingdom of God has come near you’ (10:9, 11). The message was simple, yet profound. It speaks of God and his kingdom. Any message about God will be profoundly important.

The Jewish people knew about God. Their Scriptures declared God to be the creator of all things. ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth’ (Gen 1:1). They also knew about kingdoms. They were once slaves in Egypt. God sent Moses to deliver them from bondage and bring them into their own land. They knew about promises of a king, a great king in their own God-given land. It seems however, that few of them grasped the promise of a wonderful new kingdom, a kingdom that was not of this world. The prophets spoke of a new heaven and new earth, and of a New Jerusalem (Isa 65:17).

Jesus came preaching, ‘the kingdom of God is at hand’, and he sent his disciples out with the same message. A kingdom is a realm with a king. If it is the kingdom of God, God must be the king. It is God the Son who is the king of this new kingdom. Jesus was ushering in the new kingdom because he was the king. This kingdom is not of this world but is a heavenly kingdom, and an eternal kingdom (John 18:36). 

Is this message beyond the comprehension of those who are not Jews, those who do not have the Scriptures?  Not according to the apostle Paul. He told Gentiles that God made this world and everything in it (Acts 17:24). Who made the universe? Who made the living things, the animals and birds? Who made us? We all ask this question. The obvious answer is that there is an intelligent and powerful creator God.  God is intelligent and powerful. Since we are made by God in his image, and we are moral beings, we know that God is also moral. God loves what is good and hates what is evil. God is goodness defined. God is also just. He is the judge of all the earth who does what is right. He will judge the world in righteousness by the man he has ordained. He has given assurance of this by raising him (Jesus) from the dead (Acts 17: 31).    

The gospel of Jesus Christ is simple and straightforward. Children can understand it and believe in Jesus. Some want to undermine the truth of the gospel by attributing the creation to gods or forces of their own imagination. They want to deny the resurrection of Jesus Christ despite the historical records. But the truth remains the truth. Despite the continuing efforts of some, the gospel message has not been disproved by philosophy or science.  ‘The kingdom of God is at hand’ is what Jesus preached, and it is the message we preach today.

We might wonder why men and women keep trying to attribute the creation to anyone or anything except God, and why they try to disprove the resurrection of Jesus. It is because allowing these truths to stand, allowing God to exist, and allowing Jesus to be risen from the dead, makes them subject to the rule of God. It means the kingdom of God is real and it has come near to them. They cannot escape the consequences of this truth. They must submit to the rule of God. 

‘Nevertheless know this, that the kingdom of God has come near you’ (10:11). This is what Jesus told the seventy to say if any place did not receive them. They were to say this as they symbolically shook the dust off their shoes and left. Jesus told the Twelve to do the same thing when they were rejected (9:5). Paul did the same thing when he was thrown out of Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:51). This was done as a testimony against those who rejected, not just the messenger but the message, the message of the kingdom of God. To close your ears to the gospel is a very serious mistake.

‘It will be more tolerable in that Day for Sodom than for that city’ (10:12). To be thrown out of a city was not a disgrace for these disciples of the Lord. They never left in defeat. In sadness, yes, but in defeat, no! They left with the assurance that God will judge all who reject them and their message. Just as God judged the city of Sodom for its wickedness, so he will judge cities that reject the gospel. In fact, he will judge such cities more severely. It may be a prosperous city of law-abiding citizens, but still it will be condemned by God. One day they will face the judge of all the earth, who to their surprise will be the One they rejected or ignored in their self-assured prosperity. 

2. Woe to you  

God’s judgment on the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah had become proverbial in the time of Jesus. Jesus referred to this event as historical fact and as such an event we should learn from. God told Abraham he was going to destroy Sodom because of rampant sin- and he did as he said. Homosexuality (sodomy) was common in that city and same-sex marriage may have been lawful, but God still judged the city. Yet remember that rejecting the gospel of Jesus Christ is also a serious sin which will result in divine judgment. 

Luke appropriately includes at this point an account of Jesus’ condemnation  of Galilean cities in which he preached the kingdom of God (cf. Mat 11:21f). ‘Woe to you!’ he said to the cities of Chorazin and Bethsaida. This is the only reference to Chorazin in the Bible; which is interesting because Jesus apparently did many mighty works in the place. Jesus did many works and said many words that are not recorded in the Bible. ‘But these are written that you may believe Jesus is the Christ’ (John 20:31). Chorazin is thought to be just north of Capernaum on the same Lake of Galilee. Bethsaida was the home of a number of disciples and the city near to which Jesus fed the five thousand. But apart from this, we are not told much of Jesus' activity in Bethsaida. Clearly, these two cities had seen the works of Jesus and had heard his message. Yet they did not repent and believe in him. They rejected Jesus. 

Jesus compared these two cities, not to Sodom and Gomorrah, but to two contemporary cities called Tyre and Sidon. These were Gentile cities on the Phoenician coast. They were trading cities,  overflowing with money and with all the evils of such money. These cities would not escape divine judgment but they would not have to face the One who preached the kingdom of God in their streets. For this reason it would be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon at the judgment than for Chorazin and Bethsaida (10:14). 

When we returned home on leave from the mission field we would visit different churches to report on the work. It struck me then – as it still does- that although we have church buildings on almost every other street corner, so few people go to these churches. We have two churches in this street. In another suburb there are two churches at the same intersection. In know because we once went to the wrong wedding!

In Indian there are thousands of towns and villages with no place of Christian worship. In many the gospel of Jesus Christ has never been heard. It is the same in other parts of the world. How will it be in the Day of Judgment according to the words of Jesus?  How will it be for those who have lived next to a church or up the street from a place where Christ is worshipped- and yet reject the message that is preached in this place?

‘And you Capernaum’ (10:15). Jesus had a solemn word for this city in which he based himself for ministry. The people of this city had seen and heard more of Jesus than anyone else. Would they be exalted to heaven? As with most cities, they were given to pride. The people were comfortable and self-satisfied. They did not see the need to repent. They might have marvelled at what Jesus did and said, but it made no difference to their lives. The proud, self-exalted people of Capernaum would be ‘brought down to Hades’ said Jesus (10:15). Riches, possessions, fame or whatever else led to this self-exaltation would be useless on the Day of Judgment. They would be brought down to the place of the dead in disgrace. From the heights of their own imagination they would be brought down to the reality of death. The kingdom of God is at hand!

3. Consequences of rejecting the gospel     

‘He who rejects you rejects me, and he who rejects me rejects him who sent me’ Jesus told the seventy he sent out (10:16). They were told by Jesus to say, ‘the kingdom of God has come near you’. There were two of them saying this. The ideas of a single person might be rejected as fanciful and false. This is the case with cult figures like Charles Russell, Joseph Smith and Muhammad. But there were two witnesses- indeed seventy two, telling the news of the kingdom of God.

Like the Pharisees, you might think Jesus lacked credible witnesses. He was just one man claiming so much. But Jesus claimed his Father as a witness, as well as John, and the Scriptures (John 5). For Paul, the resurrection was a definite witness to Jesus claim to be the Son of God (1Cor 15). If anyone denies either the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, or any other truths of the gospel, he is not a faithful witness and is rightly rejected. But to reject a faithful witness is very serious indeed.

Encouraged by the media, many today delight in mocking ministers of the gospel. But let us remember what we read here. Those who reject the messenger of God are rejecting Jesus Christ who sent him, and ultimately Almighty God who sent Jesus. When you hear the message preached, remember this. When you tell anyone the gospel of Jesus Christ, remember this. Do not be discouraged if they mock or walk away or ask you to leave. Remember that one day they will have to answer to Almighty God. 
Return of the seventy                               



Luke 10:17-20 

One day a young man came to our house and started sharing about his ministry. He had been out ministering in local towns and villages. He told how the Lord was using him in healing people and exorcising demons. Without questioning what he was telling me, I asked if he was teaching the people about Jesus and establishing them in a church. The young man said that his ministry was casting out demons and healing, and that was all. 

Some Christians get totally taken up in what are sometimes called the ‘spectacular gifts’. Spectacle means things that are seen. Maybe you have encountered people who go from one ‘healing service’ to the next, or who keep on about how they cast out a demon. Jesus said that on judgment day many will say, ‘Lord ... we cast out demons in your name and did many wonders in your name’. Jesus will say to them, ‘I never knew you’ (Mat 7:22).

1. Joy at demons departing

The seventy were appointed and sent out by Jesus. They were his disciples. He sent them out with authority to heal the sick and preach the kingdom of God (10:9). There is no mention of casting out demons, although this was included in the authority given to the Twelve (9:10). Clearly, it was included for the seventy also because when they reported casting out demons Jesus did not rebuke them. He affirmed such authority upon their return (10:19). Jesus must have arranged for the seventy to meet him at a certain place and at a certain time. We are not told how long they were on the field. We are told they returned with joy. It would seem they had not faced much opposition, although rejection would not have detracted from their sense of success.  

They returned with joy at seeing demons or evil spirits being cast out in the name of Jesus (10:17). They had probably seen Jesus cast out demons. Now they saw that they could do the same in the name of Jesus. We might say they should not have been surprised if they were sent out to do this. But clearly, to cast out demons requires supernatural power. Satan became very active when Jesus appeared in this world. He saw that his kingdom was under threat. He attacked Jesus at the beginning of his ministry but Jesus did not succumb to his temptations. Jesus went on the offensive casting out demons from men and women and even children who were possessed by evil spirits. In the name of Jesus his disciples went about casting demons out of suffering souls.  

2. Joy at Satan’s fall

How did Jesus respond to the return of the seventy, and their joy at seeing demons flee at the name of Jesus? Jesus said to them, ‘I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven’ (10:18). How are we to understand these words? One view is that Jesus was looking back to Satan’s fall when he exalted himself against God. Satan fell because of pride. In this view, Jesus was warning the disciples not to become proud because of what they had achieved. J. C. Ryle reminds us of Paul’s instructions to Timothy regarding elders in the church – they were not to be novices lest, ‘being puffed up with pride he falls into the same condemnation as the devil’ (1Tim 3:6). 

Although Jesus does go on to tell the disciples there is something greater they should rejoice in, namely grace, the natural reading of Jesus’ words is not one of rebuke. Lots of people afflicted by evil spirits were set free in the ministry of the seventy. Satan was losing ground. Jesus himself rejoiced as he saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven (10:21). Ever since the Garden of Eden, Satan had ruled the world. But even back then God said that the seed of the woman would bruise the head of the serpent (Gen 3:15). Jesus came to destroy the power of Satan. He would do that finally at the cross and resurrection. As he headed to Jerusalem he was aware of this aspect of his mission. But even now Satan was in retreat. 

Jesus goes on to assure, or should we say remind, the seventy, that, ‘I give you the authority … over all the powers of the enemy, and nothing will by any means hurt you’ (10:19). Clearly, they must remember that the power to cast out demons and stand against the power of Satan comes from the Lord.  If they or anyone else start thinking they have this power in themselves they will be in trouble. Some of the disciples had previously failed to cast the demon out of a boy through lack of prayer (9:40).  

Authority to trample on serpents and scorpions seems more figurative than literal. Scorpions of course are real creatures, as are snakes. Scorpions look nasty with their raised, venomous tails. They lurk in dark, damp places. We often saw them during the monsoon in our cottage in the Himalayas. But apart from Paul shaking a venomous viper from his hand on Malta, there is no record of disciples trampling on snakes or scorpions. Rather, it is a picture of our spiritual enemy. Satan is a horrible and dangerous spiritual being.  

‘Nothing shall by any means hurt you’. While the seventy rejoiced in the power of Jesus name to cast out demons, they must at the same time be alert to personal attack from Satan. They needed to watch their backs, as it were. When the battle is going well we can let down our defences. A false sense of security can be fatal. 

Jesus reminds the seventy that the battle is the Lords. ‘Pray to the Lord of the harvest’ he told them. Jesus sent them out. Jesus gave them authority. Jesus said, ‘nothing will by any means harm you’ (10:19). Let them not step out of the will of the Lord, and in so doing step out of his protection. 

3. Joy at salvation

‘Nevertheless, do not rejoice in this’ (10:20). It is this verse that leads some to conclude that Jesus was rebuking the seventy and warning them against pride. ‘Gifts, and the power of working miracles, are very inferior to grace’ writes J.C. Ryle. To be sure, Jesus is warning them against having the wrong priorities. He is pointing them to higher things. Calvin writes, ‘he (Jesus) does not altogether condemn their joy as if it were groundless but shows it to be faulty in this respect, that they were immoderately delighted with a temporal favour and did not elevate their minds higher. To this disease even the godly are almost all liable’. Calvin goes on to write, ‘It was the design of Christ to withdraw his disciples from a transitory joy that they might glory in eternal life’, which we might add, is the free gift of God’s grace. 

The young man who came to our house had misplaced priorities. Jesus made it clear that when an evil spirit goes out of a man he wants to return. If he finds the house empty he returns with seven other spirits even more wicked (Mat 12:43f). Jesus did not send the seventy out simply to cast out demons and to heal the sick. They were sent to heal the sick and preach the kingdom of God. On another occasion a girl came to the student fellowship on our campus. She had been to a healing service and told me that the pain in her arm was now gone. I said that was wonderful, but if it was Jesus who healed her, what was she going to do about the message of the gospel. The Lord touched her heart and she believed. 

‘To this disease even the godly are almost all liable’ wrote Calvin. What did he mean? He meant that we too easily fall into a pattern of only praying for earthly things - healing of the body, a house, a baby, a job, a life partner or extra money- not by winning the lottery I trust! Our joy then comes from seeing such prayers answered. But God is able to give much more that the temporal things. Temporal things will not last forever. Our joy in such things will not last. For lasting joy you must focus on eternal things. You must lift your eyes and see the greatest gift of all, which is salvation by grace through faith. Lift your eyes and see your name written in the Book of Life; written there in the blood of Jesus we might say. 

Whatever things you are rejoicing in at present, remember that that joy will soon pass away. Your body will pass away. It will decay in the grave. The things that are seen are temporal but the things that are not seen are eternal (1Cor 4:18). Are unseen things or spiritual things your highest priority and your greatest joy? 
Is your name written in heaven? What about the name of your spouse or your child? What about your friend? You pray for your friend when they get cancer. You pray for your child to do well at school. Do you stop to think if their name is written in heaven?  Do you pray for their salvation? 

Paul wrote of those, ‘whose names are written in the Book of Life’ (Phil 4:3), and immediately started rejoicing. He understood what will happen on the Day of Judgment. ‘Books will be opened. And another book was opened which is the Book of Life’. ‘And anyone not found written in the Book of Life was cast into the lake of fire’ (Rev 20:12,15). What are your priorities in prayer?  What things bring joy to your heart?       

Jesus overjoyed                               



Luke 10:21-24

When Mary, pregnant with the Son of God, greeted Elizabeth, pregnant with John the Baptist, the baby leaped in Elizabeth’s womb. Elizabeth burst into praise saying, ‘my soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour’ (Luke 1:46, 47). The same word for ‘rejoicing’ is used to refer to the joy of Jesus after the seventy reported back to him after their mission. This is not the usual word for joy or gladness. Jesus was overjoyed or thrilled in a way not spoken of anywhere else in the gospels. He was exceedingly glad, even leaping for joy. What was the reason for his rejoicing in Spirit?

1. Spirit rejoicing

‘Jesus rejoiced in Spirit’ (10:21). On a number of other occasions we are told that Jesus wept. For the Son of God, living in this sinful world, this world of death and destruction, he had every reason to weep.  But here we see him filled to overflowing with joy. What was the reason for this?  

Before we try to answer that question, notice that in his state of exceeding joy Jesus turned to God saying, 'I thank you Father’. His joy was not such that he threw a party for his friends. His joy was such that he turned to God in prayer. He turned to his Father to thank him for the things he had done.  He turned to God to thank him for his sovereign power and divine wisdom, power and wisdom which God exercised in heaven and on earth. 

Have you ever experienced the sort of joy that Jesus had at this time? Remember Mary did. In her spirit she rejoiced ‘in God my saviour’. She rejoiced that God had come to her and chosen her to be a blessing to the world. ‘He who is mighty has done great things for me, and holy is his name. His mercy is on those who fear him’ (Luke 1:49). Do you rejoice in the great things that God has done for you?

2. Sovereign God 

We come to the second point and no, I have not forgotten the question of why Jesus was so thrilled. We will find the answer not only in looking back at what has happened with the seventy but in looking at what he says in his prayer. ‘I thank/praise you Father’ (10:21). The word ‘thank’ also means ‘confess’ in the sense of open acknowledge or agreement. In the words Jesus used to address God he was confessing truths about God.  Firstly, he called God ‘Father’. He addressed God as his father. He tells us to do the same. When we pray we address God as ‘our Father’, although God was his Father in a different sense to being our Father. Jesus is the only begotten Son of God. This title points to an intimate relationship, a relationship based on love. 

Jesus also addressed God as ‘Lord of heaven and earth’ (10:21). No relationship is implied in this title. Rather it points to the sovereign majesty of God as creator and ruler over all the creation. God is self-existent, the uncreated ruler over all things and judge of all people. We should remember this when we pray. 

It is wonderful that we can call God ‘our Father’. Only Jesus teaches us this. ‘Our Father in heaven’. But his prayer goes on, ‘hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven’. In this prayer we are confessing the sovereign majesty of God. We pray knowing that the Lord of heaven and earth can indeed do his will in heaven and on earth. In our prayers then, let us remember that God has brought us into his covenant love, a bond that is closer than any human bond. Let us also remember that it is the exalted ruler of the universe we are addressing. We must humble ourselves before the King of kings and Lord of lords.

Jesus praised God that he had hidden these things from the wise and prudent and revealed them to babes (10:21). What were ‘these things’ referred to by Jesus – the things that he was rejoicing about?  According to Luke this rejoicing came, ‘in that hour’. Matthew writes, ‘at that time’ but does not link the time with the return of the seventy as Luke does (Mat 11:25).

Jesus sent these disciples out to preach the kingdom of God. When they told Jesus that they saw demons fleeing at the name of Jesus, he saw Satan fall. He saw the victory that was coming as he headed to the cross. This victory was seen in the salvation of souls, souls set free from the power of Satan. Jesus pointed his disciples to the truth that their names were written heaven, and told them to rejoice above all in this. There is rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents and is saved (Luke 15:7). These were the things Jesus was overjoyed about. And from his prayer we see that he was rejoicing that God, in his sovereign purpose, had chosen to reveal these things to babes rather than the wise and prudent. ‘Yes Father, for this was your good pleasure’ (10:21 NIV).  

Knowledge of King Jesus and the kingdom of God is not gained by human reasoning. It does not come from consulting ‘the experts’ and their writings. It is revealed by God. In fact, it is hidden to those who are clever and wise in the eyes of the world- and in their own eyes. How Jesus could praise the Father for concealing matters of salvation from some people, you might ask. ‘You have hidden these things from the wise and prudent’ he said. Such people’s wisdom is from the world. They are clever at getting along in this world. They are self-dependant and self-exalting. They are, ‘self-made men who worship their creator’, as is sometimes said.

We see what they are like in the contrast Jesus gives, namely that of babes. What is different about babies? Babies are helpless. They are dependent upon their parents for everything. They do not know everything or think they are better than others. They are very teachable. We have a two year old granddaughter who is learning to talk. She repeats everything she hears. Thankfully her parents are teaching her the truths of the Bible and not the errors of humanism and evolution. You could, of course, say that she is just like a parrot, but this child is processing what she hears. She is making it part of her being. 

To enter the kingdom of God, said Jesus, you must become like a little child (Mat 18:5). You must listen to Jesus and believe what you hear. You must take hold of the gospel by faith; not blind faith but faith in Jesus the Son of God. This is what Jesus saw as God revealing the kingdom to his disciples. They were like babes or little children. 

The scribes and Pharisees on the other hand were so full of themselves, so full of self-righteousness, that these things were hidden from them. They were just like their fathers who Isaiah had to deal with. ‘The wisdom of their wise will perish, and the understanding of their prudent men will be hidden’, he said (Isa 29:14). They thought they knew everything; they were not teachable. They reckoned on dealing with their sin themselves. They saw no need of a saviour. 

To be sure, the contrast is not between educated and uneducated people. It is between those who think they know everything and can do anything, and those who admit to their lack of knowledge and their weakness. It is between the proud and the humble. It is between the wisdom of this age and the wisdom of God. You will find believers among the literate and the illiterate. You will find believers in the university and in factory. You will find believers who are eight and who are eighty.  You will find believers from all walks of life, but they will have one thing in common; all true believers will have a child-like heart.

3. Son of God

‘All things have been given over to me by my Father, and no one knows who the Son is except the Father’ (10:22). This verse looks as if it belongs to John’s gospel (cf. John 3:35, 17: 2,6). It seems out of place in Luke’s gospel. But here it is. It is the only place in the synoptics, apart from the parallel in Matthew and Mark 13:32, where Jesus refers to himself as the Son. But here it is! In his prayer Jesus was reflecting on the ways of God, and how he revealed the Kingdom to babes. How was God revealing himself? He was revealing himself through his Son, Jesus Christ. The Father loves the Son and has given all things into his hand (John 3:35). God sent his Son to reveal his name to those whom God had chosen (John 17:6).

The Son was with the Father in the beginning. As a member of the Godhead, he has full knowledge of the things of God. The fullness of the Godhead dwells in Jesus (Col 2:9). The Son knows the Father like no created being can. No human being can know the Father unless Jesus chooses to reveal him to them (10:22). ‘No one comes to the Father except through me’ Jesus said (John 14:6). Jesus the Son chooses those to whom he will reveal the Father, and the Father’s great plan of salvation. This is what we know as the doctrine of election. 

4. Special people

If you are someone to whom Jesus has chosen to reveal the Father you are a very, very special person- a VVIP. You will understand that is not by works or your own intellect that you came to know the Father but by the grace of Jesus Christ. People can have vast intellectual knowledge of the Bible but still not know the Father. 

Jesus turned to his disciples and privately reminded them how blessed they were to see the works Jesus was doing, and to hear the words he was saying. How blessed they were to see the Messiah, the Christ of God in the flesh (10:24). How blessed they were to see the glory of God as of the only begotten of the father, full of grace and truth (John 1:14). 

In the words of verse 24 Jesus shows that he clearly understood that he was the Messiah spoken of by the prophets. Abraham longed to see the day of God’s salvation. By faith he saw the day of Jesus and was glad (John 8:56). The other patriarchs, the prophets and some kings, looked forward to the time when God’s salvation would be revealed. The devout man Simeon longed to see the day of Jesus. When he saw the baby Jesus in the temple he prayed, ‘my eyes have seen your salvation’ (Luke 2:30). He knew what a blessed man he was.

Do you ever pray like this man Simeon saying, ‘my eyes have seen your salvation which you have prepared in the sight of all people’? Do you realise how blessed you are to have revealed unto you the salvation of God? Do you understand the blindness that envelops those to whom Jesus has not yet revealed himself? Nevertheless, rejoice because your name is written in heaven.    

Question of eternal life                                   


     Luke 10:25-28 

Children can ask very profound questions. A mother was saying how her little girl asked, ‘Mummy, what happens after we die’. The mother said she was not yet ready for such a question. 'Well darling, some believe we come back as an animal and others think we go to live in the stars, but I really don’t know’. How tragic! All that mother had to do was open the Bible and read to this little girl: ‘it is appointed for men to die once and after that the judgment’ (Heb 9:28). She could go on to read to that little girl about how Jesus died to save us from that judgment. 

People came to Jesus with their questions. They asked profound questions. The Roman governor asked him ‘what is truth’? Trying asking a TV panel that question! A lawyer asked Jesus about eternal life. How many parents or teachers could answer this question?

1. Lawyer’s question

In this passage we find a Jewish lawyer asking Jesus a profound question, a question about life and death. Jewish lawyers spent a lot of time discussing the law and its finer points. They wanted to make sure they were keeping the law because they thought it was a matter of life and death. The question was valid, although it was not asked sincerely. 

Jesus was moving towards the holy city of Jerusalem. The closer he got the more he would encounter lawyers and priests. This man must have been in a crowd that was listening to Jesus teach because 'he stood up and tested him (Jesus)' (10:25). In what way did he test Jesus with this question? It was not really a trick question meant to trap him. It was probably one the lawyers often discussed and disputed. But the lawyer did not for a moment think that Jesus could answer the question. Such a clever question would shut this teacher up, he thought. It was a question that would silence Jesus and make the lawyer look good. 

There is a fundamentally false premise in this question. What is it? Eternal life is real. Jesus often spoke about eternal life. He said that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life (John 3:15). The false premise is, 'what shall I do’? Like so many today, this man was thinking of things he should do or not do in order to get eternal life. He did not understand that he could never keep the holy law of God because his heart was intrinsically wicked.

If we flick over the pages we find a rich young ruler asking Jesus the very same question (18:18). Most people are asking this question. Why? Because our Maker has put eternity in our hearts (Eccl 3:11). Despite all that people talk and teach about us just being another type of ape or monkey, in their hearts they are fearful of death. 'What happens when we die?' is what the child asks and what the old person asks. The animal does not ask this question!

‘There is probably no God, so stop worrying’, read the banner put on London buses by the atheists. ‘Who is worrying’ asks the Christian apologist, John Lennox. Are you worrying? It is not born again Christians who are worrying. Atheists are worrying because, as their banner admits, they cannot be sure. ‘There is probably no God’. There is the possibility, and if there is a God their perceptions about life and death will be shattered.    

2. Lord's question

Do you know the answer to the lawyer's question? A born again Christian will know. Jesus said to a Pharisee called Nicodemus, 'you must be born again' (John 3:3). He said that whoever believes in the Son has eternal life. Jesus could have answered the lawyer in the same way but he chose not to. Unlike Nicodemus, the lawyer did not admit that Jesus was a teacher come from God (John 3:2). Instead, Jesus asked the lawyer a return question, a question about the law. 'What is written in the law? What is your reading of it?' (10:26). When Jesus was tempted by Satan he relied upon what was written in the Scriptures. Jesus referred this expert in the law to what was written in the law. Jesus knew he was not ready to listen to a direct answer. With wisdom from above, Jesus led him to think about what he read. How do you read it?

It is important for us to understand how a person is thinking when we bring the gospel to them. We try to meet them where they are at. In the very first place of course, we must understand the Bible and what we believe. But we must try to enter into the mind of the person we are witnessing to and make this point of contact so that they will listen. We must know our Bible because there are those who quickly come up with criticisms of the Bible, usually well-worn criticisms. You may encounter atheists like Richard Dawkins or Christopher Hitchens. John Lennox has debated these men. While Lennox was speaking at a Sydney high school, a student in the audience was texting the atheist’s society for tough questions to ask him. This student later came to believe in Jesus, so Lennox told us.

Although Jesus knew he was being tested, he answered the lawyer with respect. He did not launch into a tirade against him. He got this man thinking about the law. No doubt this lawyer was thrilled to be asked his expert opinion on the law, and that in public. Jesus got him thinking as well as talking. But he would soon be listening carefully to what Jesus had to say. 

The lawyer demonstrated a wide knowledge and understanding of Scripture. To draw passages from Deuteronomy and Leviticus as a summary of the law was remarkable - even if it was something he had been taught in school. Deuteronomy 6:4,5 is known as the ‘Shema’. Jews recite it every day. 'Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one! You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength'. 
Jesus used the same summary of the law when, on another occasion, he was answering a scribes question about the commandments (Mat 22:37). The scribe said to Jesus, 'well said teacher' (Mark 12:32). This time it was Jesus who said to the lawyer, ‘you have answered rightly' (10:28). So there was agreement with regard to the commandments. Jesus was not preaching abolition of the law. The question was about keeping it. 

3. Live if keep the commandments

'Do this and you will live' said Jesus (10:28). If you 'love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your strength, and all your mind' and also 'love your neighbour as yourself' you will live. Notice the absolutes in these commandments. We will look at the word 'love' shortly, but the word 'all' is an absolute term. It is not love God with most of your heart; it is not love God as best you can; it is love God with all your being. You may have noticed an extra condition in what the lawyer said compared to Moses, namely 'your mind'. The meaning is still the same- all your being. 

Do you love God will all your being? Outside of Christ, no one has or can. ‘Without faith it impossible to please God’ (Heb 11:6). Jesus, the Son of God, is the only man to have ever kept the whole law. Yet this commandment is one that people can delude themselves about. They think that God being a loving God understands when they do not love him as they should. They forget that God is a jealous God who will not give his glory to another. Note that the commandments are here stated in the positive. You will be familiar with the negative formulation in the Ten Commandments. Lots of people pat themselves on the back saying, 'I have never killed anyone' so I have kept the law. 'I may have told the odd lie' they admit, but so has everyone else. Men can only claim to have kept the law if they lower the bar from the absolutes set by God- and that means God is no longer the holy God.

The rich young ruler told Jesus he had kept the second table of the commandments (18:21). He had not murdered anyone, or lied, or stolen anything as far as the law was concerned. Jesus did not refute his claim but said, 'you still lack one thing'. Did he love God with all his heart, soul and strength? He did not even love God with his money! Love is an absolute and we do not like absolutes. We do not even like making the commitment to love, let alone loving with all our being. We do not even know what love is, apart from Christ. This absolute love is seen only in Jesus. We only know such love from the Cross. 'This is how we know what love is: Jesus laid down his life for us’ (1John 3:16). And this verse in 1 John continues, 'we also ought to lay down our lives for the brethren'. 

As the lawyer told Jesus the demands of the law and heard Jesus say, 'do this and you will live', he started to think about how he would be judged under this law. His focus was on the second of the two summary commandments. He was not sure if he was loving his neighbour as himself. His concern was not what it meant to love but as a legalist he wanted to define who his neighbour was.

'Jesus was not commending a new system of legalism somewhat different to the old, but was pointing to the end of all legalism' writes Morris. Let us be sure, as the apostle Paul states, that while the law is 'holy, just and good' (Rom 7:12), no one will ever be justified or receive eternal life by the works of the law. 'The law was our tutor to bring us to Christ, that we might be justified by faith' (Gal 3:24).   

Who is my neighbour?                               


 Luke 10:29-37

‘A certain man was going from Jerusalem to Jericho when he fell among thieves’ (10:30). The story of the Good Samaritan is among the best known of Bible stories. Just recently I was reading it to Kate, our two year old granddaughter. It is a bit violent but it teaches who our neighbour is, and how we are to love our neighbour as ourselves. It would be a serious mistake, however, to think that by helping our neighbour or doing good deeds we will gain eternal life. Jesus does not actually call the Samaritan in this story ‘good’. In another place he says that no one is good except God alone (18:19). We may award all sorts of medals to one another for good deeds but remember, the only reward that counts in the end is the crown of righteousness the Lord gives to his faithful servants. It is only those whose names are written in the Book of Life that will escape the fires of hell (Rev 20:15). Those whose names are written in this book are born again of the Spirit of God and walk in obedience to the commands of Jesus. 

Before we look at this story, which may be factual but more likely a parable, we will recall the setting. Jesus was asked the question, ‘who is my neighbour’? This question came from a Jew who knew the commandments and was trying to keep them. He was doing this in the hope of getting eternal life; but was he succeeding? He was not sure. The man who stood up to test Jesus now seems somewhat guilty. ‘He wanted to justify himself’ (10:29). It is amazing that he asked the Teacher whom he despised this question, ‘who is my neighbour’? 

Jewish law said, ‘love your neighbour and hate your enemy’ (Mat 5:43). Under that law, only Jewish brethren were defined as neighbours. Gentiles were enemies. Samaritans were not pure blood Jews. They were certainly not treated as neighbours. Jews had no dealings with Samaritans (John 4:9). They would not sit at the same table, let alone go out of their way to help a Samaritan. This is the broader background to this parable. 

1. Who is my neighbour?

The immediate question was, ‘who is my neighbour’? The expert in the law would have thought only fellow Jews, the descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. His law categorized people on the basis of ethnicity and religion; and even on finer points of tribe and family. Jesus did not go along with him in listing those who were worthy or not worthy to be classed as neighbours. Jesus engaged this man in listening to a story.

‘A certain man was going from Jerusalem to Jericho’. This road, some 30 km in length, dropped sharply through barren hills and ravines. It was perfect territory for robbers or dacoits. This ‘certain man’, no doubt a Jew, was attacked by robbers. He was stripped naked, beaten and left half dead on the side of the road (10:30). Now by chance a certain priest came down that road (10:31). The word translated ‘chance’ or ‘happening’ occurs only here in the Bible. We believe in divine providence and that God works all things together, but we still speak of accidents and of coincidence. The word ‘luck’ however, has overtones of supernatural influences or magic and should be avoided. It is not found anywhere in the Bible. 

Aaron was of the tribe of Levi and only his sons could be priests in Israel. Only priests could offer sacrifices in the temple. Priests were highly respected religious leaders. ‘Do you revile God’s high priest’ was the outcry when Paul called Ananias names (Acts 23:4). Other Levites assisted in the temple. The Levites were not allotted land in Israel but were set apart to teach and maintain the Law of Moses. Jesus deliberately chose such men for his parable, although many Levites apparently lived in Jericho.   

The priest saw the half dead man but went by on the other side of the road. Later a Levite came by. He did the same thing- he looked but carried on as if he had not seen anything. Why did these men not stop? Different reasons come to mind. If the man was actually dead, touching him would have made them ceremonially unclean. Being ceremonially unclean was very inconvenient for a priest. Alternatively, the priest and Levite may have been afraid that the robbers were still about. Either way, they were only thinking of themselves. Whatever excuse they had, they showed no compassion at all for this man ‘crying out’ (not literally) for help.  


Jesus made their lack of compassion, their lack of ‘neighbour love’, clear when he continued with the parable. ‘But a certain Samaritan … when he saw him he had compassion’ (10: 33). Samaritans and Jews had nothing to do with each other. A Jew would not even think of helping a Samaritan. If the Samaritan had left the Jew to die on the side of the road, or vice versa, the lawyer would not have been at all surprised. But Jesus said a Samaritan stopped to help a man who was probably a Jew - although Jesus leaves it open for the victim to be any human being.

Here was one human being having compassion on another human being, one man made in the image of God having compassion on another man made in the image of God. That is how Jesus saw it. The word ‘compassion’ is used only to describe the attitude of Jesus, apart from here and in the story of the prodigal son. Maybe this is why some want to allegorise this story and have the Samaritan being a picture of Jesus stopping to help sinners. Compassion means to be moved in one’s inner parts. It is not a term familiar to legalists.  

2. How to help

Jesus went into some detail about how the Samaritan helped the man who was robbed. The Samaritan went over to the man and treated his wounds with things available to him. The priest and Levite probably had the same things. Wine is an antiseptic. Rubbing oil on painful limbs is soothing.  Maybe he tore his shirt to make bandages. Imagine the priest tearing his robes to make bandages!

The Samaritan put the wounded man on his own donkey and brought him to a guest house or inn (10: 34). He not only gave him material things but was ready to suffer discomfort himself; he was reduced to walking beside his donkey. The Samaritan ‘took care of him’ (10:34). He had compassion and he took care of this complete stranger. 

‘Love your neighbour as yourself’ is called the royal law (James 2:8). It is the summary law for all human relationships. Obeying this law would transform all our relationships. We hear a lot about self-esteem and loving ourselves, but the place to start, according to the Bible, is in loving others. You can love yourself all you want, but if you do not love others as you love yourself you will not be happy, nor will you be pleasing God. If we always did to others what we wanted them to do to us, our lives would be completely changed- for the better. The fact is that we can do this only after our lives have been completely changed. We must know that love of Jesus before we know what this sort of love is.

The Samaritan went over to the half dead man, cleaned him up, bandaged his wounds and took him to the inn or ‘hospital’ we might say. He had done what was necessary to save this man’s life. End of story? Why did Jesus go on to tell about the next day? (10:35). Is the detail in verse 35 necessary? The next day the Samaritan departed, but not before leaving money for this man’s accommodation, and promising to cover whatever further costs were incurred in getting him back on his feet. If a denarius was a day’s wage then two denarii was a considerable sum. The Samaritan was making sure this man was fully restored and able to manage on his own again. 

The Samaritan saw this man and had compassion on him. He was moved in his heart to help his fellow man. This compassion led him to go and help with whatever resources he had, without counting the cost. He gave his time. He may well have been a busy man. He gave his animal and suffered himself. He freely gave his money to help the man even after he had moved on. 

3. Heed the command

‘Go and do likewise’ Jesus said to the lawyer (10: 37). The man’s question, ‘who is my neighbour’, was largely academic, although he was keen to justify himself. He thought Jesus would help to clarify who was and who was not his neighbour, for the purpose of obeying this command. After telling the parable Jesus asked which of the three was the neighbour of the man who fell among thieves (10:36). What could the lawyer say? His legalistic thinking was blown apart. Two teachers of the law, men like himself, did not help their fellow Jew- most probably. But a Samaritan did! What could he say? He could hardly admit to a religiously and morally corrupt Samaritan doing anything good. He answered Jesus, ‘he who had mercy on him’ (10:37). He had the answer to his original question. Your neighbour is anyone and everyone made in the image of God. 

What does this mean for us today? ‘We should regard the whole world as our parish and the whole race of mankind as our neighbour’ writes J. C. Ryle. Are there not needy people today, people who have fallen on tough times for one reason or another? What about children who have no way of helping themselves. For sure, we must condemn those who neglect their children; but that does not help the child. Someone once pictured a psychologist going down that road to Jericho, seeing the half dead man and saying, ‘what poor disturbed person did this terrible thing’.

‘Faith without works is dead’ wrote James. Anyone who sees a brother or sister who is hungry and naked and says, ‘go in peace and be warm and well fed’ but does nothing is condemned by James (James 2:20, 16). Faith is shown by its fruit, by works of love. Paul writes, 'as we have opportunity let us do good to all, especially those of the household of faith' (Gal 6:10).

As secularism increases and people no longer pay heed to the commandment of God we see the rich getter richer and the poor getting poorer. We see people walking by on the other side of the road, as it were, when they see someone in need. There is a lot of token giving of course, but is that what we have seen here? We have seen a person moved with compassion and giving whatever was needed to help even a stranger who was in need. ‘Go and do likewise’ said Jesus.

Martha, Martha                                                        

Luke 10:38-42

My family home was on a hill in the middle of the farm. Our driveway was almost 1km long. From the kitchen window you could see to the main road. Whenever my mother saw a car turn in the drive she would start running around to tidy up the house. To me everything looked tidy anyway but she wanted everything looking good for the visitor. Sometimes the car coming up the drive was the vet going to look at a sick cow!

There must be millions of women like Martha. They are helpful and hardworking. They keep millions of homes clean and tidy. They cook food and clothe their family day after day and year after year. There are millions of men also- or maybe a few less- who are helpful and hardworking. They go out to work each day, they take their children to this or that activity after school to make sure they have every opportunity in life. Maybe they get involved in the school P&C, the local tennis club, the volunteer fire brigade or other worthy causes in the community- or even in the church. 

Are you one of these millions? Good! It is good and proper to be concerned for family and for community and for church -unless! Unless such concerns are distracting you from what is most needful. Are such things keeping you from reading the Bible or from prayer? Even when we are reading the Bible or in church we can be distracted by things going on around us, things next door, things at home, things that happened before we came or things that we plan for later today. Jesus said, ‘One thing is needed’. 

Jesus had come to a certain village where a certain woman called Martha welcomed him into her house (10:38). Martha had a sister called Mary living with her (10:39). From John’s gospel we learn that the village was called Bethany, just 3km from Jerusalem. We also learn that they had a brother called Lazarus, the man that Jesus raised from the dead. 

1. Distracted Martha 

‘But Martha was distracted with much serving’ (10:40). Martha, who appears to have been the older of the two, welcomed Jesus to the house. Jesus was known as the Teacher, the man who taught about the kingdom of God, in addition to healing sick people and casting out demons. It was probably not long before Jesus was teaching this family about the kingdom of God. Jesus was always teaching people about his Father in heaven. He taught in the synagogue, he taught on the hillside, he taught on the road and he taught in homes. He was a teacher who was ready to teach about God anywhere and at any time. He knew that this was the greatest need of every human being. 

There is a saying, ‘man’s greatest need is to know what is his greatest need’. This sums up the lesson of this passage. Jesus knew what was most needed in this home. He knows what is most needed in every home, including yours. The question is, do you know what in the greatest need of your home, and before that the greatest need in your own life. You, like many, may think your greatest need is to get a good job or even a second job so you can buy a new car or just pay the rent and buy food. You may think your greatest need is to get your child into a good school and give them every opportunity in life, by teaching them to play the piano or to play football. Just imagine what it would be like to have a famous sportsperson in the family, not to mention how rich they would be.   

Man does not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God. This is what Moses told the Israelites just before they went into the Promised Land. He warned them to remember the Lord their God and not to start saying, ‘by my own hand I have gained all this wealth’ (Deut 8:17). Jesus was tempted by Satan to forget this truth. Martha was tempted to forget this truth. Have you been tempted to forget that man does not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God?

Martha was distracted. This word means to be pulled from all sides. She was pulled in many directions by ‘many’ or ‘much serving’. She was a very busy lady and we might feel sorry for her, with all the work she had to do. But did she really have to be doing all these things? Did she have to be so busy with preparing a meal for Jesus? This seems to be what the word ‘deacon’ or 'serving' means in this context. Hospitality was very important to Martha because it was very important in that culture. It important in some cultures today. I remember some of the homes we were invited to in India. We felt bad when our hosts did not sit and eat with us, but were all the time bringing us more food. Saying we had had sufficient meant nothing! We had to put our hands over the plate to stop more food being loaded onto it! We later learnt to eat slowly and not empty our plate.  

Culture is one thing. What we learn from the Bible is another. Jesus was a special guest and Martha was running around to make sure he had plenty to eat and drink- or more than plenty. The emphasis is on much serving and on Jesus words telling Martha she was unduly anxious about this matter. What Martha was doing was commendable, except for one thing; she got her priorities wrong. J. C. Ryle writes, ‘It is not open sin, or flagrant breaches of God’s commandments alone, which lead men to eternal ruin’. ‘It is far more frequently excessive attention to things in themselves lawful… but things that may draw us away from God’.

2 Discontented Martha  

The first rebuke in this situation came from Martha. She went up to Jesus and said, ‘Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her to help me’ (10:40). Martha knew what was needed in this situation; he sister should have been helping her! She could have spoken directly to her sister but interestingly deferred to Jesus. Maybe she saw him as the one who had authority, or maybe she blamed Jesus for distracting Mary. Martha was showing neighbourly love to Jesus in taking care of his needs but what about her own sister? Was she concerned for the needs of her sister or just her own needs? She was not very contented was she? She was judging her sister, contrary to what Jesus taught – but she was not listening was she! 

In the Bible we are told to do our work as unto the Lord (Col 3:23). We are not to be looking around to see what others are doing, unless we have been put charge of them. ‘But why should I be doing all the work when he is sitting down on the job we say’. You are to do your work and not worry about the other person. 

Martha was not only distracted with ‘excessive zeal’ for temporal provisions, but also became jealous of her sister. She was zealous but also jealous. Ryle writes, ‘under the pressure of a conscience ill at ease, her temper became ruffled and the old Adam within her broke out into open complaint’. Remember how Cain got angry with his brother Abel. Ryle says of Martha rebuking Jesus that ‘this holy woman sadly forgot what she was and to whom she was speaking. She brought down on herself a solemn rebuke, and had to learn a lesson which probably made a lasting impression. The beginning of all this was a little over-anxiety about an innocent household affair of this world!’

‘Martha Martha, you are worried/anxious and troubled/upset by many things’ (10:41). The Lord gently but firmly turns the rebuke upon Martha – as always happens when we rebuke the Lord. ‘One thing is needed’ he told her. The Son of God was in her home speaking about the kingdom of heaven. He was speaking about eternal life. Were not the words of Jesus much more important than food and matters of the physical body? 

Everything has its place, but we must keep everything in its proper place. You may have many valid concerns for yourself or your family at this time. Beware of letting these concerns take over your like. If Satan cannot tempt you into overt sin he will try to fill your life with all many of concerns that may be legitimate in themselves but which will distract you from the most important matter. He will keep you so busy with these matters that you will not have time to sit at the feet of Jesus and learn from him. 

3. Devoted Mary 

‘Mary has chosen the good part which will not be taken from her’ (10:42). Here was Mary sitting down while her sister was flat out preparing a meal, and Jesus said she was doing a good thing! Let’s read this again!  She was not just sitting down but sitting at Jesus feet and hearing his word. It may have looked as if she was doing nothing; she was in fact feasting upon the words of God. 

Sometimes people look at a pastor and see him sitting down with his head in a book. It looks as if he is doing nothing. Sometimes pastors feel as if they are doing nothing and want to be out feeding the hungry or building physical things. But the minister has a special task of giving spiritual food. You must give the highest priority in your life to feeding on spiritual food not burghers and fries or chicken curry. Mary chose the good part. She chose the best thing to do at that time. Other matters were important but they could wait. She was giving all her attention to the words of God. Mary had her priorities right. Have you? 

There is a solemn warning here for all of us today and every day. How easily we get distracted from spiritual things. How easily we get caught up in the busyness of life. Remember, this is what Satan wants. Open the shops on Sunday, more sport on Sunday, more work on Sunday, and more parties on Sunday; all to distract us from the most important thing which is what? Jesus said, ‘seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you’ (Mat 6:33). Do you understand what Jesus said? Do you believe what he said? Are you practicing what he said? Is your faith being shown by your works – or in this case the lack of works that keep you from listening to Jesus.  
Our Father in heaven                             




Luke 11:1-4

In the bulletin of a residential Christian (in name) school I read: ‘Can only Christians pray? Of course not; so in October chapel a Muslim Afghani offered a heartfelt prayer for her country … Chapels are Christian, but there is surely a place to both learn from one another and to speak to God in our own way about shared concerns’. The sentiments expressed here are widespread today, even among Christians. What are these sentiments? Firstly, that prayer to any god is equally valid. Secondly, that we learn how to pray from those of other religions and thirdly, that prayer is about us living in this world. Need I say that in this article the growth of the music team and the ‘spiced up service’ was applauded? We learn from our Bible passage today that Jesus, not heathen men, taught his disciples to pray; he taught them to pray to ‘our Father in heaven’ not to some unknown god. We also learn that prayer focuses on God not just man.

Everyone knows about prayer. These days the media likes to show Muslim men bowing down at Friday prayers – they do not ask where the women are! These men recite prayers to their god in Aramaic, a language they may not even know. Sometimes we see Christians in prayer. They may also be repeating words they do not understand while they burn candles and wave incense about. Is this what prayer is about? Jesus condemned the Jews for their ‘showy’ prayers and their vain repetitions. In fact, in Matthew’s gospel this prayer is found in the context of condemning long repetitious prayers, prayer that are like the heathens (Mat 6:7). 

Luke includes this prayer in a different context. His version is somewhat shorter, but this does not mean that the gospel writers do not give an accurate record. It means that this prayer was probably taught by Jesus on a number of occasions. If he meant this prayer as a pattern he would surely have taught it often. Matthew records Jesus as saying, ‘in this manner therefore pray’ (Mat 6:9). Although Luke has the words, ‘when you pray say’, it is still best to see this prayer as a model. It is not a set of words they have some power merely from being said. This in not a mantra. Our prayers are effective because of the One who hears them, and the One who hears looks upon our hearts not just our lips.  

One day, after Jesus had finished praying in a certain place, one of his disciples said, ‘Lord, teach us to pray’ (11:1). John the Baptist had apparently taught his disciples, some of whom were now following Jesus, how to pray. In those days spiritual teachers usually taught their disciples how to pray. It is usual for pastors and parents today to teach children and believers to pray. How else will they know? What a blessing it was for the disciples that the Lord himself taught them how to pray. What a blessing is for us that this disciple asked the Son of God how to pray- otherwise we would not know. It is interesting, however, that though Jesus gave them this prayer we do not read of them using the specific words of this prayer. It was more like a model prayer. They prayed to God as Lord of heaven and earth, acknowledging His will be done and requesting boldness to speak God’s word (Acts 4:24-30).  

We pray with our spirit, not just our mouth. ‘I will pray with the spirit and I will also pray with understanding’ said the apostle Paul (1Cor 14:15). He was writing about speaking in tongues or other languages, but his words also apply to mouthing words without feeling or understanding. Everyone knows about prayer but how many know how to pray. Indeed how many actually pray at all? Do you pray? Do your friends pray? If they do not believe in God they will not pray- not even to thank Him for their food. Humanists are, in effect, their own god. They would have to pray to themselves! May the Lord help us to understand what we saying when we pray the ‘Lord’s prayer’. 

1. Preface

This prayer is the subject of the last nine questions in the Shorter Catechism. These questions focus on the preface, which is, ‘Our Father in heaven’ and the following six petitions or requests. The first three of these petitions focus more on God and his kingdom, while the last three are more personal requests. Question 100 says of the preface, ‘it teaches us to draw near to God with all holy reverence and confidence, as children to a father, able and ready to help us; and that we should pray with and for others’.  

The disciples heard Jesus address God as his Father but they would never have used such a title themselves. The Jews would not say the name God gave to Moses at the burning bush- Yahweh, meaning ‘I am who I am’. They were afraid of blaspheming God’s holy name. The title ‘Father’, on the other hand, would have expressed closeness to God that they did not know. Still today, the Jews do not know God as their Father. Neither Jews nor Muslims would dare address their god with such a familiar term as ‘father’. 

Only those who know God through Jesus Christ can pray this prayer. Although all human beings are made in the image of God and are given many good things by God, not all are the children of God. Those who do not confess their sin and accept God’s gracious forgiveness are children of the devil, not God (John 8:44). Those who do not admit their sin cannot pray, ‘forgive us our sins’, any more than they can they say, ‘Our Father in heaven’. The title ‘Father’ implies a close relationship, a relationship that has been brought about by Jesus our Saviour. 

‘Our Father in heaven’. What does ‘in heaven’ mean? What is heaven and where is it? Heaven is contrasted to the earth. So God does not belong to this earth. In fact, he does not belong to this universe because this earth and this universe were made by God. Although Jesus went up into heaven it does not mean he is in some physical place up there. We are not as foolish as the Russian cosmonaut who said, ‘I did not see God up there’. God is spirit. He is not part of the physical creation like us. His kingdom is not of this world (John 18:36). God is in heaven where his will is done (11:2).  Heaven is his kingdom. God rules in his heavenly kingdom with Jesus at his right hand ruling with him. 

Jesus tells us to address our prayers to, ‘our Father in heaven’. He later told his disciples, ‘if you ask anything in my name I will do it’ (John 14:14). Jesus is our mediator, ‘the only mediator between God and man’ (1Tim 2:5). We are not to pray in any other name - not the name of an angel or any so-called saint. Nor should we be afraid to use the name of Jesus when we pray. Do you really expect your heavenly Father to hear your, ‘Dear God’ prayers prayed in ‘your name’? 

2. Petition 1
The first petition in this model prayer is, ‘hallowed be your name’. ‘Hallowed’ means to make holy. God’s name is holy because God is holy. It is holy because God is separate from his creation. He is the Maker and Lord of all. We cannot make God holy because he is already holy. This prayer is that we might know him as God whose name in holy, and that the whole world will know his name is holy. It is as we sing, ‘the whole earth let his glory fill. Amen, so let it be’ (Ps 72:19).

In the ancient world names were an expression of a person’s character and position; and it was important to address people by this significant name. In the OT we see God changing the name of Abram, Jacob and others to indicate their new status. 
The name ‘Jesus’ was given by God to his only begotten Son. It means ‘one who saves’. Those who hallow God’s name, and the name of his Son, will not use these names loosely or without reverence. It is a sign of the prevailing ignorance of our day that these holy names are used so loosely in such expressions as, ‘Oh my God’. We shudder when we hear the name of Jesus being used in cursing because it the name by which we are saved. We should speak up and tell people that we are offended by such use of the name of our Lord. We are not called upon to be language police and we do not endorse Islamic methods of dealing with so-called blasphemy. But we do pray that God’s holy name, the name of the One who gave his life to save us from sin and death will be regarded with awe and reverence the world over. 

3. Petition 2 and 3

‘Your kingdom come’ (11:2). In this we pray, according to the Shorter Catechism Q102, ‘that Satan’s kingdom may be destroyed; and that the kingdom of grace may be advanced, ourselves and others brought into it and kept in it; and that the kingdom of glory may be hastened’. 

Jesus began his ministry preaching, ‘the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe the gospel’ (Mark 1:15). His disciples went out preaching, the ‘kingdom of God has come near you’ (10:9). In this prayer he teaches his disciples to pray, ‘your kingdom come’. Where is this kingdom? What is this kingdom?  

Where is the kingdom of Tonga? It is not easy for me to find Tonga on a map although it is of course, physically there in the Pacific! The kingdom of Tonga is the place in which the king of Tonga rules and where what he says is law. The kingdom of Tonga consists of land, but not only land. There is no king of Antarctica is there! A kingdom consists of people.

The kingdom of God is not of this world; it has no physical territory. But it does have people. It does have citizens. ‘The kingdom of God is within you’ (Luke 17:21). It exists within the hearts of God’s people, people who have been given the Holy Spirit. God rules in our hearts by the Holy Spirit and by his word – right? This is what you pray in the second petition of this prayer, ‘your kingdom come’; and in the third ‘your will be done’. It is a prayer that God’s rule will be extended to every part of my being and my life. It is a prayer of complete surrender to God in the way that Jesus surrendered himself to his Father’s will saying, ‘not my will but yours be done’. 

This is also a prayer that more and more people will believe in Jesus and enter the everlasting kingdom of heaven. It is a prayer that Jesus will become ruler in more and more hearts each day. What a wonderful missionary prayer! In fact, if every person in the world believed in Jesus and every believer lived in complete submission to Christ, the kingdom of God would in a sense be seen in this world. 

This is not a vain prayer. One day the kingdom of God will come in all its fullness. What will happen in that day is that those who reject Jesus Christ will be judged and thrown in the lake of fire. Those who believe in Jesus will be changed. They will be given new bodies, fit for everlasting life in this kingdom of no more suffering or sin. They will for ever praise the Lamb upon the throne. Is this what you think about when you pray this prayer?   

Daily bread and daily mercy                            



 Luke 11:3-4

George Muller is well known for the orphanage he started in Bristol in the nineteenth century, and for his dependence on the Lord in this ministry. He started with only 50 cents in his pocket, but in answer to prayer ended up feeding and caring for over two thousand orphans. A biographer wrote, ‘sometimes the meal time was almost at hand and they did not know where the food would come from but the Lord always sent it in due time during the 20,000 or more days that  Mr Muller  had charge of these homes’. What an interesting way this writer refers to Muller’s time running this orphanage- ‘20,000 or more days’. No doubt he was impressed by Muller’s daily dependence on the Lord for food for himself and those in his charge.

Have you ever gone to sleep wondering where your next meal would come from? Hundreds in our city would laugh at the very idea, but millions in the world know the reality of not knowing when their next meal will be.  We have Christian brothers and sisters whose daily wage or allowance is only enough to buy food for that day.  I have seen them buy one tomato or one potato on their way home, to cook for the family that evening. As I meditated on this petition in the Lord’s prayer I had to admit that I have never been in such a situation; although I remember that at one time in India we were down to our last dollar and I did not know how  I was going to get our money transferred from Australia. 

We come to the last three petitions in this prayer that Jesus taught his disciples. The first three, as we saw, focussed on God’s name, God’s kingdom and God’s will. We should not forget these petitions whenever we pray. We must acknowledge the holy and sovereign One to whom we are praying.  We come before our Father in heaven with adoration and with thanksgiving for who he is and all his works of wonder. Too often our prayers are focussed on ourselves, from beginning to end. There is a place for personal requests and we see the nature of such personal requests in these last three petitions. 

1. Petition 4
‘Give us this day our daily bread’ (11:3). Translations of the Greek differ slightly- ‘give us day by day’ or ‘give us each day’. It is a wonder that translations do not differ more because Jesus used a word found nowhere else in the NT; some say he coined a word. Some do actually translate this as, ‘give us sufficient for the next day’. A full literal translation of this petition would be, ‘our bread, coming upon us, gives us this day’. The 'coming upon us' is the word that is hard to understand. It has overtones of the manna coming down from heaven in the wilderness days. God gave his people manna each day- except on the Sabbath day. They were not to hoard this bread for days to come. Some tried but it got worms in it. I suppose they wanted to feel secure, as we all do, in having food in store for many days to come. But the Lord wanted them to depend on him for their daily bread. He teaches us today to pray to him for our daily bread.  

The first point here is to recognise that God supplies our needs. In our prosperity we tend to forget this. Indeed, many no longer pray before a meal. They think that by their own hands they have put food on their plate. Let such people be warned. Famine is not unknown in our so called western world.

The second point is that we must be content with sufficient food for the day. George Muller did not ask for food for the coming weeks or month. He asked for food sufficient for the day. When we have food for days or weeks ahead we are less inclined to pray. When we have food or finances sufficient for years to come we are less inclined to pray. Some have money sufficient for years to come- or they think they do!- and so see no need to pray at all. 

Dependence and contentment are two aspects of this petition. Dependence on God does not of course mean we do not have to work. God provides for us through the work he gives us to do. He does not provide for those who are lazy. If any will not work, neither shall he eat (2Thess 3:10). Another aspect of this prayer is that of sharing. It is not ‘give me’ but ‘give us each day our daily bread’. The whole prayer is a corporate prayer. In this petition we think of others and their needs, not just our own. We pray for our family in their needs- not their greeds. We pray for our spiritual family and their needs, even for members of this family in far off places. Do you think of such people- their need for food, for warm clothes, and a dry shelter when you pray this prayer?  

2. Petition 5

‘And forgive us our sins, as we forgive everyone who is indebted to us’ (11:4). In this, according to the Shorter Catechism Q105, we pray that ‘God, for Christ’s sake, would freely pardon all our sins; which we are rather encouraged to ask because by his grace we are enabled from the heart to forgive others’. There are two aspects to this petition which are joined by the word ‘for’ or ‘as’. Firstly, ‘forgive us our sins’. Again it is a corporate prayer but it includes you who are praying this prayer. In saying this prayer ‘we are confessing that we are fallen, guilty and corrupt creatures and in many things offend daily’ writes J. C. Ryle. 

As a believer, you are a sinner who was forgiven when you repented and believed in the Lord Jesus Christ- believed that he died in your place on the cross. Yet you still sin and need daily cleansing from your sin in the blood of Jesus Christ. ‘He who is bathed needs only to wash his feet’ said Jesus (John 13:10). To quote J. C. Ryle again, ‘daily bread and daily mercy are by far the first and principal things mortal man wants. He is the rich man who possesses them. He is the wise man who is not ashamed to pray for them every day’. This prayer cannot of course, be prayed by those who think they have no sin, or by those who think they can no longer sin.  Sincere confession of sin, and belief in Gods gracious forgiveness, are essential in our daily prayer.

The second part of the petition refers to something we do, something we do as a condition of God the father forgiving us. This condition is made very clear in Matthew 6: 14-15. It is a conditional not a contractual matter. We cannot say, ‘I have forgiven everyone so God must forgive me’. Rather we say, ‘if I want God to forgive me I must forgive everyone who is indebted to me’. It is God by his Spirit who moves us and enables us to truly forgive others. ‘It is God who places in our hearts the seed of faith and of the forgiving disposition’ (Hendriksen).

‘First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift’ to the Lord (Mat 5:24). Have you forgiven everyone who has hurt you in any way, or do you still bear a grudge or sense of revenge? If so, how can you pray this prayer? Maybe this is why some cannot come and join us in this prayer. If we remember how the Lord forgives all our sin we will more readily forgive those who sin against us- it is like comparing a log and a speck we might say! 
You will notice a change in words from ‘sin’ to ‘debt’ in this petition. In Matthew’s version ‘debt’ is used both times. Why this change- which is in the original? It is difficult to know. Debt means something that is owed, usually some possession that was borrowed. There is a thought that this word goes back to the Jubilee and the release of all debts. On the other hand, it may be a ‘sorry’ that is owed by a debtor for some wrong done. We are all debtors to God because we have failed to keep his commands and to give him the glory. The other word that is translated ‘sin’ means ‘failure’ or ‘missing the mark’. 

3. Petition 6

‘Do not lead us into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one (11:4). The Shorter Catechism Q102, gives an excellent explanation of this petition: ‘In this we pray that God would either keep us from being tempted to sin, or support and deliver us when we are tempted’. God never tempts us to sin (James 1:13). Satan is the great tempter, but only as the Lord allows him. In the Lord’s strength, and only in his strength, we can resist the devil. This is what this petition is all about. In it we are asking our Father in heaven not to bring us into temptation but to snatch us away from Satan’s evil clutches. Jesus does not pray that we will be taken out of the world, which is the only way we will be free from temptation; he prays that the Father will keep us from the evil one (John 17; 15).

This prayer assumes we are keeping away from places, people and pictures that will tempt us to sin against God. But still temptation will come to us, as it did to Jesus and to the disciples. ‘The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak, therefore watch and pray’ (Mark 14:38). Like the little boy who says to the bully, ‘my big brother will get you’, we pray with confidence that our Father is able and willing to deliver us. ‘God is faithful who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you can bear, but with temptation will also make the way of escape’ (1Cor 10:13). We pray this petition understanding that we will be tempted to sin against God, but believing that God our Father will show us, or provide for us, a way out. He does this through his word and his Spirit- and maybe through the help of a brother or sister in Christ.

Who would have thought that so much truth and wisdom was wrapped up in this short prayer! But here it is! It is, after all, the prayer that God’s own Son taught us to pray. So much is in this prayer that we say so often. May the Lord help us to understand more and more what we are praying in this prayer! 

A friend at midnight                                             


Luke 11:5-13
‘Teach us to pray’, one of Jesus disciples asked him. Jesus responded by giving them a model prayer. He gave us a pattern of words we can say when we come before our heavenly Father in prayer? But prayer is more than words. These words can be said in different ways, in different places and at different times. Our Father hears our words; he also sees into our hearts when we pray. Do we really mean what we say? Do we really want the kingdom of God to come right now? Are we truly sorry for our sin? Do we really believe God gives us our daily bread? 

1. Persistence

One way to see how serious a person is in making the petitions of this prayer is to see how often they are in prayer. If you really want something, you will keep on asking until you get it. Even the child knows this. A child does not have the resources to get it themselves, so they keep on and on at mum or dad until they get it. It can be extremely annoying to the parent but very effective for the child. The parent is pleased, in a way, at being asked and usually gives in out of pity for their child. Do you approach your heavenly Father in prayer with the same persistence as a child?
There is no spoken question behind what Jesus teaches in this parable of the ‘friend at midnight’, but we might imagine a disciple asking, ' how often do we pray this prayer'? 'What if our Father in heaven does not give us what we ask for -do we keep on asking'? Jesus uses a parable to teach that we must persist in prayer. We must not give up until we get what we really need. By 'need' we understand what is God's will, not what is our greed. We are always praying, 'your will be done'.

The parable is about two friends in a village. In those days bread was made in the home each morning. By evening it may be all gone. Jesus said that one man had another friend drop in at midnight. In the hot climate it was easier to travel at night so this was not unusual. Hospitality demanded a visitor be given water and some food. Since this man had no food, he went to his friend nearby to borrow some. Just three loaves would be sufficient. This friend apparently had bread but was already in bed and did not want to get up and open the door. Some say that the fact that his children were in bed with him is a sign of a poor family, but the point is that by getting up he would disturb his children. On a recent family holiday I was given instructions not to wake the baby by moving around the house.

But the plea that came to the ears of this sleeping man was earnest. The friend kept banging on his door even though it was past midnight. Eventually the man got fed up, got out of bed, and gave the friend what ever he needed. We might think the man took pity on his friend but the parable does not indicate this. He got up because of the friends persistence (11:8). The word translated 'persistence' is only found here in the NT. It actually means 'shamelessness'. The man was ready to lose all self-respect in order to get what he wanted, which was to help his visitor, not himself. The word ‘plea’ is most appropriate to describe this request or this prayer. 

The man’s persistence was based on what he knew about his friend who had gone to bed. Firstly, he knew he had bread in his house- the friend did not deny this. Secondly, he knew this man personally as a friend. He was not going to the house of a stranger who might do him harm. 

Jesus told another parable with the same lesson of persistence in prayer in Luke 18. 'Men ought always to pray and not lose heart' he said (18:1). That parable was about a widow going to a judge to get justice. At first the judge would not listen, but she persisted. He eventually gave her what she wanted, namely justice. If an uncaring judge gave her what she wanted, how much more will our loving God 'avenge his own elect who cry out day and night to him' (18:7).

Men like Moses knew how to pray. Moses made his plea based on his knowledge of God. The more we know God the more we will know how to pray. And the more we pray the more we will know God. When the Israelites made the golden calf to worship, God threatened to destroy them and make a new nation from Moses (Exod 32:10). But Moses pleaded with the Lord imploring him to remember Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and all that he had done to bring these people out of Egypt. So the Lord relented from the harm which he said he would do to his people (Exod 32:14). Moses persisted in prayer on behalf of others, with a deep knowledge of the Lord God to whom he was praying.

God is all powerful and able to provide whatever we ask for, or do whatever we ask of him. He is also gracious and loving towards those who come to him in prayer. Is this what you know and believe about your heavenly Father? Though it may at times seem to us that God is slow to answer, we must not give up in prayer. Listen to the Psalmist in prayer in Psalm 74: 'Arise, O God! Plead your own cause. Remember how the foolish man reproaches you daily'. Like Moses, he pleaded with the Lord to act, and so maintain his own glory. These men wrestled with God in prayer. This is what persistence in prayer is about - wrestling with the Lord.

Jacob wrestled all night with a man at a place called Peniel. He would not let the man go until he had blessed him. He knew it was the Lord he was wrestling with. The Lord blessed him with a change of name- from Jacob to Israel. His new name meant ‘one who struggles or perseveres with God’ (Gen 32:28). The apostle Paul wrestled with the Lord in prayer. His was a personal plea -there is nothing wrong with a personal plea when it is humble and sincere. He pleaded with the Lord three times that his thorn in the flesh would be removed. He pleaded until he got an answer. In Paul’s case the answer was not the removal of the pain but the grace to accept it. ‘My grace is sufficient for you’ the Lord told him (2Cor 12:9).  Will you, like Paul, accept the grace along with the pain if this is the Lord’s will. 

2. Promise
‘Ask and it will be given to you’ (11:9). Jesus continues teaching his disciples about prayer. He likens prayer to asking, to searching and to knocking. When a child asks his father for something, will that father give him something bad or harmful- a scorpion instead of an egg for example? Human fathers, though sinful, know how to give good things to their children when they ask. How much more will the holy, heavenly Father give good things to his children when they ask him. Jesus promises that when we pray to our heavenly Father he will give us what we ask for, providing it is good for us of course. 
We pray, ‘give us this day our daily bread’, and that is what we expect God to give us – not a plate full of stones! We call God our Father because that is what he is. He is not our enemy. He is our friend. He is our shepherd, not a wolf that wants to destroy the flock. ‘There are few promises in the Bible, so broad and unqualified, as those contained in this wonderful passage’ writes J. C. Ryle. 

What is the greatest gift you could ever ask for from God? A new car? Good health? Plenty of money? This promise is unqualified, as Ryle says. Ask the Father anything and it will be given to you. God is able to give whatever you ask. The world and everything in it belongs to God. But remember, you are asking as a child to a Father. Will your Father give you things that are not good for you?  Your Father, after all, knows what is best for you. A human father will not give his child something harmful, even when he asks. He will not give his son, who cannot drive, a sports car for example – or a gun.
The most wonderful gift you could ever ask for is for God himself to come and live in your heart and take control of your life. If you ask this then God will give you the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity (11:13). God gave his Son to die on the cross in your place. Jesus promised to send the Holy Spirit to his disciples (John 16:7). The Holy Spirit is the guarantee of your belonging to God. The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of power and truth. He convicts us of sin. He quickens our dead hearts and makes us alive in Christ. He guides us into all truth. Having this gift we have grace and peace that the world does not know. Ryle says, ‘having this gift we have all things – life, light, hope and heaven’. 

Do you ask for the Holy Spirit when you pray? Ask now and you will receive the greatest blessing you can ever know. Remember Jacob wrestling all night with the Lord for his blessing. You will receive an even greater blessing than Jacob. You will be blessed with every spiritual blessing in Christ Jesus (Eph 1:3).             

Jesus accused of Satanic work                       


Luke 11: 14-20

On some issues the Labour party is deeply divided. Some want offshore processing of asylum seekers while some want onshore processing. Some want homosexual marriage while others abhor it. These divisions threaten to bring down the government. When some in the house want one thing and others the complete opposite the whole house will cease to function. Jesus made this point to those who accused him of casting out demons by the power of Satan. 

Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. He had already been in the village of Bethany. In a more private moment he taught his disciples how to pray. He spoke about our heavenly Father giving good gifts to his children, including the greatest gift, that of the Holy Spirit. This gift means acceptance by God into his kingdom.  

In the passage before us today we see Jesus in the public arena once again. Again we read of him casting out a demon - a demon that was mute or dumb. This demon made the man both dumb and blind, according to Matthew, in what seems to be a parallel account (Mat 12: 22f). When Jesus cast this demon out, the man spoke again. The evidence was irrefutable. The crowd saw and heard what happened and they were astonished. They asked one another, ‘could this be the Messiah’? (Mat 12: 23). 

In the crowd were some Pharisees (Mat 12:24) who, out of jealousy, were set against Jesus. Jesus was a Jew but not one of them. He was not following their rules and they resented this. They had closed their eyes and ears to the work and the teaching of Jesus. Having done this, their hearts became hard. They were in great danger of committing the sin of blasphemy against God.  

1.Accusation
Some said, ‘He casts out demons by Beelzebub, the ruler of the demons’ (11:15). It was the Pharisees who said this, according to Matthew. They could not deny the mighty work that Jesus had done. As much as they wanted to, they could not say, ‘no, this man still has an evil spirit’. They tried this with the man born blind in John chapter 9. But they were not so foolish as to try that on this occasion. They tried something even more foolish! In their spiritual blindness, and with hearts hardened by sin, the Pharisees accused Jesus of casting out demons by Beelzebub, the prince of demons (11:15). In the Greek it is written, ‘Beelzebul’. Some translations, like the NKJV, have Beelzebub. Canaanite deities were called ‘Baals’. Baalzebul means, ‘lord of the house or kingdom’- hence prince of demons. This name is found in 2Kings 1:2 as the god of Ekron, a Philistine city. Baalzebub means ‘lord of flies’ and is thought to be a corruption of the name by the Hebrews. The Hebrews used this name to refer to Satan, and this is how Jesus understood them.

Satan opposes God in all that is good. He is the adversary. He is the fallen and corrupt angelic being who deceived Eve and also tempted Jesus. In casting out demons, Jesus asserted his authority over Satan and his rule in people’s lives. Satan’s rule is clearly seen in those who are demon possessed. He actually rules in the lives of all who are outside of Christ; such rule is not as obvious as with demon possessed people, but just as real. Satan’s rule means torment and the lack of peace, if not physical harm and death.


Confronted by the reality of this man’s deliverance from the dumb demon, and locked into their blind refusal to accept Jesus as the Son of God, these Pharisees went down the path of accusing Jesus of working in league with the devil. This Jesus, who went about healing the sick and casting out demons and only ever doing good works, they accused of doing such works in the power of Satan. In Matthews’s gospel this incident is followed by teaching on blasphemy against the Holy Spirit- the unpardonable sin. To speak against Jesus on a point of law was one thing, but to attribute his work to the power of Satan was beyond forgiveness.

We must take seriously this matter. We need to think about ways in which the work of God is attributed to other powers today; all other powers are ultimately powers of Satan. There are only two powers in this world: the power of God and the power of Satan (11:23). When we read in God’s word, ‘in the beginning God created the heavens and the earth’ (Gen 1:1), and yet deliberately attribute the creation to other forces or powers, are we not blaspheming God’s holy name? God says he made the universe and he demands to be given the glory for this. It is a sin to give the glory to another power. 

It is also a sin to call the work of Satan a work of God. Divorce is a case in point. Gods says, ‘I hate divorce’ (Mal 2:16). When a person, even a Christian, says that God told them to divorce their husband or wife, is this not blasphemy? God cannot say, ‘I hate divorce’ and at the same time say, ‘divorce is good for you’. 

Jesus went about healing the blind, the lame and the lepers, and preaching the kingdom of God (7:22). Yet these religious Jews could accuse him of being an agent of Satan. Jesus said, ‘blessed is he who is not offended because of me’ (7:23). Was this a case of, ‘cursed is he who is offended because of me’?  

Apart from those who accused Jesus of Satanic activity, others tested him asking for a sign from heaven (11: 16). Even as Jesus healed the blind, the blame and the lepers, there were those who wanted a sign from heaven. Even as he cast out demons and restored people to their right mind, they wanted a sign from heaven. While not blaspheming, they were unreasonable and obtuse. They were just as blind as the Pharisees- maybe these were another group of religious leaders. 

What was the sign from heaven that they wanted?  On one occasion they spoke about the manna in the desert- and that after Jesus had feed 5000 with just five loaves and two fish (John  6:31). How obtuse! How blind they were! But do we not see the same blindness today? There are many who want some sign from God before they will believe- a voice or a dream? The solemn words of Scripture are, ‘If they do not hear Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded though one rise from the dead’ are (16:31). Jesus is risen from the dead. No man or angel can deny this. Why then do people still ask for a sign from God? 

2. Absurd 

After a long first point we come to the second. Knowing the thoughts of his accusers, Jesus made the simple point, namely that a house divided against itself will fall. Demon possession was acknowledged by all, including the Pharisees, as just that- agents of Satan possessing a person and causing them harm. Satan works hard to maintain and extend his kingdom, a kingdom in which he rules the hearts and lives of people. There are two spiritual kingdoms, the kingdom of Satan and the kingdom of God. It was ridiculous for these Jews to say Jesus was casting out demons by Beelzebub. It would mean that Satan was fighting against his own agents, a sure recipe for the downfall of his kingdom. 

3. Awkward

In his infinite wisdom Jesus gave his accusers something more to think about. ‘If I cast out demons by Beelzebub by whom do your sons cast them out’ (11:19). There were Jewish exorcists in those days (Acts 19:13); just how effective they were we do not know. But we do make the point that with Jesus there was no question of effectiveness- he never failed in his attempts to cast out a demon. 

So by what power did Jewish exorcists cast out demons? To suggest they did so by Satanic power would have offended the Pharisees greatly. They would have accused such a person of blasphemy. This was a classic case of trying to have it both ways. If they exorcise demons by the power of God then so must Jesus. ‘They will be your judges’ declared Jesus (11:19).

4. Arrived

Jesus did not leave the matter there. They were not let off the hook so lightly. He drew the unavoidable conclusion from what he was doing and saying. ‘If I cast out demons with the finger of God, surely the kingdom of God has come upon you’ (11: 20) - ‘surely’ is understood but not in the original. The finger of God means the power of God. Matthew says, ‘by the Spirit of God’ (Mat 12:28). The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of power. Casting out demons is spiritual warfare. In a way, all healing is. Our whole life is spiritual warfare. ‘Though we walk in the flesh we do not war according to the flesh’ (2Cor 10:3). We war in the Spirit. 

The kingdom of God arrived with the coming of King Jesus. Jesus is the ruler of this kingdom. Jesus had been preaching this for over a year. A showdown was taking place. Jesus was taking on the kingdom of Satan. He overcame Satan in the wilderness temptations. He was facing another attack from these religious leaders making such blasphemous accusations and calling upon him to show some sign from heaven. How hurtful and frustrating all this must have been for Jesus. But he would not give way to temptation. He stood firm in declaring the kingdom of God has arrived. He knew he would bring division to the world of men. With the arrival of the kingdom of God, men and women must choose which king they will serve. 

You must choose who you will serve. You must decide to which kingdom you belong. Let me remind you that being in the kingdom of God is not the same as being in church. These Pharisees were religious leaders but clearly were not in the kingdom of God. Being baptised, coming to the Lord's Supper, or singing beautiful praises to God do not bring you into his kingdom. Only Jesus can do that. He is the door- the only door - into the kingdom of God.         

No neutrality                                  




Luke 11:21-26

Have you been burgled lately? Some people have locks on all their doors and windows, as well as an alarm system in place. If you were in America you may have multiple locks, as well as a shotgun by the door. I actually had a wooden club I got in Fiji at my door but not sure where it is now. You want to be better armed than the intruder- right? But still a burglar may outsmart you, or overpower you and steal your things. In some places a burglar will just smash the door, tie you up or even worse, and then take whatever you have.

Jesus had been accused of casting out demons by the power of Beelzebub, the ruler of demons (11:15) -in other words Satan. He pointed out to the Pharisees how absurd this accusation was. A kingdom divided against itself cannot stand. Jesus was casting out demons by the power of God. This meant that the kingdom of God had come in Jesus and that this kingdom was advancing. As the King of the kingdom of God, Jesus was more powerful than the ruler of the kingdom of evil. Jesus continues teaching about these two kingdoms in verses 21 to 26 of Luke chapter 11.

1. Take over 

Jesus pictures a man guarding his own house. He is a strong man and he is well armed. His goods are secure and he is at peace. The strong man is Satan. Satan is more powerful than mere human beings. His weaponry is more sophisticated than any human weapons because he is a spiritual being. Satan’s power is clearly seen in his victims; in those who are demon possessed. These victims could not free themselves from Satan’s grip. Satan’s grip is on everyone who has not been freed by Jesus Christ. He rules in the lives of all unsaved sinners. Such people are Satan’s pawns. Many tell us that it is all in the genes. People are violent because of their genes. People are drunkards and gamblers because it is in their DNA. It is not their genes but their sinful nature that is the problem. They cannot free themselves because Satan has them bound. That is why self-harm and suicide are on the increase in our society.

Satan is the spirit that works in the sons of disobedience (Eph 2:2). How tragic it is when people speak of Satan as some mythical figure. Many would laugh at the things we have just heard. How we cringe when we hear people joking about the prince of demons. Satan is not a mythical figure dreamt up to scare children into being good. Satan was very real to Adam and Eve when he tempted them to disobey God. He was very real to Jesus when he was tempted in the desert. Satan was very real to Jesus as he cast the demons out of this man, and as he spoke to the Pharisees. Satan was very real to the apostle Paul when he wrote to the church at Ephesus. He told the believers to put on the complete armour of God and be strong in the Lord if they were to stand against Satan and his fiery darts. ‘Our struggle is not against flesh and blood but the spiritual rulers of darkness and wickedness’ he told the Ephesians (Eph 6). Paul was deadly serious. 

Let us thank God that one stronger than Satan has come, one who will deliver us from Satan’s clutches and protect us from his attacks. In Jesus Christ you can overthrow the power of Satan, that power that has kept you in bondage to anger, to fear, to drink, to drugs, or to sex. In Jesus Christ you can resist Satan’s attacks. Through faith in Christ we can quench all the fiery darts of the wicked one (Eph 6:16). But we must be on our guard and call upon the name of Jesus every day. It is amazing how quickly some fall. They are here worshipping one day and the next they want nothing to do with the church.

2. Take sides

This passage teaches us that there are only two spiritual kingdoms - the kingdom of God and the kingdom of Satan. These kingdoms are at war. They are fighting for the souls of men and women. The house occupied and guarded by the strong man is the soul of a person. This is most obvious when a person is demon possessed. When a stronger man, namely Jesus, comes along and casts out the demon he is effectively forcing Satan to leave. If Jesus enters into that person’s heart as the new ruler then that person will be able to resist Satan’s attacks. ‘Be sober; be vigilant because your adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour. Resist him, steadfast in the faith’ (1Peter 5:8,9). 

There is no place for neutrality in this spiritual battle. Jesus said, ‘He who is not with me is against me’ (11:23). His words were aimed at those who accused him of operating by the power of Satan. Because they were against Jesus it follows that they were the ones on Satan’s side. They were instruments of the devil.

Fundamentalism in religion is frowned upon by many. They want moderation. Have you ever been accused of being ‘too religious’. I hope so!  People think a little bit of religion is good but too much is bad - bad socially, bad politically or bad professionally. Without going into the nature of religion, it is clear that many think all religions are the same. They see many kingdoms when Jesus says there are only two - those who are with him and those who are against him. Jesus was not, of course, talking about religions. He was talking about the truth, the truth of God who is good and Satan who is evil.

You, like me, will know people who think they can stand on neutral ground in this spiritual battle. They want to be known as Christian but not have Christ completely ruling their life. They think they can get along without Christ most of the time. The truth is that they are being ruled by Satan and being deceived by him into thinking they are Christians, and that Christ helps them from time to time. Satan is very clever. He can transform himself into an angel of light (2Cor 11:14). 

‘Choose this day who you will serve’ said Joshua (Joshua 24: 15). Jesus said that you cannot serve God and money (Mat 6:24). Paul said that you cannot worship demons and the Lord – or do you provoke the Lord to jealousy? Are we stronger than He?  (1Cor 10:22). There is that word ‘stronger’ again. You must choose which kingdom you belong to. 
Again I remind you, the default is the kingdom of Satan. You were born in sin and in Satan’s kingdom. To enter the kingdom of God you must be born again (John 3:3). You must be born of the Spirit of God. You must repent and be washed clean of your sin in the blood of Christ. You will be given the Holy Spirit to live in your heart. The Holy Spirit gives you power to resist the devil or Satan. The Holy Spirit guides you into all truth and makes you a faithful witness for Christ. 

3. Take seven others

‘When an unclean spirit goes out of a man’ (11:24). We have seen unclean spirits go out of a man and enter pigs (8:33). Here Jesus says they go through dry places seeking rest. While we find these things hard to understand, the message is clear. When a demon is cast out of a person it leaves a vacuum for a short time. Remember, there can be no neutrality. The vacuum will soon be filled. 

When Jesus cast out demons he could claim the place they occupied as his. But he graciously waits to be invited in. He does not force himself on anyone, even those he has wonderfully healed. If no invitation is given, the heart that has been cleared of demons is in danger of being reoccupied by demons in greater number- so that the last state of the man is worse than the first (11:20). How terrible it is for a person who is set free to again come under bondage to Satan. They will be in even greater bondage than before, with a complete set of more wicked demons controlling them. Such things do happen. Jesus would not be giving this warning of it was not so.  

We might think of someone making a new year’s resolution. They make a promise to do this or that, or not do something, but what happens? Nine times out of ten they fail to keep their resolve. They become even more a slave to the thing they resolved to get rid of. Some people hear the gospel of Jesus Christ and resolve to change their life. They stop cursing, stop drinking or gambling or whatever, and start to attend church. They start to lead a morally upright life. But what happens? If they  have not truly repented of their sin and believed in Jesus Christ, if they have not been born again of the Spirit of God and received the Holy Spirit, there will be a vacuum in their heart. Sooner or later some worldly thing will suddenly flood their soul and it will be back to the old condition of being ruled by Satan.

‘Brethren, be even more diligent to make your call and election sure, for if you do these things you will never stumble’ (2Peter 1:10). What things? Peter spoke of faith, goodness, knowledge, self-control, perseverance, godliness, brotherly kindness and love. Quite a list! But this is how we grow up into Christ when he fills our open hearts with his grace. 

Some point out that Jesus was here describing what would happen to the Jewish nation. The Pharisees and many other Jews rejected Jesus which meant they were choosing Satan. As a nation they would suffer greatly because they were giving themselves to the rule of Satan. But this does not stop us applying this truth to individuals. J. C. Ryle says of these words, ‘they are a solemn warning never to be satisfied with religious reformation without heart conversion’. Is your heart converted? Are you born again of the Spirit of God? Or are you simply trying to live by the Ten Commandments in the hope of getting into heaven? Remember, there are two kingdoms and you are in one or the other!           

Wicked and adulterous generation                           
   Luke 11:27-32

Jesus cast out a demon that was making a man dumb. The man began to speak and everyone was amazed - well not quite everyone. The Pharisees could not accept Jesus as the Messiah of God. They accused him of casting out demons by the power of Satan. The very suggestion was illogical and absurd – as well as blasphemous.

Having dealt with this accusation, Jesus turned to another group, a group of sceptics. They wanted to see a sign from heaven before they would believe Jesus was the Messiah. Was it ‘manna’ they wanted to see, or a pillar of fire? They had just seen Jesus cast out a demon by the finger of God, so such a request was obtuse. Jesus would not meet a demand that was actually based on unbelief. He knew they would not believe. He said, ‘no sign will be given except the sign of Jonah’ (11:29). 

1. Interjection

While Jesus was dealing with the blasphemous accusation, a woman in the crowd shouted out, ‘Blessed is the womb that bore you and the breasts which nursed you’ (11:27). In other words, ‘blessed is your mother’ or ‘how proud your mother must be to see her son doing such good works’. Was Mary proud of her firstborn son? On one occasion she came with her other sons to try and talk with Jesus, and probably take him home (Luke 8:19). Mary was not exactly sure what Jesus was on about (2:50). Only Luke includes this brief outburst about Jesus’ mother. In some ways it anticipates what happened in the church centuries later with the formal beatification and even worship of Mary. It is true that Mary was a blessed woman, blessed to be called by God to bear his Son. But Mary was a woman who needed to be saved from sin just like any other woman. 

Look at what Jesus said in answer to this blessing pronounced upon Mary. ‘Rather, blessed are those who hear the word of God and keep it’ (11:28). Jesus did not denounce the blessing on his mother, but a greater blessing rests upon those who hear the word of God and keep it. This is in line with his earlier answer, ‘my mother and brothers are those who hear the word of God and do it’ (8:21). If you hear and obey God’s word you are more blessed than Mary the mother of Jesus. Think about that! Spiritual blessings are not about your parentage, your physique or your possessions. They are about believing God’s word and keeping watch over your life in relation to what God says in his word. 

2. Jonah and a sign.

‘This is an evil and adulterous generation (because) it seeks a sign’ said Jesus (11:29). He said this to the gathering crowd. News about the exorcism and about Jesus taking on the Pharisees spread rapidly. People came from all over to see and hear what was going on. 

Jesus began with a sweeping assessment of the current generation; they were wicked, not unlike that of Noah’s day. ‘The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth and that every intent of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually’ (Gen 6:5). Matthew has Jesus saying, ‘wicked and adulterous generation’ (Mat 12:39). James uses this word ‘adulterous’ also (James 4:4). It means a generation that turned away from the God who chose them and made a covenant with them. He brought them out of slavery and into their own land. It is not only the Jews who are adulterous towards God. All people are made in the image of God and made to worship God. It is adulterous to love the world instead of God, who so loved us that he gave his only begotten Son to die for us.

‘This wicked generation seeks a sign but no sign will be given it’ said Jesus. Jesus did not come to entertain people with miracles. He was not a wonder worker from whom they could demand miracles. His works were signs in themselves. If the people were blind to these signs then they would not see any signs. They would not believe even if one rose from the dead (16:31). 

‘Except the sign of Jonah’ (11:29). What does Jesus mean by the sign of Jonah? The Jews knew Jonah as a historical figure. He was a prophet in Israel. He was a preacher of the word of God. One day the Lord told him to go to the Assyrian city of Nineveh, a city of great wickedness, and preach the kingdom of God. Jonah refused to go and tried to run away, but the Lord stopped him. A fierce storm threatened to shipwreck the boat he was on. When the sailors threw Jonah overboard the storm stopped. God was also merciful to Jonah and sent a great fish to swallow him (Jonah 1:17). Jonah was in the belly of the fish for three days and nights before emerging and then going to Nineveh.  

‘Jonah became a sign to the Ninevites’ (11:30). Mathew is more specific, telling us that his being in the belly of the fish for three days and nights is the essence of the sign. Jonah was, in a sense, resurrected by God to go and preach divine judgment to the wicked in Nineveh. They believed God’s word and repented, much to Jonah’s disgust. This was the sign of Jonah, and the judgment of the Ninevites as referred to in the next section. 

‘So also the Son of Man will be to this generation’ (11:30). This is future tense so not referring, as some think, to the preaching that Jesus was currently doing. Jesus was a preacher like Jonah, but this was not the sign.  The sign was specific to Jonah and Jesus as men. As Matthew explains, it is that Jesus will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth (Mat 12:40). This does not necessarily mean Jesus was put on the cross on Thursday as some argue. Rather, we might understand that even part of a day can be referred to as a day. 

Jesus is here speaking of his own resurrection on the third day. This would be the only sign they would be given. It would be the ultimate sign, proving that Jesus is who he claimed to be, the Son of God. This remains the sign to the wicked world today. Jesus is risen from the dead and he is Lord of heaven and earth. Look in history; no one has found Jesus’ bones on this earth despite a valiant effort for almost 2000 years.  

Yet still today, men and women ask for a sign from heaven before they will believe. Tell them to look at the empty tomb and explain that! That is the indisputable sign that Jesus is the Son of God, and that what he says is true. Jesus is raised and he is alive today. You will meet him some day soon.

3. Judgment.

Having answered the question about a sign, Jesus once again draws the conclusion. Not only has the kingdom of God come upon you (11:20), but there will be a judgment (11:31, 32). The Jews knew there would be a judgment but believed that, as descendants of Abraham who kept the Law of Moses (as they thought), that they would be saved. There are many today who think that by doing good works and keeping their own set of laws, they will not be condemned. How could a good family man who helped sick people, or had given time and money to help the poor be condemned! 

Hindus believe in four stages of life, each of 25 years duration; first student life, then married life and work, then retirement, and then renunciation. In retirement you will find a man who was a self-serving, corrupt bureaucrat or businessman, suddenly start helping the poor. We see such ‘good work’ attitudes coming later in life in the western world also. We do not see many going the path of renunciation. In this stage some Hindus leave their wives to go off and live the life of recluse in the jungle.

The Pharisees were not wicked in the eyes of the world, but they were condemned by Jesus. In fact, Jesus says that at the judgment it will be the Ninevites and the queen of the South who will rise up to condemn these men. It is the word men as in ‘male’ in verse 31 pointing to a contrast with the queen of the South, a woman. Jews do not accept the testimony of a woman, but even a woman would condemn them at the judgment. The queen of Sheba travelled ‘from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon’ (11:31). When she heard about Solomon’s wisdom she came to learn from him. The Jews had in their very presence the wisdom of God in person; ‘Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God’ (1Cor 1:24). They had in their presence, ‘the way, the truth and the life' (John 14:6), the only one who could reconcile them to God. Imagine how far the queen of Sheba would have travelled to hear ‘a greater than Solomon’, the God-man Jesus. But these Jews refused to listen to Jesus who was in their very midst. Some people can live next to a church or around the corner from a church but pay no regard to the words of life that are proclaimed in that church. 

In the judgment, will men and women from less advanced and less enlightened nation’s rise up to condemn nations like ours that have had the gospel for generations, and even taken this gospel to the world? In a sense they are rising up now as churches in Africa and Asia and the Pacific condemn the liberalism and the abominations coming into the Church of Scotland, the Church of England and other churches. 

‘The men of Nineveh will rise up in the judgment with this generation and condemn it’ (11:32). They repented at the preaching of Jonah. Even the king repented and turned from violence and evil when he heard Jonah saying his city would be destroyed. A 'greater than Jonah' was preaching to the Jews, but they refused to listen to Jesus Christ the Son of God. How could these Jews escape divine judgment? The queen of Sheba demonstrated faith in coming to receive the wisdom of God’s servant Solomon. Her faith will stand in stark contrast to the lack of faith amongst the Jews. Jesus spoke of a real and unavoidable judgment. 

You may refuse to listen to a preacher today. You may have all sorts of critical things to say about the preacher. But remember, when you hear the word of God read and preached - remember the kingdom of God has come near you. Remember there will be a judgment with Jesus as the judge. Will those you despise for their faith or preaching rise up in the judgment to condemn you?  

Full of light                                                        



Luke 11:33-36

The other day we got a packet of holiday photographs sent by our daughter. We were so disappointed because most of the photos were very dark, even though they were taken on a sunny day. The camera must have been wrongly adjusted. Not enough light was getting through the lens. 

Is enough light getting through the lens into your heart? Sometimes there is darkness inside us because our eyes are not open to the light of Jesus Christ. Our eyes get clouded by sin. We allow sins to become a barrier to the light. We must fix our eyes on Jesus and keep them there if we are to have a life filled with light. We must walk in this light if we are to keep from stumbling.

1. Function of a lamp   

In India we had blackouts all the time; we were always lighting candles for light. When the power went we would stumble around to find a candle and a match, but once we had one burning we could light candles in other rooms. Our children would sometimes study by the light of a candle. Candles were not objects of beauty or sweet smells for us. Their function was to give light.

When you light a lamp you put it on a table or shelf so it will give light to those in the room. It is amazing how just one candle can light up a whole room – provided it is put on the table and not under it. ‘No one lights a lamp and puts it under a basket’ said Jesus (11:33). Matthew records Jesus using this ‘lamp picture’ in the Sermon on the Mount when Jesus was talking to his disciples about being salt and light in world. ‘Let your light shine before men’ he said (Mat 5:16). For your light to shine before men it must first light up your life. This is the concern of Jesus in this passage in Luke 11.    

Jesus used this picture or simile a number of times. Back in Luke 8:16 he used it to teach that everything will be revealed in the judgment. In the passage before us today Jesus was making the point that those who failed to see his miracles as signs of his deity were not seeing clearly; those who were asking for a sign from heaven had a similar problem. There was something wrong with their eyes. 

2. Function of the eye

The eye is the most delicate and complex organ in our bodies. It is a very important organ. It is hard being deaf, or not being able to walk, but being blind must be worse. Yet this organ which is such a blessing can also be a great curse. It causes us so much temptation. The lust of the eyes is put alongside the lust of the flesh, and pride of life in 1John 2:16, as demonstrating love for the world. Jesus said, ‘if your right eye causes you to sin pluck it out and cast it from you; for it is better that one of your members perish than for your whole body to be cast into hell’ (Mat 5:29). God made so much beauty in this world but our sinful nature leads us to view the most corrupt and debasing things.  

‘The lamp of the body is the eye’ said Jesus (11:34). Our eyes see in the light and bring images into our mind. These images enable us to walk without stumbling over things. With our eyes opened we can see clearly the way ahead. ‘If your eye is bad/evil/diseased your whole body is full of darkness’ (11:36). This is true of the physical eye, as for example when people get cataracts and go blind. But Jesus was talking of our spiritual eyes. Just because a person is physically blind does not make them evil or bad. It is spiritual blindness that brings inner darkness. Spiritual blindness leads to spiritual stumbling and falling, falling into the traps set by Satan. 

The Pharisees who accused Jesus of casting out demons with the power of Satan were such men. Their eyes were so bad that they saw evil instead of good, the hand of Satan instead of the hand of God. Then there were those who wanted a sign from heaven. Their bad eyes kept them from seeing the wonderful miracles as signs of Jesus deity. J. M. Boice writes, ‘The light is shining; he is the light. But they need to polish up their perception of him. Here were people enveloped in spiritual darkness so that they could not perceive the light of the Lord Jesus Christ. They were so blind to him that they imagined his works were done by the power of Satan’.  

Such blindness is widespread today. There are scientists who are spiritually blind. They make great discoveries but misunderstand what they have found because they do not see the hand of the creator behind all that exists. All that they do is overshadowed by a lie. They try to bring things together and postulate some purpose in life but they cannot. Politicians, lawyers and many others operate in this same spiritual blindness. Church leaders who think their work is just social welfare or catering to peoples physical and emotional needs have the same spiritual blindness. They think their battle is with governments rather than the devil.   

Is your eye good or is it bad? Is your eye clear or clouded by sin. This is the question. The ‘good’ eye is literally ‘single’ – the word haplous in Greek - but most translate as ‘good’ or ‘clear’. As a boy I would watch my uncle harness the horses before using them to plant the peas. Part of the harness was blinkers, small flaps that went out beside the horse’s eyes. These blinkers kept the horse seeing straight ahead. They made him single-eyed if you like. 

Many think it is bad to be blinkered like this. ‘You are being narrow minded’ they say. But at least we know where we are going and have a purpose in life. The gospel of Jesus Christ does not actually blinker us; it gives us a clear view of where we are going. Jesus said, ‘I know where I came from and where I am going’ (John 8:14). Those who do not know where Jesus came from, or where he is now, do not know where they came from or where they are going either.

While the horse had blinkers on the side of his eyes, many people have them like a cap above their eyes. They cannot see above the things of this world. They cannot see Jesus lifted up on the cross. They cannot see him ascending into heaven. They cannot look up to see Jesus on the throne in heaven. How terrible it is to be blind to the glory of heaven. How terrible to see no more than the things of this world.

In Jesus Christ the light has come into the world. In the world today this light is shining. The darkness in people’s hearts is not because the light is not shining. It is because they do not want to see the light. There is none so blind as those who will not see. It is because ‘men love darkness rather than the light’. And they love darkness because their deeds are evil (John 3:19). Because their eyes are bad the light does not enter their hearts. They continue in spiritual darkness, with Satan as their only guide. Satan leads many poor souls into trouble and turmoil, into hatred and fights, into drink and divorce, and other evils. This is bad enough, but then we see them being given drugs and human counsel to deal with these problems. How can we cure a disease if we do not know the cause? When it comes to a person’s will and their behaviour, modern medicine comes up short.

We hear a lot about depression these days as if it was a new disease. But listen to what the Psalmist says in Psalm 42 and 43; ‘Why are you downcast, O my soul? And why are you disquieted within me?’ Is this not the cry of a person who is troubled and depressed? What answer does this depressed man get? Does he get drugs like Michael Jackson and many others? ‘Hope in God’ is the answer the Psalmist gets. He will praise God for his help. In another place the Psalmist was confused until he went into the house of God (Psalm 73). Is this not the help we need today? The light of Jesus Christ is such a blessing to our souls. Yes or no?

‘Take heed that the light which is in you is not darkness’ said Jesus (11:35). What did he mean? The tragedy with the Pharisees was that they thought they were in the light. They were offended when Jesus told them they needed to repent and believe in him. ‘Are you calling us sinners!’ they retorted. They were religious leaders. They were political leaders. They were lawyers. Some were doctors. If there was light on this planet then they had it- so they thought. But they were deceived by Satan who can transform himself into an angel of light. Remember, the only place you will find light is in Jesus Christ. ‘The Lord will light my candle so, that it will shine full bright’ (Psalm 18:28- Scottish Psalter).   

3. Full of light

We come to the last verse of this passage and to the last point in our meditation. As we do so, we ask ourselves if our whole body and our whole life is full of light. How do we know if we are full of light?

Firstly, we examine our hearts and lives to see if there are any dark spots, any parts of our life not controlled by Jesus, or any secret sins. The candle gives light to the whole room- or should do. But what about in the drawer or the closet? If the drawer is open then light will shine in. Have you opened every part of your life to the light of Jesus, the light of truth and righteousness? Is there some place, some picture, some person, some possession, some pleasure or passion that you are secretly clinging to? If so, you must confess this to Jesus and let his glorious light drive out the darkness. 

On the Damascus road a light from heaven suddenly shone upon Saul. He heard the voice of the risen Jesus. In a sense that light flooded his soul and transformed his heart. He was never the same person again – he became Paul, servant of Jesus Christ. Has your heart been flooded by the light of Jesus Christ?  Is your whole person- desires, intellect, emotions and will- illuminated and controlled by Jesus?

Secondly, you can know that you are full of light when that light shines brightly from your life. Are you a ray of sunshine in this dark world? The words ‘bright shining’ mean ‘ray of light’ or ‘lightning’. Is your face shining like that of Moses when he came down from meeting the Lord on the mountain? It was so bright he had to cover it. Do people around you know of the light that fills your soul and guides you every day?
Jesus rebukes Pharisees                                                          Luke 11: 37-44

Do you know what an ‘eruv’ is? Most Jews do! Orthodox Jews are not allowed to carry anything on their Sabbath- that is Saturday. Remember the man carrying his bed after being healed by Jesus. The Jews said to him, ‘it is the Sabbath; it is not lawful for you to carry your bed’ (John 5:10). An 'eruv' is a designated area in which this Sabbath law does not apply. The idea is to define the border of the home more widely. Without this Jews cannot take a stroller to the park or the synagogue. They cannot even carry a baby, car keys, or even a tissue on the Sabbath. In Sydney they have an ‘eruv’ area at Bondi, and now want one at St Ives. They can use Telstra and Optus cables to make this symbolic wall but need to put up more wires to make an enclosure. It would make life for the Jews in this area much easier if they had this ‘eruv’ they say.

1. Washing

When Jesus was invited to dine with a certain Pharisee he graciously went to his house. We say ‘graciously’ because the Pharisees had recently accused Jesus of casting out demons by the power of Satan – although this ‘certain Pharisee’ was not necessarily in that group. He was nevertheless a Pharisee and was zealous for the Law. He was a legalist; he was very strict in keeping the rituals and formalities in religion. 

Coming to the Pharisee’s house Jesus went in and reclined at the table ready to eat. The Pharisee was appalled that Jesus did not first wash before dinner (11:38). The word for washing is actually ‘baptizo’. The washing Jesus neglected was not a matter of hygiene; it was a matter of ritual. This was a ceremonial washing which the Pharisees had added to the Law of Moses. Just what was involved with the ritual we are not told, but in the Mishnah details about the quantity of water used and the manner of washing are given.

How did the Pharisee indicate his shock and disapproval? Again we are not told, but Jesus knew what he was thinking: ‘Surely a teacher like Jesus would know the importance of washing before a meal! Jesus should know the rules!’ Jesus knew the rules alright but he was not concerned about obeying the rules of men. In fact he saw such rules as foolish. He saw the hypocrisy of this man, and the Pharisees as a whole. ‘You Pharisees make the outside of the cup and dish clean but your inward part is full of greed and wickedness’ (11:39). Jesus did not hold back when it came to religious hypocrisy. He graciously accepted this man’s invitation to dinner, but this did not mean he had to be silent on matters of life and death. Jesus was not complaining about the food or the way he was received. He was challenging this man about his hypocrisy. 

Pharisees made a show of keeping the Law and regarded themselves as holy. But on the inside it was a different picture. As Isaiah said, ‘this people honour me with their lips but their hearts are far from me’ (Isa 29:13, Mark 7:6). Their hearts, Jesus said, were full of covetous greed and malice. Jesus had seen that wickedness first hand and would see more of it. Glance ahead to the end of this chapter. In the end the Pharisees wanted to kill Jesus- and they eventually did. As to helping people, they would not lift a finger on the Sabbath. Their perverse rules allowed them to loose their ox for water on the Sabbath, but not allow a crippled woman to be loosed from her affliction (13:15). There is no love in legalism.

I once bought a large watermelon, carried it all the way home only to find that it was rotten inside. I was so disappointed. My expectation of a tasty treat was shattered. We must be careful of grocers who sell things that look fine but are rotten inside. We must be careful of religious teachers who look fine and say wonderful things but who are rotten inside. Some are out to deceive, while others are deceived themselves. The Pharisees may well have been the latter; they were blind to the truth. But that makes no difference as to the danger of their religion. It made no difference as to their being condemned by Jesus. Zeal for God that is not based on knowledge leads to pride and self-righteousness, and it leads many away from God. 

Islam is seen as a religion of zealous people. They are regular in fasting and prayer, and in following the law of the Koran. Their religious leaders are very zealous. They issue a ‘fatwa’ for critics to be killed; they authorise ‘honour killings! The church has also had days of darkness in which zeal replaced knowledge. Somehow the church justified killing honest men in the time of the inquisition, and oppressing the poor with the practice of indulgences. 

That was all in the past you say. But the danger still exists. We see the horror of paedophiles in the priesthood. We see perverts in the pulpit. We see all manner of twisting of the Bible for personal gain. We see, or maybe do not see, zeal for money, for power and positions of honour, hidden by a cloak of clever preaching or performance. 

Let us pay heed to the prayer in Psalm 139:23 as put in a chorus

‘Search me O God, and know my heart today

Try me O Saviour, and know my thoughts I pray

See if there be any wicked way in me

Cleanse me from every sin and set me free’.

Washing the outside and not the inside is not the way to wash a cup. It is a stupid practice. You put the whole cup in the water (or dishwasher) and wash it inside and out. Jesus used this analogy with regard to a person. We are a whole person- body and soul. That is the way God made us. It is from the heart that evil thoughts come; and evil actions follow (Mark 7:20). Washing hands, wearing special clothes, saying special words, keeping the Sabbath or any other outward observance, does not make anyone holy. God looks on the heart (1Sam 16:7). Verse 41 is not easy to translate or understand. Literally it reads ‘give as alms things which are within’. What are the things within? Some understand things in the cup, meaning food. Some include other material things. The NKJV points this way with ‘such things as you have’. But the reference is to the body not the cup. 

Jesus is stressing the importance of the inward, over against the outward, in life. We must have a right inward state or right attitude when we give alms. We give out of love, not duty. This is the difference between grace and legalism. The person whose heart is renewed by the Holy Spirit gives out of love and finds joy in giving. The legalist feels pride not joy in giving- if he gives at all! 
It should be, as we read in 1Corinthians 8:5, that ‘they first gave themselves to the Lord, and then to us by the will of God’. Giving out of a clean or pure heart makes all things clean to you (11:41). Give yourself first to the Lord and then he will be pleased with your gifts and good works. Then your zeal will be for God’s honour and glory and not your own. 

2. Woes 

Jesus continues condemning the religion of the Pharisees, using specific examples. The first is the matter of tithing (11:42). We read of a similar woe in Matthew’s gospel (Mat 23: 23). Tithing of seed is commanded in the Law (Lev 27:30), but there is no specific mention of herbs. The Pharisees added this detail, as they did with thousands of other things. A legalist must have every matter minutely defined. They are big on little things, but no so big on important things. ‘When men concentrate on the trivial they are apt to overlook the important’ writes Morris. Jesus was still living under the Law of Moses and was not condemning tithing as such. He was condemning legalism because it passes over justice and the love of God (11:42).  

The prophet Micah told their fathers to, ‘act justly, love mercy and walk humbly with your God’ (Micah 6:7). He did so because their fathers were corrupt. They oppressed widows and the poor in their lust for profit and power. The Pharisees were no different, except they hid this lust under a cloak of holiness. Down with those who overlook justice and mercy in their zeal for man-made rules and regulations, not to mention ceremonies and traditions!  

Jesus goes on to condemn the Pharisees for their pride (11:43). They made themselves out to be more holy than others but were just as proud as the next man – or more so. They loved places of honour in the synagogue – and no doubt demanded such seats. They also loved to be honoured with flattering greetings even in the street. Jesus said not to call people ‘Rabbi’ or ‘father’ because there is only one true teacher, Jesus, and one true Father, God. 

You may have experienced difficulties in arranging the seating of wedding guests; but imagine what it would be like at a political conference. Sometimes meetings do not even start because people get upset at where they are seated. Nowadays there are experts, specially trained in this very touchy matter of seating men and women with huge egos! Men in the church can very touchy also. Some want to be in the chair all the time, and take a seat close by when not allowed. Let us all, including ministers and elders, be those who ‘walk humbly with our God’.

In the third and final woe or condemnation Jesus likens these hypocrites to unmarked graves. Touching a dead body made a Jew ceremonially unclean. Walking over a grave had the same outcome. Hence the concern to whitewash graves or tombs (Mat 23:27). In Matthew’s gospel Jesus likened the Pharisees to whitewashed tombs- polished on the outside but full of dead bones. Here in Luke his point is slightly different. The graves are not seen. People walk on them and get defiled. Pharisees were taking people in by their outward religiosity. They may have been educated and appeared holy but they were morally bankrupt- like some college professors today. The teachers in Israel were leading people astray. In another place Jesus advised: ‘do what they say but not what they do’ (Mat 23:3). Sometimes college students have to listen to what their teachers say but then reject it on the basis of God’s word.  

Jesus graciously went to the house of this Pharisee. As a follower of Jesus you are free to go to the house of a heathen or even a false teacher. But you are not free to compromise with regard to matters of faith- so maybe it is best to stay away from some. You cannot agree with behaviour that is contrary to God’s word, even if clever teaching and twisting of the Bible is used to justify the evil. You see the importance of knowing what you believe and standing in the power of the Holy Spirit against legalists and liberals, as the case may be. 
Jesus rebukes lawyers                        



Luke 11: 45-54

‘I am a priest. I can do no wrong’. A priest convicted of molesting a teenage girl is reported to have said this to the young girl. It is hard to believe, but sadly may be true. Jesus warned of such dangerous attitudes. He warned the religious leaders of his day not to be hypocrites. He warned the people to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees (12:1). 

Any man or woman who thinks they are perfect, and cannot sin, is in grave spiritual danger. Church leaders in particular must be careful not to put a stumbling block in the way of those seeking the truth. The tendency to be ‘do as I say not as I do’ people is very real. I remember a cartoon showing a man telling his son not to smoke or else! In the picture the dad was holding a cigarette behind his back. 

When Jesus cast a demon out of a man and the man started to talk again, some Pharisees said he did this by the power of Satan. After answering them, Jesus went to the house of a Pharisee to eat. But when he did not wash himself in the ritual manner of the Pharisees his host objected. Jesus took the opportunity to expose the hypocrisy and pride of the Pharisees. Lawyers were also at this dinner. Lawyers were men who gave themselves to the study of OT law. They were religious men and many of them were Pharisees. The difference was that between a professor and a politician. The lawyer belonged to a learned profession and the Pharisee to a religious party. 

1. Burden others 

Jesus’ condemnation of the Pharisees led one of the lawyers to say to him, ‘Teacher… you insult us also’ (11:45). It may have been the matter of tithing that hit some nerve in the lawyer. Tithing was a very touchy issue. In a legalistic system it always is. It is an outward show of obedience, much like Sabbath observance can be. The lawyers may well have helped the Pharisees in examining OT law (the Torah) and drafting a detailed set of rules around this law about tithing (the Mishnah). The simple rules that God gave became very complex, and at the same time the touchstone of righteousness in their legalistic system.

‘You insult us also’ said the lawyer. Jesus was not concerned about who was or was not insulted by his teaching. He was concerned about the truth and about righteousness. He was concerned about the heart not just the hands. ‘Woe to you lawyers also’ said Jesus (11:46). ‘For you load people with burdens hard to bear, and you yourselves do not touch the burdens with one of your fingers’ (11:46). We all know what some lawyers are like in our country. We have seen guilty people go free because of some technicality in the law. Rich people can pay for lawyers to find these loopholes, but the poor are left to bear the full weight of the law.  

It was like this in the time of Jesus. When a man Jesus had healed was caught carrying his bed on the Sabbath the Jews came down on him like a ton of bricks. ‘It is against the law to carry your bed on the Sabbath’ (John 5:10). But the lawyers themselves would find ways around the law when they wanted. Carrying things in the hand was not allowed on the Sabbath but they ruled it was allowed to carry things on the back of the hand, in the mouth or in your shoe (Shabbat 10:3). The lawyers who drew up this complex law code appeared very righteous as they went about prosecuting offenders. But they could do whatever they wanted using loopholes in the law. Legalism promotes hypocrisy. Jesus condemned such hypocrisy. 

Let us be clear, no son or daughter of Adam is perfect. We are all born in sin and commit sin. But we have been shown how to live in the way that pleases God; Jesus has shown us. He died for us to take away our sin and gave us the Holy Spirit to guide and help us in living upright lives. There must be some agreement between a person’s word and their works, their teaching and their practice. As Ryle writes, “happy is he who can say with Paul, the things you have heard and seen in me, these do’” (Phil 4:9).  

2. Build prophets tombs

Jesus had a second ‘woe’ for the lawyers. ‘You build the tombs of the prophets, and your fathers killed them’ (11:48). What is this all about? ‘It is easier to honour dead saints than living ones’ is the comment made by a number of writers. This is so true. Here were the lawyers building the tombs of dead prophets while rejecting the prophet who was doing mighty works and preaching the kingdom of God among them, namely Jesus. 

So it is today that people attach themselves to some dead preacher or servant of God; they may call them saints and they then get all puffed up with pride. All some Christians can talk about is what some particular reformer or preacher did and said. When you ask them to study the Bible they are not interested. All they want is to study their favourite dead preacher. Moreover, they are not interested in what any living preacher has to say- dead is best! What is tragic about this attitude is the propensity to glorify the past. The sins of these favourite men or women are glossed over in the eagerness to latch onto this dead preacher. We can of course, learn a great deal from preachers of the past, but must never honour them above Christ and his word. 

Jesus told the lawyers that in building the tombs of the prophets – who being dead could not criticise them- in building their tombs they were approving the actions of their fathers in killing them. They were giving ‘unconscious assent’ to the murderers. They were in fact going down the same path as their fathers in the way they were treating Jesus. 

3. Blood required

‘Therefore the wisdom of God also said’ (11:49). What Jesus says here is not found in the OT – which is seen as the wisdom of God. Some think he is quoting from some other writing. But note the word ‘apostles’ which is not an OT word. We might also compare Matthew 23:34 where similar words were spoken by Jesus. It is interesting that the ESV gives the word 'wisdom' a capital W. Clearly the translators of the ESV, along with most scholars, see this term as referring to Jesus. Jesus is called the wisdom of God in 1Corinthians 1:24. Jesus the Son of God, and wisdom of God, says on behalf of God, 'I will send them prophets and apostles and some of them they will kill and persecute’ (11:49).  

The Bible records the violent end of many prophets whom God sent to his people. Jesus begins with Abel, who though not called a prophet before this was the first martyr in the human race. The last martyr in the OT is Zechariah, the son of Jehoiada (2Chron 24: 20f). This is because in the Hebrew Bible 2Chronicles is the last book. When God sent prophets with a message for his people they turned on that man and sometimes killed him. This is the horrendous history of the Jews- killing the prophets of God - and they had still not learnt from their history. Their history was catching up with them. It was all coming to a head in the coming of the last prophet to be sent by God. You will recall the parable of the wicked tenants in the vineyard where the owner finally sent his son saying, ‘they will respect my son’. When Jesus told this parable the Pharisees knew he was speaking of them and they tried to lay hands on him (Mat 21:46). 

Why would ‘this generation’ be made to pay for the blood of the prophets? (11:51). Someone must pay for sin. That is the nature of justice. The scribes and Pharisees were no different to their fathers in rejecting God’s messengers. Those generations were judged with disasters and with exile. This generation would be judged even more severely in the light of their rejection of God’s only begotten Son. That generation was still around during the first Jewish Roman war (AD 66-70). ‘The words of Jesus were fulfilled in an appalling manner in that war', writes one commentator. ‘Never before did the judgment of God visit a nation as it did the Jews of Palestine- and particularly of Jerusalem –during those years’. A Jewish uprising was finally crushed most brutally by the Romans and the city was reduced to rubble, temple included. It has never been rebuilt. It was in effect the end of the nation. But this judgment was not the final judgment. As Jesus said to them: ‘Serpents! Brood of vipers! How can you escape the condemnation of hell’ (Mat 23:33).  

4. Blocking others 

The final woe declared by Jesus upon the lawyers is that of blocking the way for others to come to a knowledge of the truth. They did not use the key to unlocking the truth for themselves, and allowed no one else to use it. That truth is in the Bible which they were mangling by their method of teaching. By their obsession with the letter of the law they missed out on the spirit of the law. 

The street sign at our place is often stolen. A number of women must have ‘Wendy Av’ fixed to their doors! Sometimes the street signs are twisted around so that a driver looking for our house finds himself looking in another street. The lawyers and Pharisees, like too many church leaders, were leading the people down the wrong road. Leaders do this when they make the Bible seem complex and confusing. Some even discourage people from reading the Bible, as was the case prior to the Reformation.  

In recent times liberal scholars have said we must look behind the actual words of the Bible. We must understand the politics and culture of that day. Such knowledge is interesting and helpful but not essential. Children can read the Bible and understand it. Beware of those who try to impress you with their pet theory about reading the Bible. Legalism is not dead and nor is liberalism.

Those of us responsible for teaching others- all adults that is- let us be careful, firstly, that we do actually teach. Woe to parents who fail to teach their children the truth of Jesus Christ. Are your children hearing the words of Jesus in your home? Secondly, we must be careful to teach the truth. We must give people ‘the key of knowledge’ as Jesus said (11:52). We must direct people to Jesus and his words and not confuse them with our known ideas and traditions. We must be making disciples of Jesus, not followers of some man or some particular denomination. It is tragic to see ‘ordinary people on their way to the knowledge of God until their teachers turn them away’ (Morris).

Jesus did not hold back in criticising the Jewish leaders- he hated hypocrisy. Not that he lost his temper of course. His criticism was positive. They could have listened to the Teacher and reformed their ways accordingly. But sadly this did not happen. His words struck home but brought hardening rather than repentance and reform. The scribes (or lawyers) and Pharisees began to assail him vehemently (11:53). They were like paparazzi listening to everything he said. They were like detectives questioning him day and night. They were trying to trap Jesus into saying something by which they could accuse him.  

You may not like a preacher, but never go down this road of listening simply to criticise and condemn. Rather be in prayer and self-examination as you listen to God’s word read and explained.     
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